
1. Prologue

Author’s Note:
Rating is upped to M for general tone/atmosphere and themes.


Summary for the Chapter:
“I need your help,” Cyno says, voice barely audible.

Kaveh leans in and listens as the story unfolds. And unfolds. And unfolds. Unfolds all the way from one end of Sumeru to the other and back.

It begins with Tighnari asking Cyno for a favor. And as Cyno proceeds to unravel the thread that begins there all the way to what’s brought him here now, Kaveh feels a growing sense of dread raising the hair on the back of his neck, his arms. It unsettles his stomach and he’s very glad that he’d only been sipping at his wine.

It’s a story of improbable corruption going deep. Incredibly deep. And pervasive. 






“Our views are contradictory, but it is through contradiction that more speculation and philosophy may be born.”


-

“Grand Scribe.”

Al-Haitham does not turn to look, but he hums faintly in the back of his throat. By now messengers know to wait for Al-Haitham to give them leave to speak their piece. Especially when their messages are so lacking. 

It has been an odd past few months of this. Months that have quickened into weeks. He expects it to be daily soon, but that might remove the random element of it. Messengers from the various Sages offices have been sent to him rather than pinging him through the Akasha, summoning him for strange unscheduled meetings. Al-Haitham expects it by now, messengers turning up at the most inopportune times with no explanation for why they’re interrupting his office’s work. (He’s somewhat mollified to observe that their initial brazenness at waving around the powers of their office to command the Grand Scribe to come and go, over the past months, has turned into embarrassment at doing it so frequently over the most inane things.) And, inevitably, every time he returns to resume whatever work he was doing, he finds the work tripled with a dozen or more new problems on top of it. 

Al-Haitham is certain this is some form of test—of his patience, of his willingness to obey, of his tolerance towards the unreasonable demands, it could be any of those and more. And until Al-Haitham knows more he isn’t going to risk failing it.

The current capsule he is examining is not on the most stimulating of topics, but it is one that requires his direct attention. 

Because there is nothing wrong with it. 

By all accounts, this capsule is perfectly fine and functional. No data corruption, no error of code or information contained within, not even any hardware issues. None of the other scribes operating in this branch have been able to find issue with it.

But their lack of findings is a flaw attributed to their lack of skill and experience, something a vast majority of those working directly under him at this current location have. The last capsule restorer working in the main Akademiya’s main vaults with him with any true experience was transferred out to one of the Akademiya’s satellite locations. One of the scribes Al-Haitham was training towards capsule restoration to replace her was snatched up by the Grand Proctor, or rather…he was transferred to the Grand Proctor’s purview as soon as he started showing any talent for the work.

Al-Haitham does not blame the the Grand Proctor. She recently lost half her staff in a reshuffle, the Sages citing existing personnel shortage and less need for communication reviews and testing oversight.

The other two scribes he’d been training to attempt to take that first one’s place as a capsule restorer are neck deep in what seems to be an influx of applications for increased access levels from various low-to-mid-level Spantamad and Kshahrewar members. The overflow and the repeated requests have gotten so overwhelming that the Grand Administrator had to pull Al-Haitham’s scribes and the Grand Quartermaster’s managers to assist his clerks in answering denial appeals. The entire Matamata’s personnel are all scrambled and doing things they were not hired to do and are barely trained to do.

Which leaves Al-Haitham to examine this strange, seemingly normal capsule.

Accessing the information in a Knowledge Capsule is relatively easy as long as one has some sort of terminal, be it the small Akasha at the ear or one of the larger machines in various Akademiya-approved locations. And the process of storing information into a capsule is also relatively simple. But purposefully going in and altering the previously stored information inside of one can be a trial of patience and fortitude. And what Al-Haitham lacks in the former he more than makes up for with the latter.

In this case, his fortitude is rewarded. He has found is a slight anomaly in the information relay. It’s inconsistent, and appears similar to data degradation. But it isn’t. This capsule is too new for that, and the strange glitching in the play-through manifests slightly different on each repetition.

This is not a normal anomaly. He’s managed to isolate it to a specific run-time of the capsule’s relay. And the fascinating part is the anomaly appears to be moving. Spreading. Shifting. Like it’s actively trying to hide. He can’t tell if it’s malicious or not—he’s never heard of someone purposefully editing a capsule like so. Who would have done that? And when? And most importantly, how?

Al-Haitham works in complete silence, mentally noting his findings as he watches the lines of numbers and symbols streaming past the display. The strands of data fray and attempt to twist out towards the ends, trying to spread out past the segment he’s purposefully kept the capsule frozen in so that it can complete its play-through and return to the looping beginning of the information relay cycle. He pins those ends down, isolating them from the rest of their data loop and programed cycles to prevent the anomaly from escaping and developing further. 

He slowly steps back from the table, deactivating the access terminal which should keep the anomaly trapped in place. He blinks as his eyes focus on the room before he turns.

“Speak.”

“The Grand Sage requires your attendance,” the messenger says. 

“Did he say what on?”

“No, sir.”

That would be too convenient, wouldn’t it?

Al-Haitham mentally reviews the current schedules. He’d kept today clear so he could work on the capsules that needed his attention, and to review the work of the latest batch of hands the Grand Administrator threw at him to see if he could actually use any of them or if he’d be sending them back for reassignment. He also has no small amount of work from the Grand Quartermaster that he needs to clear out.

The Grand Sage, that Al-Haitham knows of, does not have any meetings that would require a scribe present, let alone the Grand Scribe of the Mahamata. Al-Haitham’s been called up to attend to any matter of mundane question that could have been handled as a simple message through the Akasha. It could be more of that. But…

The anomaly he’s found in this capsule is not the first of its kind, which is how Al-Haitham knew to find and catch it. The batch of capsules he had been planning on working through today were more of the same. Out of every ten capsules flagged with a minor glitch, at least three are of the same anomaly Al-Haitham has found in this current one.

Broadening out the scope of the thought of anomaly, there have been other strange things going on in Sumeru as a whole.

While Al-Haitham is certain that no nation can ever be considered truly at peace—especially not one like Sumeru where scholars constantly burrow their heads in experiments of all sorts on any topic one can feasibly imagine—the current anomalies in their country cannot be ones that can mutually coexist with the concept of a nation without concern.

The Akasha has been glitching. It’s not just the capsules. It’s the Akasha itself. The Sages have attributed this to a matter of age and requisite upgrades that need to be trialed and then installed during this year’s Jnagarbha Day. After all, the Akasha has had a lot of new information to store over the past year: a dragon in Mondstadt, the death of an Archon, the end of a civil war in Inazuma, and all of the information and conjectures and studies and papers that go with it. Even without the manual upload and clean up that must be done on that day, all of the passive gathering and smaller daily capsule uploads the Akasha faces were bound to give it some run-time errors.

There’s also the disappearances. The Sages would also call this glitching, but there’s been too much movement within the Akademiya. Staff are being deployed and recalled, transferred and promoted, then demoted and transferred again. Budgets are given, then denied. Projects are approved then gutted of funding. Funds are given to projects that don’t even have proper studies behind them to get off the ground. Al-Haitham’s offices are inundated with corrections, appeals, queries, and every type of document, message, and threat one can imagine. And yet his staff only shrinks in size and skill. Where are all of these people going and why aren’t they coming back?

And half the time, when Al-Haitham or any of the other Mahamata leaders attempt to push back or petition funds or personnel or just time extensions they’re overruled by someone from the Sage’s staff, or a Sage themselves. Frankly, Al-Haitham doesn’t know how the Akademiya hasn’t collapsed on itself yet. He can only attribute that to the efforts of both the Grand Administrator and the Grand Quartermaster, because the other three Mahamata department heads and himself have been rendered almost entirely useless in their roles.

So what is it, exactly, that the Grand Sage be calling Al-Haitham for this time? 

“Now?”

“Yes, sir.”

The messenger is practically buzzing out of their skin with nerves on keeping the Grand Sage waiting at this point. Well, if the Grand Sage required Al-Haitham’s time so badly he should have put in a proper scheduling request.

On the way out of the workrooms Al-Haitham knocks on one of the closed doors, waiting for a faint grunt of acknowledgement before he speaks. “The Grand Sage calls. The capsule I am working on is incomplete, but the work room is available. If I’m not back in an hour have the capsule moved to in-progress storage and let someone else use the room.”

“Yes, sir.”

Al-Haitham and the messenger walk through the maze of the underground archives that sit below the House of Daena, up towards the administration offices. As they reach the floor with the Grand Sage’s offices, Al-Haitham is surprised to see the Grand Inspector walking towards him.

“A summons?” Grand Inspector Zara eyes narrow when she comes to a stop before him.

“Did you leave the Grand Sage in a mood for me?”

“Nothing is ever for you,” she replies curtly, eyes flicking to the messenger and back to him. “I’m in Sumeru City for another few days. Usual place tonight? Drinks are on the Grand Quartermaster.”

Al-Haitham dips his head and continues to walk past her. 

Here is another anomaly: The Grand Inspector should not be in Sumeru City. Last week notices went out cutting the numbers of her inspectors and support staff down by a third. Her office was already, prior to that cut, almost a month behind on all reporting. Perhaps this strangeness is connected to Al-Haitham’s own recent frequent summons.

The guards out front announce him, opening the heavy doors for him to move through and closing them as soon as he clears the threshold.

The only other occupant of the room, aside from Grand Sage Azar himself, is the Grand Sage’s secretary. The Grand Sage’s time table is in full display written across a slate board near his assistant’s desk. In a passing glance at it, Al-Haitham sees that the man has scheduled one-sided appointments with the rest of the Mahamata’s leadership. Aside from himself and the Grand Quartermaster, none of them should be in Sumeru City currently.

Al-Haitham notes that he is the second to last for the day. The one after him is the Grand Administrator, who will most likely be less than pleased about this ordering of things and therefore even more unbearable to interact with than usual.

Al-Haitham doesn’t glean much else from looking around the room—no clues or hints as to what he or the rest could be called here for. It could, he supposes, just be the Grand Sage’s ego trying to prove a point to them. Some petty reminder that they are his to command and move at will. It would not be the first time that’s happened to their current roster of Mahamata leaders. It most certainly won’t be the last. In all the talks of salary and research benefits and travel opportunities that sold him on the job posting, not once was it ever mentioned that there would be so much politics involved. If Al-Haitham had known about that circus performance beforehand he would have just stayed a researcher or something like that. As they say, hindsight is always perfect.

The Grand Sage watches Al-Haitham’s approach until Al-Haitham stands before him. If Al-Haitham were someone else he would be thinking about power dynamics and posturing and a dozen other little details of politics. However, Al-Haitham is only ever himself and is therefore thinking about how to get out of this meeting as painlessly and quickly as possible.

“How are the archives?” 

Considering the number of complains his office has been getting about what seems to be every single possible thing going wrong going wrong and the Grand Sage’s own office sending their personnel down to gawk and put their hands where they aren’t wanted, the man should very well know exactly how poorly the archives are doing.

“Short staffed,” Al-Haitham replies as neutrally as possible. The Grand Sage nods with the distracted air of someone who isn’t actually listening to any answers. Al-Haitham has a feeling he could say anything and the Grand Sage would just nod along to kill time. Annoyance rises in Al-Haitham and takes significant effort to temper. The Grand Sage asks a few more questions that he clearly couldn’t care less about and Al-Haitham answers as he feels a headache start to settle around the base of his neck and spread down his shoulders.

“Are preparations for Jnagarbha Day going well?”

“Yes.” 

Al-Haitham mentally circles around that question. Jnagarbha Day is one of the most hectic and important days of the year for the people of Sumeru. Preparation for the next one begins even as the first one ends. But they’re several months off still, and Al-Haitham is not due to begin reporting and actively putting together detailed plans for it for at least another month if he wanted to get an early head start on it. 

He has them, of course. The preparation list is worked on slowly over the course of the year so that there’s very little in the way of surprise by the time the active preparation period begins. Furthermore, the team designated for those preparations is one hasn’t suffered from staffing or budget changes due to its high importance—it’s practically locked in. The only time that staff changes is if one of them falls inexcusably ill or dies. And the Jnagarbha Day funds are locked in with the Sage’s office’s budgets every year during the fiscal evaluations.

Although these well known advanced preparations and schedules haven’t seemed to stop people from sending in flurries of requests for long finalized work in order to do last minute edits to their submissions, double check their work, or re-prioritize the transcription and editing orders. Al-Haitham’s had some of his senior staff come to physical rows with some of the more anxious Herbads who are particularly well known for wanting to do a dozen last minute edits over and over again. It’s a shame that members of the Matra happened to be close at hand. It would have been excellent stress relief for his staff and great entertainment for him. One has to look forward to the smaller pleasures in life to keep momentum going forward at times and all. Especially with the current situation as it is.

Al-Haitham doubts that he’s been called up here to be taken to task for his subordinates’ attempts at letting out their incredibly reasonable frustration. Mainly because those attempts at getting him to care about getting them to behave have rarely gone well before. As long as they do their jobs and don’t mess anything up that would require him to go in and fix it, Al-Haitham doesn’t care how rude they get. It’s not like he’s any better at it. Besides, if the job gets done, it gets done. With the rate of staffing cuts and personnel resorting going on, he’s baseline satisfied with that and nothing else. Also, historically speaking, whoever they offend usually deserved it.

The Grand Sage is trying to get at something, something that most likely has to do with Jnagarbha Day if he’s asking about it this early. But what, other than wasting Al-Haitham’s time?

“And the current list of capsules for priority load. Has that been finalized?”

“Yes.” Al-Haitham proceeds to report on the current list as he recalls it—he’d just reviewed it yesterday. If it’s changed since it’s done so without his approval and does not count. The Grand Sage questions him on the list for a few more minutes, barely looking invested in the conversation, and then dismisses him. But he does look barely invested, which is more than how he acted when he asked any of those other questions. 

Al-Haitham feels the headache building, helped not at all by a reoccurring glitch at the side of his Akasha terminal causing a faint blur in the corner of his vision, and the knowledge that he’s going to have to face the rest of the Mahamata department heads later.

On the way out, Al-Haitham sees the Grand Administrator coming up, being led by the same messenger that brought Al-Haitham earlier. The man’s eyes narrow upon seeing Al-Haitham, mouth pressing tight, but Al-Haitham keeps walking.

When he returns to his offices he sees two of his newest staff waiting for him, one looking furious and the other like they’re about to have some sort of mental break. Both reactions are understandable, but not appropriate for on-the-clock hours.

“Show me.”

They lead him to the temporary archive storage, where hundred upon hundreds of files and research copies are waiting for manual review. It didn’t used to be this bad. Al-Haitham’s not had staff to pull to work through them. And now, he doesn’t have staff to put it all back together. Entire sections of shelving have been pulled out and gone through, haphazardly shoved back into random places. Papers are scattered on the floor. Capsules teeter in precarious piles. Boxes containing test samples are turned on their sides or sloppily stacked with their right-sides clearly not facing up.

“People from the Sage’s offices came while you were attending audience with the Grand Sage. They said they needed to do a check on recently submitted studies for Akasha entry. There were too many of them for us to stop.”

Al-Haitham’s eyes sweep over the disarray with growing outrage and resignation. Who knows what slipped in or was removed. And every flaw will be pinned on Al-Haitham’s offices, as these documents and items are under his charge. Al-Haitham wouldn’t even know where to begin trying to verify the integrity of any of these files. He didn’t even get to look at any of these. And they don’t have the time go to through the hard copies one by one to compare against the initial dirty copies made for later clean up and arrangement into the Akasha’s digitized archive. Al-Haitham’s headache threatens to worsen, made even more frustrating by the Akasha glitch that seems to warp his vision as though it were warping a sheet of metal with heat.

“I’m sorry,” the angry one says through clenched teeth. Al-Haitham looks at her. The rage in her is true and comes from a place of righteousness. He will not get to keep her. Within the month, he’s sure, she’s going to be shuffled over to the Grand Investigator or the Grand Administrator’s staff.

Al-Haitham exhales, willing himself to only contribute silence instead of the dozen other sharp things he wants to let fly. What good would it do here? None of them currently present are at fault.

He knows without looking that it’s only the three of them who can go through and fix this room. Every other staff member Al-Haitham has here is neck deep in their own overflowing tasks. Al-Haitham cannot leave these two to do this by themselves. They’ve barely been trained. He has to stay here with them.

“It’s already done,” Al-Haitham says. It is not the kind thing to say. But Al-Haitham is not kind. It is the fairest thing he can say though. And he is not normally fair, either, but in this situation he thinks all of them—the entire Mahamata—could deal with a bit of that.

By the time Al-Haitham has escaped his offices for the day he’d barely managed to put a dent in the capsules he’d meant to review. Instead he was called to firmly and resolutely deny several Masters and Herbads and Dasturs of their unreasonable requests and complaints; threatening them with temporary bans for needlessly submitting the same form incorrectly multiple times over the course of three days and thereby ignoring the rule on repeat submissions in a specific time frame. And then after that there was a truly broken capsule that required him to oversee the repair of. And then there was a sudden request for access to one of the higher clearance levels of the vault that required Al-Haitham to be present for because he has no one else of high rank in his office to take place of overseer for those timed sessions.

When Al-Haitham returns to the house Kaveh is not present. He changes quickly into nondescript clothing, making sure to conceal his Vision. Al-Haitham jots down a quick note to Kaveh on the slate in the front room to inform him that he’s been caught up in Mahamata business and is unlikely to return. On Kaveh’s side of the slate, Kaveh’s own writing in fresh chalk, informs Al-Haitham that he’s gone out with Cyno.

The Mahamata’s meeting place is a fairly busy restaurant in the same area as Lambad’s, often kept occupied by spillover of patrons who couldn’t get a large enough table or couldn’t wait for a seat to free there. And most importantly, the establishment is firmly in the Grand Administrator’s palm. All the way from the boy bussing tables to the head chef. There is a room that they use on the second floor, overlooking the first with a view of the door. 

Al-Haitham is the last to arrive. The other five are seated around a table heavy with food and drink, caught up in idle small-talk. The Grand Administrator is telling the Grand Quartermaster about the exploits of his youth spending summer holidays in Mond with his father’s family as his mother despaired over the lack of rice. The Grand Inquisitor is looking through the Grand Proctor’s recent slew of baby pictures. The Grand Investigator is rolling a cigarette.

Al-Haitham takes his place between the Grand Investigator and the Grand Quartermaster. He entertains a few moments of idle back and forth with the others, taking a few sips of liquor too strong to taste of anything but liquor. This is to be, he surmises from that, a stressful meeting.

Once Al-Haitham is about half a cup in, everyone immediately takes off their Akasha terminals, leaning forward to put them into a box in the center of the table. The Grand Administrator waves a waiting server over and the box is taken away for safe and distant keeping while the real work is done without the Akademiya’s ears on them.

“I hate it when the six of us are together,” Grand Inquisitor Azusa opens, genial expression replaced with a deep scowl and glower around the table. “To business. I just got news that half of my operations need to be closed out by the end of the month because of budgeting issues.” The glower turns and settles onto the Grand Quartermaster, who puts her head into her hands, pulling at her shortly cropped hair in distress.

“I just found out about that same issue today,” Grand Quartermaster Ying directs her protest to the table. “You can’t be upset with me. Do you know how much I’m going to have to redo? The Mahamata’s budget is so tied up that I can’t see straight. I’ve had my managers grabbing every single staff member I have left capable of doing basic addition and subtraction to review things.”

The other three Mahamata department heads offer similar complaints, news of budget cuts and staffing restrictions. Grand Proctor Sofia’s already halved team of proctors has been given orders to administer a series of certification checks for border-staff stationed on fringe satellite sites to ensure proper adherence to Akademiya standard protocols, while somehow also maintaining enough staff in Sumeru City and Port Ormos to handle the incoming wave of thesis defenses scheduled before Jnagarbha Day. A fourth of Grand Administrator Maxwell’s clerks are being reassigned to Al-Haitham’s archives due to the incredible back log, and yet he’s also being reprimanded for superfluous hiring of inadequately certified staff. Grand Investigator Zara’s been taken to task over frivolous expenditure and inefficient use of time for sending her investigators on standard by-the-book verification of studies.

Al-Haitham, it seems, is the odd man out tonight.

“He asked me about preparations for Jnagarbha Day,” Al-Haitham says when all eyes turn to him. “And when I returned to the archive his staff had gone through temporary document storage. They’ve all been possibly tampered with to be retroactively corrected or made inaccurate.”

“But no remarks on budget or personnel?” Azusa leans forward, eyes narrowing. “No complaints?”

None.

And apparently, according to the other Mahamata, this is not the only difference between his and their meetings. The other five have noticed no increase in frequency of in-person non-scheduled summons—just messages on staff rearrangement, restructuring of working project priorities, and other notes that have caused their workloads to double and triple in size while their effective personnel have shrunk. None of them have been personally summoned as Al-Haitham has. And none of their offices have had such frequent tampering with. Not so blatantly. Not so brazenly. Their work has been hindered by the intricate hoops of bureaucracy, staff changes, and budget reallotments. But none of them have been so physically hindered as he has. 

The other five leaders of the Mahamata lean back in their seats, expression ranging from thoughtful to incensed. Al-Haitham rolls the metal ring of office in his hand, thumb feeling the grooves of the Grand Scribe’s seal on the face of it. What a useless thing it is. This office never had any true power or authority—which is part of what he liked about it—but now it doesn’t even have any measure of capability.

“He’s singling you out, but what for?” Zara mutters, cigarette pinched at the corner of her mouth as she turns her eyes towards the ceiling. “It’s not like he’s giving you any special treatment aside from that. I wouldn’t even call it special treatment. Personnel from the Grand Administrator’s staff aside, you’ve more hindrances than favors going for you. When we look at the plain numbers, your office is just as gutted as the rest of ours. Maybe more with the way they’re actively setting you behind.”

“They’ve instructed me to pass you funds in preparation for Jnagarbha Day,” Ying tells him, eyes darting to him and away and back again as she pulls at her hair. “But I don’t know where he expects me to get them from.”

“What happened to the normal Jnagarbha Day funds?” Maxwell asks, steepling his fingers and watching Al-Haitham over them even as he addresses the Grand Quartermaster. “Those funds are locked in with their own administrative budgets.”

“I just told you, our entire budget is locked up in so many contradictory and confusing projects, restrictions, and temporary holds that I couldn’t tell you where any of the money is. That anyone is getting paid at all is a miracle. Half our assets are a mystery of paperwork, a solid third of our budget’s been tapped for review by the Sage’s for improper use, and the rest of it is attempting to do the work of the missing portions. I don’t know what happened to any of our Jnagarbha Day funds.”

Al-Haitham’s headache climbs up the back of his skull. If his Akasha were on he’d attribute the slight haze around the edges of his vision to it, but this is just the wonders of stress upon him at work. Zara offers him a cigarette. He takes it, for lack of anything better.

“Our hands appear to be tied,” Sofia says after they spend several minutes arguing over what the point of this could possibly be. “For now, the Grand Scribe’s office is the most secure and stable of us all. Although,” she shoots him a sympathetic look, “given the state of it, that’s not saying much for the organization as a whole.”

“For now, none of us here can do anything. Not when we do not know the shape of it or the purpose of it, or even the direction whatever it is faces,” the Grand Administrator says, straightening up in his chair and reaching into the front of his robes to pull out his token. “But whatever this is, the Sages have plans for you or your office. Whether this is another ploy to pit us against each other to ensure our loyalty to them and them alone, or if it’s some new greater challenge is uncertain. None of us know the greater picture and our departments are essentially a hairs-breadth from being tipped out of the pan and into the flames. There’s no resources to look into this further without putting the greater Sumeru at risk.”

He tosses his token coin onto the table towards Al-Haitham. The steal of the Grand Administrator’s office glints up at him.

“For now this is a mystery you’re going to have to weather through alone. But once you find your direction and know the shape of the assistance needed, I will do my best to render it,” the man promises, hazel eyes unusually solemn underneath his heavy brows. “As much as I’ve found these political plays to be amusing in times past, this is several steps too far. This is a legitimate danger to our work and to Sumeru. I think that for all of us sitting here, despite our many differences and disagreements, we can all agree on that being a problem.”

The other four toss their token coins in to join with the Grand Administrator’s with varying looks of sympathy. Al-Haitham sweeps them up and into his pocket without comment. As per usual, this will be something he has to face alone. Ah. And there’s the headache.

-

Lambad’s is busy as ever and so loud that Kaveh has to lean in to hear Cyno speak. Even up on the second floor, in one of the quieter corners, Cyno is barely audible over the sounds of the other patrons and the musicians Lambad has playing for the night. Not that Cyno is saying much. He’s mostly been nursing one cup of dark wine, his expression and mood clearly just as dark. 

In the corner they’re in the lights seem somewhat dimmer. Without Cyno’s Akasha lighting the side of his face, Kaveh has a hard time reading his expression. Kaveh likes to think that he’s very good at reading people. He cut his teeth learning to read Al-Haitham. Most other people, in comparison to that monolith, are open books. Not Cyno.

Kaveh had taken his Akasha off immediately upon entering, passing the device to Mehrak for safe keeping. It’s never a good idea for him to wear it when he drinks. He ends up pulling such strange data requests. Cyno, upon seeing Kaveh, copied him, darkly saying that it was a good idea for him not to have it on for the night. Who knows what he might say on impulse while inebriated?

Mehrak has both of their Akasha’s now, and is neatly sitting underneath the table. Cyno’s not spoken much since they sat down and ordered. Kaveh wonders if this is to be one of those meet ups where Cyno just needs to be around someone who isn’t formally aligned with the Akademiya so he can relax. From what Kaveh’s heard from Tighnari and Collei, the Matra have not been having an easy go of things recently. The run up to Jnagarbha Day is always miserable for Akademiya staff all around, but it seems to be particularly bad this year. And they’re still a good three months or so off.

Al-Haitham’s been suffering for it too. Al-Haitham’s been coming back on time, of course. But there’s a distinct tenseness to his jaw and shoulders whenever he comes back that doesn’t really quite manage to fade until just before he goes to bed. Kaveh’s noticed Al-Haitham’s been taking more of his headache and migraine medications, too. 

It seems whenever Kaveh goes through the Akademiya he can’t recognize anyone. Most people would call him a social butterfly. Kaveh would disagree—he just makes an attempt at being polite and decent, especially around people he sees frequently. But for the past several months Kaveh really couldn’t put face to name to anyone. Something strange is going on with staff turnover.

There are a lot of strange things going on. Kaveh’s got his own set of frustrations going about, too. His Darshan’s always been confounding. There are so many of them working on so many projects and specializing in so many different fields. It’s not strange for projects to flicker in and away, passed over or doubled back to. But the current chaos his Darshan is in the middle of is new to him. In all of his years he doesn’t recall things ever being this hectic and frustrating. His mother doesn’t seem to recall anything being as bad as Kaveh’s seen it, either, nor do any of the other senior members he’s complained to and been complained to about the subject.

It’s like the projects being picked for funding are completely random. Kaveh can’t see the rhyme or reason for them if there is one, and he doesn’t recognize half of the participants tapped for them. Again, the Kshahrewar is a huge Darshan. It’s not too unusual for him not to. But you get used to seeing certain names attached to certain types of projects. You get used to seeing the specialists, the Masters and their apprentices or others who follow their same branch of practice and methodology. Groups who work together on one project will often reach out to each other on other similar ones.

But none of the names on any of the approved projects are ones he knows. None of them. Sure, maybe one or two minor consultants he’ll be familiar with. But none of the main names. Meanwhile, every project Kaveh’s signed up for he’s been denied on. Fortunately, Kaveh’s been getting by on private commission thus far, but being denied for official Akademiya work is highly unusual.

Not to stroke his own ego, but it doesn’t make sense. All of these people no one really has heard of or has any track record of checking on are getting signed for the only projects being approved, meanwhile Kaveh can’t even get his name down on one for simple drafting or calculation assistance? And whenever anyone asks any questions about the assignments or the approvals, they get shut down by the Kshahrewar’s board or the Kshahrewar Sage himself.

Kaveh’s almost entirely sure tonight will just the both of them being quiet and stewing over their own problems in the company of someone who’s just as stressed and annoyed about it. But Cyno pushes his cup away and folds his hands together, eyes closed.

“I need your help,” Cyno says, voice barely audible. 

Kaveh leans in and listens as the story unfolds. And unfolds. And unfolds. Unfolds all the way from one end of Sumeru to the other and back.

It begins with Tighnari asking Cyno for a favor. And as Cyno proceeds to unravel the thread that begins there all the way to what’s brought him here now, Kaveh feels a growing sense of dread raising the hair on the back of his neck, his arms. It unsettles his stomach and he’s very glad that he’d only been sipping at his wine.

It’s a story of improbable corruption going deep. Incredibly deep. And pervasive. 

Plants from the Sage’s office in every department of the Akademiya, even the independent Matra and the Corps of Thirty. Investigations being cut off right before they can begin, pardoned or waved away as unimportant or irrelevant by the Sages. Report conclusions being tossed out by the Sage’s offices as biased or faulty. Interference from the Akademiya into the Matra’s operations including pervasive and gruelingly tedious audits on expenditure and personnel use. 

People going conveniently missing whenever they touch upon certain projects or make comments on how things are being run—no matter how true they are. Promotions or demotions that have no prior evidence of being in the plans. Cases of corruption and abuse of power being curtailed with the witnesses or whistleblowers recanting their statements or saying they were “mistaken” or the situation was “resolved privately”.

Illegal Akasha recordings and information gathering—and isn’t Kaveh relieved that he’s taken that off for this conversation?

Half-destroyed paper trails of kick-backs and embezzlement, cover-ups, unpublished and private Sage-authorized experiments, the list goes on and on and on. Cyno lists all of these as fact, voice even, eyes closed, face turned towards his folded hands. Perhaps this is the only way Cyno can lay it out so calmly, by not looking. Kaveh doesn’t blame him. Closing his eyes doesn’t help, but it sure does feel better.

Cyno doesn’t even give Kaveh the details of it all. Kaveh can’t tell if that’s because Cyno’s aiming for brevity or if it’s because even Cyno, himself, doesn’t know them. Kaveh doesn’t know which of those two answers he’d prefer.

By the time Cyno is done, Kaveh feels light headed. It feels like he’s been sitting here, absorbed into this series of facts and statements for hours when it’s only been a few minutes. Kaveh feels like something within him has fundamentally shifted over, leaving him unbalanced and unmoored from himself. His hands shake a little. If he tried to stand, he doesn’t think he could. Is it anger or fear? Both, maybe. Despair, too. How could this have happened?

There’s just so much of it. Kaveh places his head into his palms, eyes closing. He doesn’t know how this connects to the Kshahrewar, but it must. There can’t be this much disorganization and flagrant violations of Akademiya’s laws and standards without it being connected. What would the chances be of all of this chaos happening independently?

And how does this tie in with the Mahamata’s current struggles? Because it must. Everything in the Akademiya, in some part, gets touched by them. Every document gets run through the Grand Scribe’s office for confirmation and then proper storage. The Grand Investigator and Grand Inquisitor are required to go through and conduct independent checks on every study, experiment, and trial that gets so much as printed twice. The Grand Proctor oversees the examinations and certifications for all courses, and is in charge of monitoring all official communications from pamphlets to notification board maintenance. 

And they all report directly to the Sages.

Kaveh presses his thumbs into his temples. He doesn’t like the picture that this is painting. But there are too many gaps for him to say anything, to understand what exactly it’s all for.

The only conclusion that Kaveh can come to is that Cyno’s accounts confirm that something really is wrong. Incredibly wrong, terribly foul, and entrenched deeply into the very foundations of the country, stemming from the Sages’ very hands. But Kaveh and anyone with eyes and two brain cells to stick together could tell that already. The question isn’t if something’s going on, but what the hell is it? 

Kaveh’s no detective, no investigator. He’s an engineer and a mathematician. He can see the numbers and take shots in the dark all evening long. And eventually he’d probably hit a right answer. But Kaveh’s fairly certain they don’t have that luxury.

“If you wanted someone to help you find answers, I think you’ve got the wrong man. Why tell me these things?” Kaveh asks, biting at the edge of his thumbnail. Al-Haitham would probably be a better bet. He’s in the Mahamata, too. Kaveh knows he’s complained about the man to Cyno and Tighnari and Collei every other breath, but surely that couldn’t have left such a negative impression that Cyno wouldn’t have thought of him as a possible ally in this.

Kaveh raises his gaze to see Cyno watching him. Cyno, on the job, always has such a stern expression. Most people would call it a cold one, a frightening one. But beyond it is a passionate care for the duty that’s been placed on him. Kaveh can see the spark of that lightning in Cyno’s expression now. 

Cyno’s certainly not going to let any of this stand. Even if his initial confrontation of the Sages has gone poorly. He’s not going to stop here. 

“I cannot trust anyone in the Akademiya,” Cyno says flatly. “Especially not anyone in the Mahamata, who work directly under the Sages—let alone the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya who is known to be often called in to report and assist the Grand Sage himself.”

Kaveh did not know that. Al-Haitham had always made his job seem incredibly boring whenever he spoke of it. Kaveh narrows his eyes. Even still… Al-Haitham is not corrupt. He’s many things, but Kaveh refuses to believe him a willing participant in whatever chicanery is going on around them. 

Cyno is already continuing before Kaveh can protest against Cyno’s assessment of Al-Haitham though. 

“My Matra are crippled. Our jurisdiction and authority curtailed at every turn,” Cyno tells him, mouth twisting at the corners with distaste. “I can’t so much as requisition paper for them without someone coming by to ask me why and to prove that it’s actually needed down to the last sheet. There has been so much staff turn over that I no longer know who can be trusted.” There’s a flash of pain in Cyno’s eyes. He’s worked hard over the years to gain his Matra’s trust and to be trusted by them in turn. The fact that it’s all been undone like so…Kaveh can’t imagine it.  “And the ones that I know without doubt can be trusted as loyal to me must stay behind to keep things in Sumeru City running as best as they are able to where I cannot.”

“What,” Kaveh asks slowly, “does that mean? Stay behind?”

Cyno’s expression is flat and solemn, made sharp with the lights of the tavern around them. The sounds and lights around them are loud and cheerful, a disconcerting contrast to the subject Cyno and Kaveh are laying out between them.

“I’ve gone to the end of the line on this investigation using the channels available to me. If justice is to be served, and if all that has come to pass is to be brought to light, it will not be through the system as it has become. The rules were put in place for a reason. The Matra were established for the sake of those rules, those protections and safeguards. But we have both been turned aside in favor of some greater ambition that I can’t begin to grasp the scope of. Not like this. If answers are to be found, they will be beyond the boundaries the Akademiya has set.”

Cyno doesn’t quite falter, but he does close his eyes and let out a long breath through his nose.

“Through me in this role of office, justice is meant to be served. But I see now that as long as I hold this office I can serve no one. Not my Matra, not my people, not my country. I am leaving, Kaveh.” 

Kaveh stares, he feels his mouth gape. “You’re abandoning your post?”

“I would argue that the Sages abandoned theirs first. Besides, what use is the title in the current clime? What good is it to the problem at hand? Who am I supposed to report the Sage’s crimes to? A god absent for several centuries that no one except the Sages have contact with? No.” Cyno’s lip curls up in distaste. “What is it but a shackle to keep me distracted from the meat of the matter? What I once thought was acknowledgement has proven to be just a chain. I refuse to break under it. Sumeru faces a threat that seems to grow from some foul seed that’s found its way in our soil and I will eliminate it. And that is why I turn to you. Kaveh, this is not something I can do alone.”

Kaveh’s mouth, were it not attached to his body by flesh, would fall away and roll off the table. Cyno? Admitting he can’t do something alone? The man once likened to the Great Vayuvyastra made flesh? A man capable of tracking even the most desperate all the way to the borders of the country through the harshest, most inhospitable conditions in Teyvat?

Cyno’s solemn expression momentarily breaks as he rolls his eyes at Kaveh’s shock.

“I—yes,” Kaveh sputters. “Of course I’ll help you. Whatever I can. You can’t just tell me all of this and think I’d do nothing about it. But I can’t imagine that there is anything I can do. You just pointed out how deep this goes. And I know Tighnari’s told you about my own complaints. Sevens, you’ve probably heard them yourself from a dozen other mouths over the course of your investigations, or just walking through any of the halls close to the Kshahrewar ones. The Kshahrewar’s not been looking very efficient these days. I think all the other Darshans are looking down on us more than usual because of it. It’s a mess, Cyno. I can’t even get my name approved for assisting on basic schematic review.”

Cyno shakes his head, “I’m aware. Yes. Trust me, Kaveh. You are not the only one with that very same complaint. But what I am asking from you is not assistance here, within the city, as a Master Architect. I need a different part of your skills. Kaveh, I want you to come with me when I leave to investigate. As I said, my Matra are gutted, shackled by the Sages. I know not who I can trust among them. What I need is someone I can trust. And more importantly—someone other people can trust.”

Cyno taps the table between them with his fingertip, eyes blazing with determination.

“Master Architect Kaveh of the Kshahrewar. Son of Master Architect Faranak. Your name has weight. Do not deny it. Your reputation precedes you wherever you go, even among the laymen who have nothing to do with the Akademiya. It is a reputation known for fairness, for empathy, and loyalty. Most critically,  you are well known to be honest. Sometimes to your own detriment. That is what I need from you.” Cyno’s mouth twists. “The General Mahamatra is not a trusted figure. He is a feared one. People do not speak to him unless they are forced to, or if they’re at the end of their rope. And after this, I will not have my rank to rely upon. As Cyno I am not any better at engendering trust. On this side of the wall I’m just another desert dweller come to cause trouble, liable to do wrong at any time. And on the other side of the wall I am a traitor to my people, made soft by the loam.”

Kaveh’s heart bruises to hear that. But Cyno holds a hand up to stop him from commenting on that whole issue.

“For lack of possible leads to go after with the Akademiya watching me and keeping my hands tied, I am going to go and fall back upon what I know. I am going to hunt. Track. The missing persons can’t have all disappeared into the ether. There must be traces of them somewhere. So far I’ve found credible trails that lead east, beyond the Wall. I would ask for your help in tracking down those leads, or more specifically—I would ask of you to ask the questions I cannot ask as either the General Mahamatra or Cyno.”

Cyno falls silent as Kaveh thinks his words over. Kaveh finds it hard to believe that he’s the only one that comes to mind when Cyno thinks of those who could help. Even if the Matra as a whole can’t be trusted…

“But your people here, they need you,” Kaveh says. “We know something is happening here. In this city. Right under our noses. And over our heads. And you’d leave?”

“It’s probably better for my people if I do leave,” Cyno admits. “My failed confrontation with the Sages will definitely put a strain on the sham of a relationship our organizations have. With me out of the picture, there’s hope that the Sages might relax their guard and interfere less. And my people are well trained to work without me. Kaveh, there is no further action I could take in Sumeru City, or this side of the wall, even if I did decide to stay. Trust me when I say that I did not make this decision lightly. I have weighed it against every other responsibility I have, and ultimately came to the understanding that if I were to turn away here I would never be able to look at myself again.” Cyno’s eyes watch him steadily. “You are as I in this way, which is another reason why I ask you to help me. I know it is a great thing to ask of another. If the situation were not so critical, and if there was a less extreme course of action I could take, I would not have held this burden out to you. That said… if you decide that you cannot help me, I understand this, too. I would not think less of you, Kaveh. I know your reasons are your own and they would not be due to moral folly.”

“I’m flattered.” Kaveh presses the palm of his hand to his eyes. “There’s no one else you would ask?”

“My own disappearance will be noticeable enough as it is. Even if I were willing to pull one of my trusted subordinates away from Sumeru City, I cannot risk any of them coming with me and attracting the attention of two Matra going missing. Besides, their reputations would suffer from the same biases as mine does where I am going. The Matra as a whole do not garner good feelings from anyone in Sumeru, from either side of the Wall. We are too intrinsically bound with the concepts of the Akademiya and punishment.”

“And you think I’m not? It’s in the title, isn’t it? Master Architect of the Kshahrewar. It only gets more Akademiya than that if you stick in the word Sage.”

“You may be affiliated with the Akademiya, but you’ve made a solid presence for yourself beyond the Wall. The people there are familiar with you as yourself. As Kaveh. As I said, your reputation precedes you. Even in the sands, where trust is as preciously guarded and measured as water, you’ve gained a fair bit of it for your own through your actions.”

“Common decency shouldn’t have the weight of gold and silver,” Kaveh mutters.

“Reputation aside, you have practical experience beyond the Wall most don’t have,” Cyno goes on, ignoring Kaveh’s weary comment. “You’re one of the most intelligent and wisest people I know with the actual applicable experience to back it up. You can actually speak in a few of the dialects from the sands. You are also capable in a fight. That I know of you aren’t being tracked. Even if you were, your history of going between the different sides of Sumeru wouldn’t arouse any suspicion. Between your reputation for honesty and your established patterns, I highly doubt that anyone would consider you as an effective tool for information gathering and potential espionage. Kaveh. I have thought this through very carefully.”

“You have but I haven’t, give me a moment to gather myself. You can understand that…you’ve given me quite a lot to think about, Cyno. Give a man a warning before revealing life-changing information to him, would you?” Kaveh lets out a weak laugh.

It is not as though, now that Cyno has pointed out, that Kaveh cannot see his logic. It’s just…he’s just an architect. A broke architect with nothing to his name except apparently that same name. How highly he’s seen in the eyes of others when he’s practically at rock bottom! Amazing. Absolutely astounding. Kaveh wants to laugh even more. It would come out sounding deranged.

Kaveh will admit that Cyno was not wrong about Kaveh’s reputation preceding him. Most of it without Kaveh even trying. Kaveh does have a startling amount of good will aimed in his general direction wherever he goes. Sometimes all Kaveh has to do is walk into a room and he’s being waved over by one neighborhood uncle who’s suddenly introducing him to his friends over rounds of cards and cigarettes as they ask him about his work and give him helpful advice and sometimes-helpful gossip. Or he’ll be walking past one of the border checkpoints and be waved over by Corps of Thirty to chew the fat for an hour or so, getting interesting updates on all of the current Withering Zones or ley lines and spikes in monster activity.

But it’s one thing for him to use it for small things like trying to figure out who’s got the lowest prices for bulk stone importing, or who’s got an interesting project coming up that he can try to apply for. It’s another thing entirely to use his reputation to try and…what? Subtly or carefully gather clues to oust the entire ruling body of Sumeru for corruption and crimes against the very state?

Kaveh holds his hand up. “I’m not telling you no. I said that if it was within my power I would help and I am a man of my word. Even if, apparently, my word is leading me on something of a quest. But I need time to sort my thoughts out and prepare. I may not be being watched directly, but most of us in the Kshahrewar are being oddly limited in our movements. Most Masters in each of the Darshans are, honestly. I can try to go out citing a personal project or leisure trip, but even those are being put under off-the-books scrutiny.” It’s through Kaveh’s only-somewhat accidental network of well-meaning gossips that he’s found himself in the center of that he heard that one of the older Kshahrewar engineers with family in Fontaine had tried to apply for personal leave to spend a holiday with them and was denied with no explanation. And everyone agreed that there was some sort of law or statute being broken there, but who would they complain to? “Give me some time to sort out my own plans for leaving the city, unless you plan on smuggling me out—not subtle at all, by the way if so. I’ll figure out a way to reconvene with you wherever you are.”

“It would be too suspicious for us to disappear at the same time, even if you weren’t being actively monitored before you will be for a short time after I leave. You and I are known to be friends. The Sages will no doubt put tails or watchers on all of those they might suspect me of going to. No, I was not intending on smuggling you out.”

“I’ll take it as another compliment that you trust me to be able to sneak past all of that and get to you somehow.”

Cyno dips his head. “Scrutiny on you shouldn’t last long and is most likely to be superficial at best, just tracking your movements outside of the Akademiya. Your official address is listed as the Grand Scribe’s. He and I have never had any contact outside of brief run-ins at the Akademiya, and the Sages trust their control over him. After I go to ground you should be clear to follow me after a week or so. We’ll meet each other beyond the Wall.”

Kaveh wants to protest against the assessment of Al-Haitham once more, but he can’t argue that from the outsider’s perspective that’s certainly what it would look like. To someone who doesn’t know Al-Haitham as Kaveh once did—sometimes likes to think still he does—Al-Haitham is incredibly suspicious.

Cyno leans down to take his terminal back from Mehrak. As he slides it back on, it seems like his entire expression shifts, as though the entire conversation they’d just had never happened. “Get home safely, Kaveh.” He leaves some coin on the table, taking his cloak up and gathering it around his shoulders, pulling his hood up and leaves.

Kaveh drinks and eats a little bit more. He doesn’t think he’d look very stable if he stood up. Then again, he is in a tavern and he has had a whole half cup of wine. It would not be out of place. Kaveh gestures for Mehrak to float up, taking Cyno’s place across from him.

“Well,” he says to the construct as he refills his glass. “Don’t get cross with me if I get into it, Mehrak.” Kaveh doubts he will, he doesn’t have the stomach to drink tonight. Not after what he’s just heard and what he knows lies ahead of him. But this might be his last chance to indulge in quite a long while so he should at least try to enjoy a few more moments of it. “It looks like we’ve got some work ahead of us.”


Notes for the Chapter:
Stuff about the Mahamata that I made up, please just let me play in this sandbox:

-Grand Scribe (I did not make that title up but I’m giving him job responsibilities now): in charge of all Sumeru archives, document and material maintenance, storage, and tracking, as well as Akasha maintenance. Main officers are called scribes. Seal of office is an open hand.

-Grand Administrator: in charge of support and back-end clerical staff of the Mahamata, as well as coordinating Mahamata works and projects with other bodies such as the Matra and the Darshan governing boards and Sages. Main officers are called clerks. Seal of office is a gavel.

-Grand Proctor: in charge of monitoring communications across Sumeru and to Sumeru-affiliated groups/clusters in other countries. This includes oversight on tests and certifications, monitoring of message boards, and information distributed physically via pamphlet or flyer. Main officers are called proctors. Seal of office is a closed mouth.

-Grand Inquisitor: in charge of the review and verification of information outside of Sumeru coming in, complies information on foreign persons and items of interest and monitors the activities of Akademiya scholars beyond Sumeru’s borders. Main officers are called inquisitors. Seal of office is a sword.

-Grand Investigator (note that Investigator is an canon title as referenced on notice boards): in charge of the review and verification of information within Sumeru, as well as the tracking and handling of foreign persons and objects of interest once they enter Sumeru’s borders. Main officers are called investigators. Seal of office is a compass star.

-Grand Quartermaster: in charge of all acquisitions and treasury items of the Mahamata, as well as maintaining the books and inventory records of all transactions concerning properties (buildings, land, etc.), liquid capital and assets. Main officers are called managers. Seal of office is a scale.

-Mahamata as an administrative body that reports directly to the Sages, with the Grand Sage having highest authority over them. They do not have the ability to enforce punishments or take legal actions on their own, without Sage approval. However I like to play with the idea that the Mahamata were originally meant to be the left hand of god to the Matra as the right hand. As such, the Mahamata operates within a certain grey area with several members, specifically each department head, involved in more clandestine investigations and operations, usually with the purpose of information gathering or spreading.

-Canon states that all members of the Mahamatra must be Akademiya graduates. Al-Haitham is Haravatat. Maxwell, Azusa, and Ying are Vahumana. Sofia is Rtawahist. Zara is Spantamad.

-Maxwell and Azusa are Sumeru born and raised but with ancestry from other countries. Ying is an immigrant from Liyue.






2. Escape to Caravan Ribat: Part I

Summary for the Chapter:
As Al-Haitham passes Kaveh’s closed door the same thought from last night returns and completes itself in a way that makes his stomach twist.

If Kaveh had returned last night, and if he had—through the uncanny acuity of his ability to look at a person and spot the presence of that which a person would want to be made known the very least—somehow managed to divine both the fact that Al-Haitham had something some harsher degree than a problem on his shoulders, and the possible source for it, what would he have done?

No. What would they have done?

For all that he and Kaveh do not see eye to eye, and mostly try to avoid seeing each other at all… if Kaveh knew that Al-Haitham was facing a problem of such degree, he would not be able to turn away and leave Al-Haitham to it. 





Al-Haitham wakes up after a poor night’s rest feeling no better than he did when he went to sleep. This is one problem he can’t sleep through, hoping it resolves itself while he isn’t awake for it to hector and haunt. 

After talks were concluded with the rest of the Mahamata, they all had to finish drinking enough that when they put the Akasha back on it would register them all as clearly inebriated or at least under notable influence of alcohol. It didn’t take much. The wine was very strong. Al-Haitham suspects that the Grand Administrator pulled something from his private reserve just for that meeting to move things along.

Fortunately, over the years and generations of people in their exact same positions establishing and enforcing the precedent, the day after the Mahamata get together none of them ever show up for work the next day citing hang overs. By now, everyone in the Akademiya expects it. 

If anyone sees all six of the Mahamata department heads entering a restaurant or other form of dining establishment together, don’t expect any of them to actually work the next day. It’s a useful cover. Al-Haitham runs a hand over his face, exhausted down to what feels like his very bones.

When he had returned last night, Kaveh was not yet back from his own outing. Al-Haitham spared a moment to wonder if he would return at all that night, and then let himself hope that he would not. Kaveh has an uncanny ability to read him, and while it was once fascinating and something close to a comfort, it is no longer something he appreciates. Kaveh seems to only use that particular skill of his at the most inopportune times. Al-Haitham does not know what Kaveh would have managed to pick up from him last night if they had run into each other. 

Al-Haitham sobered up the best he could and locked himself in his study to spend the rest of the evening organizing materials in preparation for the daunting task ahead. He’d pulled out a fresh notebook and began to jot down what he and the rest of the Mahamata knew, along with all of the anomalies he had found. He thought of all the potential links, the why’s and the how’s and the who’s and the where’s. But it was like trying to weave together spider’s threads. They were too fine, too tenuous, too hard to grasp. 

Al-Haitham is missing the lynch-pin of this entire thing and he doesn’t know where to even start looking. His fellow department heads had given him their tokens to use with their respective networks but they’re useless to him if he doesn’t know how to best make use of the resources loaned to him.

All night into early morning Al-Haitham felt like he was going in circles, trying to connect and see some form of reason between all of it and coming up with the same answers he had started the night with, and the exact same problem.

Where, on this long Mobius strip of a quandary, was his starting point? From where could he begin to find, catch, and then pull the thread to unravel the tapestry that had come to encircle him, his department, and the entire Mahamata into some greater weave so that they all might escape it before they become smothered by it? In a vast sea of information and resources at his fingertips, in which direction was he supposed to turn to for his best shot at land?

Al-Haitham is a scholar and a researcher, but he is rarely ever an eager investigator. Al-Haitham enjoys the processes of experimentation and the crafting of theory, of proving ideas and conjectures in order to settle a mystery. He is not, however, particularly fond of the extensive legwork these experiments sometimes require in order to establish suitable background and context. Especially when those investigations involve a more human element. He’ll do it. He’s done it. He’ll do it again as is necessary. But it is not where his skillset or his main interests lay.

Al-Haitham prefers the action. A problem, a solution. A neat line from one point to the other so that he can return to whatever he was doing or thinking of before the problem arose. Mysteries like this are not so neatly closed and have too many moving parts.

Jumping ahead of himself, even if Al-Haitham did find the answer, what would he do with it? Al-Haitham is outclassed. He alone cannot go against the Sages. Not even if he had the whole of the Mahamata standing behind him, including all of their unofficial allies and networks. And those numbers hinge upon everyone in the Mahamata being entirely loyal and true to Sumeru the country, not Sumeru’s Sages. 

They were not a very large group to start with, and with the rapid personnel changes, who knows how many of their limited numbers are part of the Sage’s plans? How many of them can be trusted? 

Naturally this should be a Matra issue. If Al-Haitham can find the evidence, figure out the answers to the question of who and what and where and when, he could throw it over to that executive arm to deal with. It’s their entire purpose. But would the Matra act?

This is a point that had Al-Haitham stuck for several minutes last night as he paced from one end of his study to the other, thinking of potential first steps in trying to narrow his potential avenues of action while keeping half an ear out for Kaveh’s return.

There was a question that he had not realized would be such a big one, such a difficult to answer one, until he thought of it: If the Matra knew of the Sages committing some sort of crime, would they act?

Or rather, were they in a position to act?

Al-Haitham knows that the Matra’s budget has been decreased slowly over the years. It’s the same with the individual departments of the Mahamata. 

Of course, on the surface initial figures look like they’re increasing year by year. The budgets given to each of the Akademiya’s departments, including the Matra, the Corps of Thirty, and the Mahamata are public knowledge in the name of transparency. But the details of those numbers and their distribution are not.

Taking into account inflation and factors such as rapid innovation in technology requiring updates and modernization of tools and systems, cost needed to retain personnel in a high risk job, and increased expenditure to support the constantly increasing complexity and breadth of tasks the Matra takes on with almost the same ratio of Matra-officer-to-scholar, whatever gain in fiscal allowance the Matra would see per year is almost entirely eaten away by basic needs before it could be used on anything of true significance.

So the Matra, based on this alone, would not be equipped to handle tackling a problem on the scale that which Al-Haitham has found himself tangled in seems to be.

Then one must take into account—once again—the politics of the situation. The Matra are meant to be independent and separate from the Akademiya as their counter-balance. And yet there are so many processes that the Matra must go through in order to carry out their duties that are run directly through the Akademiya. The Mahamata and the Sages specifically. If Al-Haitham brought this forward to the Matra, aren’t they just as bound in place as he is?

Al-Haitham knows the Sages have their own people embedded into the Matra. Off the books and on them, sent over as “administrative support”. All of it unsolicited of course.

This is reflected in the slowed progress of investigations, the backlog in documentation, and the overall reduction in closed cases the Matra have been able to go through over the past few years. Even with the current General Mahamatra at the helm, there is only so much one efficient man can do alone when faced with so many obstacles acting as ball and chain to purposefully slow and weight him down.

And that is where Al-Haitham found himself stalled. If he could get answers, what would he be able to do with them? Who would he take them to? What action could he feasibly take?

Thinking down that line of questioning was getting him nowhere. It would have to be a problem for further on, once he had something—anything to go by. And hopefully by then he would have more information on the Matra to consider his options. He recognizes that as an uncharacteristically optimistic thought, but can a man be blamed for such a thing in the face of such laughably impossible odds? Adults do not dream in Sumeru, but sometimes they can fantasize.

Al-Haitham went to sleep soon after that, head pounding with the beginning of a migraine that had evolved from the earlier headache from the lingering effects of the alcohol, the stress, and the lack of sleep. The glitches he’d been getting from the Akasha, even though he’d taken it off and tossed it into a drawer after returning to the house, didn’t help any.

And now here’s Al-Haitham, awake once more and deeply displeased by it as the same problems from last night—early this morning—return to sit at his side without any new solutions or potential options to be found even with a sober head.

Slowly, grudgingly, Al-Haitham forces himself out of bed and out of his room, noting the silence and stillness of the house. Kaveh either did not come back last night or came in quietly enough that Al-Haitham did not notice and left early while Al-Haitham was still asleep.

As Al-Haitham passes Kaveh’s closed door the same thought from last night returns and completes itself in a way that makes his stomach twist. 

If Kaveh had returned last night, and if he had—through the uncanny acuity of his ability to look at a person and spot the presence of that which a person would want to be made known the very least—somehow managed to divine both the fact that Al-Haitham had something some harsher degree than a problem on his shoulders, and the possible source for it, what would he have done? 

No. What would they have done?

For all that he and Kaveh do not see eye to eye, and mostly try to avoid seeing each other at all… if Kaveh knew that Al-Haitham was facing a problem of such degree, he would not be able to turn away and leave Al-Haitham to it. 

The problem is not Kaveh’s problem, Al-Haitham’s general well-being is not Kaveh’s business, and yet, through awareness of the issue, Kaveh would be compelled by his own character to stand at Al-Haitham’s side, swallow down the discomfort, and weather the chaos storm with him. Despite all of the unaddressed things that share every space of this house with them and the distance that separates them from both seeing the young men that they were and understanding each other as the men they have become, Kaveh would stay. Both of them would be just as powerless in the face of this grand conspiracy, so large that they might as well be blades of grass in Ashavan Realm or individual grains of sand in the Hypostyle Desert. And still, Kaveh would stand by him.

That is the sort of man Kaveh is. Al-Haitham knows this, even if he does not quite know the current Kaveh. There are some things inherent to a person’s character that do not change. Changing of these essential facts of a person would change them into someone new entirely.

It is also true that Kaveh is a man of contradictions that are all just barely managing to coexist at once. The main one being that for many of Kaveh’s own principles, he, himself, becomes an unconscious exception to his self-created rules.

Example: When Kaveh sees a problem and finds himself to be capable of handling it, he goes to handle it, whether it his business or not. And yet, when others extend the same sort of hand to him, he struggles between biting the hand extended and accepting it as it is. 

Another example: Kaveh would claim that he is a man of compromise and compassion, understanding and empathy. Most would agree based on world of mouth and shallow interactions alone. Those who have worked alongside him for longer, long enough to listen to him speak of his grievances about the society they live in, would know otherwise.

Kaveh has neither the patience nor the tolerance for the processes of governance that rule the country which are formed by the necessary compromises and understanding of the disparity between the individual and the whole. Kaveh looks upon the multiple meshing gears that forms the body of Sumeru and applies that demanding standard of excellence to it, aims it towards the exaltation of the greater whole, and wonders why it falls continuously short. 

Kaveh, as Al-Haitham does, absolutely loathes the politics involved. The entire circus of it. The individual, being reintroduced to the greater whole, every single cog in that machine turning their faces away from the greater body’s betterment to their immediate surroundings and growing teeth.

In previous times, when the work of his office was not as chaotic as it is now, Al-Haitham has described some of the smaller tasks his department handles at Kaveh’s incessant requests. Kaveh’s eyes, predictably, glazed over despite his best efforts to try and actually listen. In ordinary times, the work of Al-Haitham’s office is incredibly mundane and simple. Which is what he used to like about it, after all. It gave him plenty time to turn his attentions to his own interests.

But in more recent times when Al-Haitham has explained the newer, more complex issues that the Mahamata face, Kaveh looked like he was going to burst a vein and could only say, “But why?” 

Kaveh asked this like he, himself, was not constantly juggling the political plays and conspiracies going on in his own Darshan and in the greater open market of being an individual contractor. Kaveh fully well knew the why of it. 

But then, to add insult to injury, Kaveh went on to ask, “Why do you permit them to do that to you?” 

As though Al-Haitham’s ongoing employment as the Grand Scribe was tacit approval and agreement to such baffling displays of ineptitude. As though Al-Haitham could somehow thwart what he now suspects to be a concentrated effort by the highest powers in the land (putting aside their secluded god) to hobble him and two entire branches of government into incompetency. How highly Kaveh thinks of him in only the most inconvenient of ways.

But here is the difference between them and their distaste for that false machine, that facade of a unified front.

Kaveh may hate politics, he may hate the performance of it all, but he’s good at it. Kaveh’s reputation has always, no matter what conflicts he’s gone through, come out relatively clean and recovered with little in the way of damage control. Kaveh has friends on every side of any disagreement. He is a great unifier and an excellent negotiator, for all that is a man comprised of many contradictory and divided pieces. People, even those who disagree with him, talk to him. Listen to him. Is Al-Haitham not an example of that, himself?

That said…Al-Haitham does not know what Kaveh would do if he were in Al-Haitham’s position, facing down something as sinister as this conspiracy. Kaveh’s reputation is amongst the best in all of Sumeru, but it is one without any official powers.

Kaveh would do something though, that much Al-Haitham’s certain of.

Al-Haitham thinks over all of this once more standing in the kitchen. He eats lightly, noting the time as he goes back to his study to resume where he picked off last night. Although what he could possibly do now with absolutely nothing changed he doesn’t know. 

As he sits, spreading out his notes for review Al-Haitham slides his terminal back in, preparing to face a series of messages and alerts that were missed overnight, intending to just mark them all as read and turn it back off. Perhaps one of the other Mahamata leaders or one of his own informants might have even turned up some clues and had been generous enough to forward it to him overnight. But when he puts the terminal on Al-Haitham’s immediately hit with a glitch that sends a wave of distortion across his vision and a sharp spike of pain between his eyes. He receives a glimpse of both the expected alerts and messages that had accumulated overnight, but also the Akasha glitch warping the edges of the messages and adding strange fluctuating tints and spots over the message field. His vision momentarily doubles with light-distorted outlines that seem to shift around their originals.

Al-Haitham’s body reacts instinctively, trying to jerk back and away from the strange distortions he sees, even if they aren’t physical things he can retreat from. The sharp motion combined with the distorted images being transmitted directly into his mind causes his vision to swim even further.

He closes his eyes, body sagging forward, head spinning with vertigo, but it doesn’t help. The damage is already done, and with how terrible he’d felt waking up, he isn’t surprised to feel a wave of nausea pushing against his throat, the back of his mouth. He rips the Akasha off without waiting for it to go through the proper deactivations sequence. There’s a brief sharp sting at his temple as the machine is broken away from his mind. He throws it, annoyed, and hears it hit against the wall, bouncing onto the floor.

He sits there with his palms flat against the surface of his desk, skin prickling with sweat as he fights down the urge to vomit. It takes a long time for it to come under control. Al-Haitham straightens up and manages, through sheer force of will, to make it to the front room through half-opened eyes before he has to stop and sit down. 

Al-Haitham finds himself slowly lying down, stomach churning with the change in position, even as his head decides to find mild relief there. Al-Haitham feels more exhausted now than when he went to sleep last night.

This, Al-Haitham thinks as he closes his eyes fully, better not be an ongoing trend.

-

When Kaveh had returned last night, he was relieved to spot the light underneath Al-Haitham’s closed study door. He quietly went to his room, head full of things to think on. It was a relief not to run into Al-Haitham at the same time it was something to feel guilty about. It felt like he was sneaking in, like a teenager caught after curfew, or some thief. Yes, he’s lawfully living in the man’s house with a proper renter’s contract and all in place. He’s paying rent and doing chores and pitching in for groceries. But to not even exchange a simple greeting while living here seems wrong. Not that Al-Haitham would care one way or another.

But after the night of revelations Kaveh had, Kaveh didn’t want to risk being seen. Al-Haitham has always been preternaturally sharp at knowing when someone has something to hide, something dangerous, something vulnerable. What Cyno had shared with Kaveh was all three. And while for the most part Al-Haitham is normally content to let such things go as things beyond his circle of interest or care, Kaveh has always had the fortune (or misfortune depending on the situation) of being Al-Haitham’s involuntary exception.

(Al-Haitham is always Al-Haitham, except for when Kaveh is involved and then he starts acting out in ways that Kaveh wishes he did not understand. After all, isn’t it the same for Kaveh when Al-Haitham is involved? The man that Kaveh is when Al-Haitham is near is somehow simultaneously someone he can barely recognize and also someone who appears so naturally it is as though the Kaveh who exists with other people is the actual imposter. They bring out the contrarians in each other.)

Example: Al-Haitham legitimately could not care less about most other people and their choices so long as they don’t impact his own. Everyone is responsible for their own actions and whether those reactions reap a reward or a consequence it certainly isn’t his business to interfere unless those rewards and consequences are something he’s going to end up having to share.

Except when it comes to Kaveh’s actions, which—ever since their dissolution several years ago—have nothing to do with Al-Haitham except for the feeble excuse of Kaveh’s ability to pay rent on time. Something Kaveh always has managed to account for no matter what precarious situation the rest of his budget categories have fallen into. Al-Haitham, for reasons Kaveh doesn’t have the capacity to look at and address, has expectations of Kaveh where he expects nothing from anyone else ever.

If Kaveh had returned and Al-Haitham had seen him, what else would he have managed to pick up on from just a glance? And what would Kaveh had told him? Kaveh did not need Cyno to tell him to keep this a secret from Al-Haitham, but Kaveh is a poor liar. As Cyno said, Kaveh’s reputation is largely built upon his honesty which does come around to bite him in the ass. And in this matter, Kaveh is not entirely convinced that he would want to lie about it. Not-telling Al-Haitham about what he’s learned still doesn’t sit right with him as the correct move. Plus, Al-Haitham is extremely good at getting Kaveh to say things he does not mean to say.

Last night, Kaveh was not in the position to say anything to anyone. His thoughts then, as they are even now several hours later, were disorganized. 

His feelings on the matter aren’t helping, either. Kaveh’s spent the entire day swinging fury and betrayal to hapless hysteria. All in his head, of course. Kaveh left in the early morning after a truly poor night’s sleep to try and walk off the rest of the bubbling energy that Cyno’s revelation gave him. And as Kaveh walked and looked around the familiar streets of the city he’d grown up in, the part of him that was furious and hapless looked at it all as though it were through a stranger’s eyes.

It is like after Cyno told Kaveh of the shadow that lingers over them all, Kaveh has not stood on solid ground. Kaveh looks out at familiar streets and feels uneasy, like he’s cast adrift on unfamiliar waters—some strange and twisted cousin of the oasis hallucination when in the sands, the delusion of solid ground while thrown across the waves. Where is the true handhold, the true solid ground upon which Kaveh can build new foundations to stand upon? How does he find it?

Where is the Sumeru that Kaveh thought he knew? Did it actually exist? How much of the things Kaveh knew, were taught, are real and true? How much of it was just groundwork for whatever it is that this conspiracy is attempting to pull off? How many people are part of it—willingly part of it? And how many are inadvertently playing roles on a stage they think is simply the world?

It’s all so much philosophy, so much paranoia. If Kaveh follows down one train of thought he’ll rabbit-hole himself into a whole warren of worries. In this he wishes he were more like Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham has this frustrating way of taking great whole pieces of information that would rattle the teeth and holding them out and away from himself to examine.

Sometimes it seems as though Al-Haitham could be standing in the center of a torrential storm and remain entirely unfazed, describing the situation as though it were happening around him instead of to him. Kaveh could use some of that cooler practicality right now. Every time Kaveh tries to think about what it is he’s about to walk into he feels overwhelmed.

Kaveh spends the entire day running smaller errands, making small talk here and there. Now that he is aware of it, Kaveh is picking up common threads that he didn’t think were threads to pick up on. 

The fishmonger’s nephew is upset because he hasn’t been able to make progress on his dissertation in weeks. All these strangers are being put ahead of him in the review queue. 


Salaam, what Darshan is he in?



Master Kaveh, he is in the Rtawahist. He is in his senior years of study and he is eager to graduate. All of his cohort has gone on ahead of him. But none of them are able to find work. It’s so strange. They complain about it every time they gather. All of the Rtawahist jobs that they thought they were promised are being given to others they’ve never met. It’s all about who you know, I guess.



Thank you, brother. I wish your nephew luck. It’s rough all around. Even for Masters like me.



Ah, now there’s some miserable comfort, eh? Here, take these fish heads. Good for stock.


The Grand Sage’s Darshan.

While Kaveh is waiting in line to get flour and beans, he overhears people behind him talking about a girl gone missing. He doesn’t need to turn around to ask questions, the information flows freely. A student of the Akademiya from the Amurta—neither outstanding nor in danger of being failed out—who had been studying treatments for Akasha-related illnesses. Not an uncommon topic amongst Amurta students. And not an uncommon topic for people of Sumeru to talk about in general. It’s an entire branch of study in the Amurta. Her latest research project had been on visual abnormalities. Double vision.

Akasha monitoring and tampering.

As Kaveh is walking back to the house, Mehrak floating behind him with the heavier of the day’s purchases, he’s called over by the sister with the son in the Spantamad who lives a few houses down on the street next to Al-Haitham’s house. Sometimes she gives them some of the game she’s caught when she goes out to hunt. There’s no game today, but she knows that he’s on his way back and asks him to bring fresh cut flowers to Nour Aunt.


Any occasion, sister?


Bhai, she said shaking her head, a poor one. A poor one. One of her nieces had applied to join the Kshahrewar, but when she went to take the exam there was some sort of mix-up or accident. The proctor in charge never showed up and the exam had to be rescheduled, but the information never went out on the new exam date. They just found out that she’d missed it and they won’t allow her to retake. And they won’t even give back the exam fee. How could such a thing happen? They won’t even return the fee. What do they need that fee for? 

Kaveh mentally went through his own calendar for Kshahrewar events and functions. All of the entry exams for the upcoming year should have been done months ago. He’d not heard anything about any of the exams being cancelled or rescheduled. He’d already seen the list of incoming students when some of his friends who’d stayed on as permanent teachers were complaining about trying to figure out how to manage class sizes.

Missing funds. Sage plants.

I’d help if I could, Kaveh told her, but no one listens to me in that place. I’m sure Nour Aunt would appreciate the flowers. I’ll take them over right away.


Many thanks. I’d go, but my son got in an accident and they sent him home. You know how those fools in the Spantamad are. But you’d think that the Mahamata overseeing the trials would’ve done something to stop things before it got that bad, right? Ah. Enough complaining. It is what it is. The flowers are poor comfort, but you know Nour Aunt won’t take food from me. And you know, brother, the Corps of Thirty have been odd recently. Have you heard?



Odd how?



They won’t let us go hunting anymore. Not around Sumeru City. They said that we’ve upset the balance of what-have you. The hunting zones have been moved almost a full day away. We can’t forage or fish, either. You’ve got to get a permit now. 


Mahamata interference. Odd restrictions and changes in legislature.

More and more pieces supporting Cyno’s facts, supporting the fact that there’s something going on underneath their noses. But what? Again, there’s the question. What?

By the time Kaveh returns to the house it is early in the afternoon still. Nour Aunt hadn’t kept him long, she’d been hosting the niece in question along with several of her other relations as they discussed what to do. The girl was not very upset about not getting in—that had been more her family’s hope for her than her own, and she reasoned there was always next time. But they were upset about the money. 

Her father is not a poor man, but the fees were quite high this year and they had pooled money between the family to make sure she took the appropriate preparatory course (Kaveh bit his tongue just in time to stop himself from blurting out that there isn’t one) and had all of the right paperwork filed (Kaveh was not aware that there were new fees for just submitting the paperwork) and then the final exam fee itself.

Kaveh offered his sympathies and expressed again that if he could he’d do something. But none of them were under any illusions that anything could be done. Kaveh left right-quick.

He’s surprised to see Al-Haitham in the front room, laying out on one of the sofas. 

The surprise is not that Al-Haitham was there. Kaveh had seen Al-Haitham’s note on the slate and is long familiar with how… rambunctious the Mahamata leadership dinners can get. Kaveh has no idea what they get up to during those meetings, but Al-Haitham inevitably stays home the next day with a hangover that just won’t quit. Kaveh used to poke fun of him for it but that lost its shine when Al-Haitham proved that after those nights he didn’t have the energy to poke back.

The surprise is in how awful Al-Haitham looks. It doesn’t look like he has a hangover. It looks like he’s actually sick. Is it a migraine? Al-Haitham’s been getting a those with increasing frequency over the past few months as his office has come under more pressure. Al-Haitham was already prone to them and is well versed on managing them, but the frequency of these is becoming almost routine.

Kaveh wonders if any of this is related to that which Cyno has asked Kaveh to help him with. The overwork, most certainly. But what about the migraines themselves? Cyno had mentioned the Akasha being used for illegal activities and glanced over mentions of dubious experimentation. Kaveh’s own Akasha is off, kept safe inside of Mehrak. He only ever really wears it when he’s out of the house and not working on something. He doesn’t like the display interfering with what he’s doing, and the messaging system distracts him too much. He’s been fined and written up at least a dozen times this year alone for not wearing it properly but it’s just not worth the annoyance to him. Kaveh’s now glad that never got into the habit of actually wearing and using it, even after all of those fines and marks on his record.

Does Al-Haitham know what the Akasha does? Has the capability to do? He must. Certainly he must. But has he ever thought deeply on it? Like Kaveh, Al-Haitham isn’t particularly reliant on the Akasha. Al-Haitham only ever really uses it when he’s on the clock. 

Kaveh quietly sits next to Al-Haitham, careful not to touch him. He sends Mehrak off to the kitchen to set the groceries down and start heating up some water for Kaveh to mix some medication. Al-Haitham doesn’t stir, although Kaveh is fairly sure he’s awake. His jaw is held too tensely for him to be asleep, and there’s a deep furrow between his brow. But Kaveh doesn’t dare to speak. He doesn’t know what to say even if he could. He rarely does whenever he finds Al-Haitham like this. Not even accounting for the events of last night, even on a normal day Kaveh struggles to know what to say with Al-Haitham. With this Al-Haitham.

Vulnerable. Quiet. Still.

Al-Haitham is dressed down in his house clothes. They’re loose, mostly shapeless pieces lacking in ornamentation or design. Simple colors, simple fabrics, simple cuts. Like this, dressed without the adornments of the man who stands as the Grand Scribe and the Lunatic of the Akademiya, Al-Haitham looks younger. Well. He is young. And he is younger than Kaveh.

But when Al-Haitham is dressed for the world, in the armor he has made out of his chosen attire, he looks so untouchable. Strong and unyielding. He looks bigger than he really is—not necessarily in terms of physical mass, but in simple presence alone. Al-Haitham in those rich blacks and luxurious greens stands out like a nail that refuses to be struck down. He is transformed from the man who likes to entertain himself with trying to guess the plot of a book based on the last two pages; the man who sometimes stress bakes enough to feed an entire street; the man who spends entire weekends lazing away doing absolutely nothing; into the Grand Scribe. Some figure of power and authority, even though Al-Haitham has repeatedly told Kaveh that there is no real power or authority behind the title; it just means that everyone goes to complain to him when they don’t get the answer they want from any of the other scribes.

When Al-Haitham is dressed to face the world beyond the doors of this house, he gives off the air of someone who cannot be touched or bothered or weighed down by anything.

This Al-Haitham, this man, however is just that. A man. A really ill looking man. Kaveh sometimes thinks he knows this man. Actually knows him.

Laying down with his face ashen, lips bloodlessly pale, with the start of dark circles under his eyes that definitely weren’t from him not properly removing the kohl from last night, Al-Haitham doesn’t look or seem untouchable or unbothered or unfettered. Why would Al-Haitham be working in his study last night if it was? Did Al-Haitham not sleep at all?

“Keep your worry for things that need it,” Al-Haitham says slowly, voice low, words clear and crisp in a way that means Al-Haitham is putting in the extra effort for. 

“Should I get you a mirror?” Kaveh picks at the edges of his nails. “How bad?” 

Al-Haitham doesn’t answer that, sluggishly raising his arm to put it over his eyes. Mehrak floats into view and signals that the water is ready. Kaveh goes, leaving Al-Haitham to the silence once more as he prepares Al-Haitham’s migraine medication. 

As he does so he turns over all of the things he’s learned in the past half day over in his head. He must figure out a way to get out of Sumeru City soon. And he’s going to need to give Al-Haitham some sort of excuse. Especially if…well. It’s not like Kaveh hasn’t been gone for long periods of time before. But Kaveh doesn’t know what’s going to happen once he leaves. If this conspiracy is as deep and as expansive as Kaveh has a feeling it is, for all he knows, he just might “disappear” as all the others who seem to have stumbled upon the edges of this great maw of a plot have done before him. Not that he doesn’t trust Cyno. It’s just that. Well. Two men against an entire country is something of a daunting task. Even if one of those men is the General Mahamatra.

Former. General Mahamatra.

If something goes wrong, because logically speaking something definitely will, Kaveh doesn’t want Al-Haitham stuck with the wondering. Speaking from experience, the wondering is the worst part of the parting. It is not something Kaveh would wish on anyone, let alone Al-Haitham. Besides, Al-Haitham has never handled a mystery dangling in front of him very well. He does not care for loose ends.

That particularly morbid sentiment aside, Kaveh is not a liar. Even if he was, Al-Haitham is too sharp, too keen, to not pick it up. And Al-Haitham is too Al-Haitham to leave it, Kaveh, alone.

Kaveh knows that it’s something of a foregone conclusion, but he’s going to have to tell him. Cyno might not trust Al-Haitham, but Kaveh does. They disagree on many things from methodology to philosophies of life, and the years have made them stranger to each other, but Kaveh trusts him. It seems contradictory. Kaveh and Al-Haitham can barely live in the same house together, sometimes walking on glass instead of egg-shells to keep each other’s tempers calm, but Kaveh—despite or in spite of it all—trusts Al-Haitham.

He trusts Al-Haitham with his shame and his sorrow. He can trust the man with one more secret.

Kaveh knows Al-Haitham’s character. And there is one specific facet of the many angles that come together to make Al-Haitham that Kaveh knows cannot have ever changed, because if this changed then this would not be Al-Haitham it would be someone else entirely: Al-Haitham is an good man.

Al-Haitham is a selfish, confusing, blunt, and often frustrating man.

He is not usually kind one, or an emphatic one. He is not a fair or unbiased man, either. He certainly can be when the opportunity and inclination present themselves, but he is not these things always equally to everyone.

But it is undeniable that Al-Haitham is a good man.

For all that has come to pass between them, Kaveh would still say this without hesitation or doubt. There is nothing anyone can say that would dissuade him otherwise.

Good men don’t work that hard when they’re clearly set up to fail. Any other person in Al-Haitham’s position would’ve given up and just let the overwhelming tide take them. Other men would have just let it all fall apart and get overtaken by the powers that be, stepping back to let their subordinates and those around them flail and fail.

Kaveh knows this, because he’s seen others in Al-Haitham’s same situation get buried and washed dull with helplessness. Kaveh knows because it clearly frustrates Al-Haitham so much. Because Al-Haitham genuinely does care about the work he does. Al-Haitham would say he leaves his work behind right at the door as soon as he clocks out for the day, and while this is mostly true, if it were the entire truth Al-Haitham wouldn’t be so clearly troubled after those hours end.

There is a depth of care contained in the man that most people will never see. One that Al-Haitham, himself, doesn’t care if other people ever find or not. But Kaveh has seen it and been wounded by it and has cared for it all the same.

The rest of the world could say that Al-Haitham is a man not to be trusted, but Kaveh will trust him. This is the man who hurt Kaveh and was (Kaveh can acknowledge) also hurt by Kaveh. And he is the same man who, despite that hurt, despite the distance it drove between them, chose to hold a hand out anyway—expecting nothing, wanting nothing, but offering what he could in the way that he could. Kaveh chooses to believe this as goodness. He will take that hand.

Several years ago, it was this very same goodness that caused Al-Haitham to look Kaveh in the eye and say some of the most selfish, confusing, blunt, frustrating, and painful things Kaveh had ever heard. But Kaveh realizes that they were things he needed to hear even if he was not yet ready at that time. Things that no one would ever tell him, and even if someone did tell him they probably would have softened the sentiment to the point where it wouldn’t have made any impact or impression at all.

Every hurt Al-Haitham has ever caused has never been with intention to hurt, to humiliate, or to harm. Al-Haitham can be petty, he can hold a grudge like no one else, and he can drive a person to insanity with little in the way of conscious effort. But Al-Haitham has never actively chosen to do something for the purpose of causing another person to suffer. 

This is the shape of goodness that Kaveh has known to be fundamental to Al-Haitham. This is the shape of trust.

Kaveh might not be able to trust the rest of Sumeru, the rest of what he knows, but he can trust this.

Kaveh walks back into the living room, decision heavy in his stomach and chest. Al-Haitham has not moved at all. Mehrak has helpfully shuttered the windows and turned the lights on low, aiming the shades of the lamps away. She’s dimmed her own display and is sitting quietly on the floor, underneath the coffee table. Kaveh looks at the tired tableau and wishes that this were like any other time he’s come across Al-Haitham in one of his lows. 

He walks over quietly, carefully touching his fingertips to the cushion next to Al-Haitham’s shoulder. Al-Haitham’s head turns slightly towards him.

“Drink,” Kaveh says quietly. “I need to speak to you of something. There is a worry that needs me.”

Perhaps it’s unkind of him to tell Al-Haitham now, but this isn’t exactly a situation that can wait for the luxury of kindness. Cyno’s already left Sumeru City, notices are probably going out to relevant persons within the Akademiya, and Kaveh’s got to start figuring out his own plans.

Al-Haitham drags himself upright, eyes closed, face cradled in the palm of one hand as he holds the other out for Kaveh to place the cup in. Al-Haitham drinks quickly, audibly struggling to keep it all down. He signals for Kaveh to speak.

And so, Kaveh repeats the unspooling of the tapestry, the releasing of the sea, the crumbling of the foundation.

-

Al-Haitham listens as more of the pieces begin to fall into place, and yet brings him no closer to clarity. It frustrates him how there can be so much information here—solid information, even. For if the General Mahamatra himself found it, it is truth and fact and statement and everything certain. The General Mahamatra does not act without anything less than complete conviction and certainty.

He has never met the Judicator of Secrets in person. Perhaps they have passed each other in the halls of the Akademiya, but nothing of significance. But Al-Haitham knows that the man takes his duties seriously. Under the current General Mahamatra’s leadership, Matra efficiency has only risen. Before he took the post the Matra were a joke that scholars teased each other with. Now they are the shadow that scares scholars into good behavior. And that entire reversal took place in under a decade. That’s efficiency.

Al-Haitham also knows that Kaveh trusts the man and counts him as a friend. The trust, it appears, goes two ways.

Al-Haitham keeps his eyes closed, head in his hand as Kaveh lays out what he’s learned from both the General Mahamatra and from his own experiences within his Darshan and just walking through Sumeru as himself. All of these pieces, all of this proof, and yet Al-Haitham cannot discern the true shape that has cast the shadow. It all remains just out of reach, lacking in the key details that would make it all slot into place.

As Kaveh speaks his voice rises and lowers with his outrage, his disbelief, his mortification at the whole situation. Al-Haitham is sure that if he raised his head to look, Kaveh’s hands would be flying with gestures to emphasize the depths of his feelings on these matters.

Kaveh ends his telling with a single question: “How do you see it?”

“Both you and he are correct,” Al-Haitham answers. “There is something wrong in Sumeru. But I do not see it any clearer than you. Even from where I stand within it. There are more pieces to this than I had thought if the General Mahamatra has already gathered all of that and still come up short.”

Al-Haitham opens his eyes, raising his head. His nausea has mostly passed. The migraine remains, but the medicine should start to soften the edges shortly. He stands, wobbling only a little. Kaveh automatically goes to steady him. Mehrak starts to float up to follow them but Al-Haitham turns his head, catching Kaveh’s eye and shaking his head. Kaveh gestures for Mehrak to go to his room and the machine floats off in the other direction as they walk to Al-Haitham’s study. All of the notes he’d had from last night are still out. They’re in code of course, but Kaveh already knows the codes.

He begins with explaining the Akasha glitches.

“That does not sound like a glitch, that sounds like tampering,” Kaveh mutters as Al-Haitham describes the various anomalies in both the capsules and in the displays. “But that doesn’t make sense. More people would be reporting the kind of glitches you’re getting—especially with the physical side effects they’re causing—and the Akasha would go down for emergency maintenance.”

“If the reports are handled appropriately, then yes. And if there was a functional system for handling those reports. And if there were capable staff of fielding those reports and enacting the correct troubleshooting protocols,” Al-Haitham points out, drawing out a fresh sheet of paper. “Note these numbers.” 

Al-Haitham writes down the original numbers for the Mahamata. They’re not a large group, they aren’t meant to be. But they do have minimum requirements for ranking members who are fully trained and qualified to hold the respective titles of their departments. Previously, they had surpassed the minimum requirement by a healthy amount—accounting for retirement and other expected losses of numbers. Under the Grand Administrator’s careful monitoring of their numbers and the progress of training and certifications over the several years he’s held the post, the Mahamata have gone on quietly, unobtrusively, and efficiently.

But then Al-Haitham begins to diagram the various cuts, the deductions of persons. He draws lines between each department as personnel are transferred. The point here is easily seen. The numbers only ever go down. 

By the time Al-Haitham has finished detailing all of it out, the total numbers of the Mahamata are less than half of what they should be.

He does not need to explain the issue here to Kaveh. Kaveh is one of the foremost experts on mathematics in their generation, even when he’s making the numbers do improbable acts of acrobatics.

“Where do they go?” Kaveh asks, leaning over the desk as Al-Haitham begins to draw out other notes, eyes narrowed at the page. “It’s a semi-closed system. You couldn’t have lost over half your numbers because people hit retirement age or the like. It’s not possible. Nor is it possible for all of you to be trading the same staff back and forth and somehow lose them. Even with the mandated staff cuts that the Sages ordered from each of you, the numbers still don’t add up. Even when you account for the limited hiring sprees. What about the ones that are getting sent to the Matra?”

“There aren’t any Mahamata being sent to the Matra,” Al-Haitham replies. That was something that had caught his notice when Kaveh was telling him of the facts the General Mahamatra had laid out. “The Mahamata can only be dispatched to the Matra by either order of the Sages or direct requisition from the General Mahamatra. The General Mahamatra has in the past requisitioned our assistance and our resources temporarily. These requests all move through the Grand Administrator. I can guarantee you, the Grand Administrator has not had the staff to spare to fill any such request if it was submitted. And if the Sages have pulled official Mahamata staff to pass onto the Matra, those members have not been reporting back to anyone.”

“Cyno is certain that the Mahamata are monitoring the Matra on the Sage’s request.”

“Whoever they are, they aren’t Mahamata.” Al-Haitham pauses to concede, “It’s entirely possible that if we compared the names of those persons to people among the official Mahamata personnel files they would show up as legitimate. But I highly doubt that any of us would recognize those names or those files. They would most likely have been slipped in during…” Al-Haitham gestures at the page. “That. So now the question becomes, where are the real Mahamata going? Mahamata aside, they are not the only ones disappearing.” Al-Haitham rubs at his temple. 

“Students and entire research teams.” 

“That’s been brought up before, too. The Sages are attributing that to the Akasha system being faulty and in need of maintenance and upgrade. Natural population boom plus influx of persons coming in and out of Sumeru now that Inazuma’s reopened and all of our formerly trapped scholars and whatever families they’ve managed to start trying to return, plus all of the Inazumans who were stuck here trying to leave go get back with whoever wants to leave with them. Then all of the other persons coming through Sumeru to use Port Ormos as their departure point rather than Liyue Harbor. Would you like to a guess as to which division of the Corps of Thirty has recently been requisitioned to loan out resources to the others?”

Kaveh clicks his tongue. “Border patrol. This is all a distraction. Genuine problems, of course. But it’s all a distraction. This reoccurring Akasha glitch aside—which can’t be a glitch, not with how it’s presenting itself, but we’ll call it that for now for simplicity’s sake—we’ve got two executive arms of the state working at half capacity, and one of them entirely certain that the other is out to actively sabotage them. There’s politics at play here—“

“When isn’t there?”

“—but what’s the goal?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. The only motive here is to cause doubt and discontent in the established systems. How does that suit the Sages? You mentioned money and blackmail. Where does that go? This is not a scheme that speaks of persons pocketing money here and there. None of the accounts reflect it. It’s being spent. But it’s near impossible to parse out who’s doing the spending and where.”

“You have access to every single official document that goes through Sumeru.”

“And you think I have the time to actually look at them all?”

“Well surely the ones that seem absurd should stand out among the rest. Unusual requests and the like. I know there’s calculated standards of expenditure guidelines. I’ve hit them enough times to have the ones for certain spec-sheets and projects memorized.”

“As you said, I have access to every official single document that goes through all of Sumeru. Do you know how varied the experiments and research studies the Akademiya works through per months gets? Even before the personnel and budget cuts there weren’t inquisitors, investigators, and proctors to look through it all to asses malicious intent from ignorance and ingenuity. Just this month we’ve seen an Amurta-Kshahrewar proposal to create a device to tame Shroom-Kin for use as domestic help, a Vahumana request for approval on doing a prolonged study on spirits ensorcelling children via scribbles on paper left around tree stumps, and an Amurta case study on a man who, by the accounts written, is incapable of catching a single fish. The only reason I can name those three is because of how many problems there were in their paperwork. The second one was written so badly that we had to send clerks and investigators out, and flag the request as one that we might have needed to bring to the Matra and Corps of Thirty.”

“So you have nothing.”

“I have a lot of things but no recourse to pursue any of it to verify if it’s a red herring or actually pertinent to the overarching issue at hand,” Al-Haitham corrects. “The same as you and the former, at this point, General Mahamatra. His conclusion that he has to go beyond the Wall is sound. It is true that both the Akasha and the Akademiya have less influence there. What happens beyond the Wall is often a mystery to us here in the forest. But this is a double edged sword. The Sages could have hidden any number of misdeeds out there, already concluded or still ongoing and therefore actively dangerous.”

“He’s Cyno,” Kaveh says lightly, although Al-Haitham can see the worry in his eyes and the set of his mouth. “I’m fairly certain that nothing short of a Fatui Harbinger can give him trouble.”

Al-Haitham bites the inside corner of his lip. This is true. The former General Mahamatra’s investigative skills and his tenacity to see any job through are commendable, but it is usually his martial strength that comes to mind for most when they think of the man. 

This next piece of information is somewhat damning, Al-Haitham will admit. But withholding it puts all of them in more danger than confessing to it.

“If it was such a straightforward matter of skill and experience, I would agree with the sentiment,” Al-Haitham says slowly, tapping his fingers on the table. “Kaveh, you mentioned that the former General Mahamatra noticed illegal Akasha activities. Did he go in-depth with you as to what, exactly those activities were?”

“Unsanctioned monitoring and data gathering without prior consent or just-cause from appropriate legal entities.” Kaveh pauses. “Some being retroactively approved without solid just-cause through executive order from one of the Sage’s offices filed through the Mahamata.” Kaveh shoots Al-Haitham a guilty look. “Or what he and I assumed were the Mahamata.” 

Al-Haitham shrugs. It was a reasonable assumption.

“The Akasha has been building profiles,” Al-Haitham tells Kaveh. “I don’t know how many. I do not know how comprehensive they are and on who or by what directive. I can only guess what for. But I do know with absolute certainty that there is one on the former General Mahamatra.”

Kaveh’s red eyes meet his, waiting. The question does not need to be spoken.

“Last Jnagarbha Day, as I was going through the conclusion check-list and post-upgrade assessment I found a portion of the hard-copy file,” Al-Haitham says. “It was only a small portion, but what it contained was beyond any superficial data the Akasha could possibly gather passively. I theorize that it was part of some sort of active compilation, with the intention to create a rudimentary prediction model. I only ever found that one part of it, but I am sure that there are more of them. Not just on the General Mahamatra, but most likely on every person of interest in Sumeru. I had begun looking into this but I never found where in the Akasha it was. Shortly after was when the Mahamata began to start to truly struggle, and I started to lose the time and resources to pursue this. I have a feeling that even if I did, it would not have been of great use. Perhaps I would be one of those anomalies of missing persons.”

“You didn’t tell anyone about this.”

Al-Haitham meets Kaveh’s accusation calmly. “Kaveh, who was I to tell? And what would I be telling them? It was an official Akademiya document. And knowing what we both know now of what the Matra thinks of the Mahamata, do you think that the General would have trusted me if I told him about what I found? Or would he have been more likely to suspect me of something?”

Kaveh’s eyes continue to meet his before he scowls, making a sharp click against his teeth as he looks down at the pages of notes between them, cursing under his breath before exhaling a harsh, “I hate it when you’re right. Then it’s not just a matter of what’s already out there, it’s what they might possibly be sending. We’ll be going in blind in more way than one. They’re definitely going to have a contingency for him going beyond the Wall. I’ll have to convince Cyno to ditch the Akasha somehow. But they’re weaker out there, beyond the Wall. Practically useless. Or so we were told. Archons. Who knows if that’s even true?”

Al-Haitham narrows his eyes, fingers going still. “You intend on following the former General beyond the Wall to investigate further.”

“I gave him my word that I would help, yes.” Kaveh’s brows raise. His chin tips up, defiant. “What, did you think he told me all of that to vent? Or that after hearing all of that from him and from you that I’d be content to just sit by and let you two handle it? Of course I’m going to go beyond the Wall to help him.”

“Help him with what? You’re no investigator, no detective. You’re an adept fighter, but in the desert your abilities with bloom cores are unlikely to be significant enough to level an uneven playing field.”

“All true, but not what he’s asked me to assist him with. Apparently people talk to me. And that’s supposed to be essential to any investigation, isn’t it? Or interrogation?” Kaveh’s mouth quirks up with a faintly bitter twist that’s gone before Al-Haitham can question it. “I don’t quite understand it either, but he asked and I gave my word. I will not go back on it. The enormity of the situation we’re facing aside, I don’t think I could live with myself if I let him go off by himself. How could I face Tighnari or Collei? How could I face myself?”

“Kaveh, we have just outlined what appears to be a mere fraction of a conspiracy that has the whole of Sumeru caught in the center of it. And you intend to go blind into the desert to track down unknown potential trails of evidence with a man who—while skilled and notably known for adherence to justice and righteousness—the Akademiya has flagged as such a threat that they’ve potentially created an entire hidden program within the Akasha system to counter his every breath.”

“All the more reason for me to go with him. Al-Haitham. Neither of you trust each other. Or at least—Cyno does not trust you. Even with me vouching for you, his trust is not so easily won. Even if we had some way of getting the two of you in contact to share this information he would not trust it. And we do not have the time for that trust to be earned. I have both sides. Yours and his. Plus, I do have insight that neither of you have from my own—shall we call it—fortunate encounters. While the Akademiya might have this potential predictive model on Cyno, I highly doubt they have one of me. And if they did, I would call its veracity and its actual ability to be functionally useful into doubt. I barely wear my terminal. I skew my Akasha data every time I get drunk, hit an insomniac streak, or run against a particularly frustrating client by throwing random requests at it in an attempt to distract myself from the frustration. Any information that the Akasha would have gathered on me through it would be wildly inconsistent and based on irregular data points.”

“The Akasha would have compiled information on you based on other people’s terminals.”

“And how accurate do you think that would be? The information extracted from other people’s terminals would be subject to question on its actual accuracy. I’m too inconsistent and I spend more time traveling than in any one place to establish a true baseline metric for those other terminals to try and build a pattern on. I think that the only person in all of Sumeru who would call me predictable is you, but that’s just because you do it to annoy me. Al-Haitham, I am more of an asset beyond the Wall than I am here. And you know this. Between the two of us, you are more of the strategist and tactician than I ever was. You think forward in maneuvers, I think forward in schematics. So why are you arguing with me?”

Why is Al-Haitham arguing with Kaveh on this? And why does this outcome come across him as a surprise?

Is this not within Kaveh’s character?

Didn’t Al-Haitham not just think it earlier this morning, and last night when he returned? In the face of something like this, against all odds, Kaveh would stand against it. Although, when he was thinking those thoughts, he had thought that Kaveh would be doing the standing with him. Not several leagues away with the General Mahamatra gone rogue.

Al-Haitham feels frustration touch on the edge of that thought. There is concern, there is hurt, and there is jealousy. He acknowledges all three of these readily. He understands where they come from, but it is of no use here.

Practicality over sentiment. Kaveh is correct on every count and in his assessment of his best utility in this situation. Of everyone they know, it is only Kaveh who has the freedom of movement, the reputation, and the practical skillset, to do this.

If Kaveh had not already given his word and if the former General had not already asked Kaveh, Al-Haitham would have suggested it himself.

The former General Mahamatra needs to know the information Al-Haitham has managed to gather so far, but he would not believe it from Al-Haitham, even if Al-Haitham could get it to him. The former General Mahamatra’s reasoning is also correct. Kaveh is talented at getting people to lower their guards and speak to him. This particular skill of Kaveh’s would be more useful to the former General than to Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham, at least, has access to the Mahamata’s unofficial networks. The former General Mahamatra is going into the next leg of his investigations blind. And if there is anyone capable of unearthing the evidence the Sages have potentially buried in the Sands, it would be the Judicator of Secrets himself. He will need all the help that he can get.

While it would be, Al-Haitham admits, a comfort to have Kaveh close where he can keep an eye on him, Kaveh doesn’t need that nor would he be particularly enthused about it. And it’s not like Al-Haitham could do anything if this conspiracy took a turn towards targeting Kaveh, for whatever reason. Al-Haitham is currently under what he suspects to be just as much scrutiny as the former General Mahamatra was, if not more with the constant summons from the Grand Sage and the Akasha anomalies that keep hitting him.

Strategically speaking, it makes more sense for Kaveh to be outside of Sumeru City. Whatever is going on seems to be based here. If whatever this conspiracy is aimed towards comes to fruition, if there is hope to be found in countering it, having Kaveh on the outside with the General Mahamatra out of the initial ground-zero of it would be a key advantage.

“Perhaps I argue with you because your predictable predilection towards heroism exasperates me,” Al-Haitham answers, pushing aside the ongoing conflict of feelings for later. Would that feelings were ever so convenient as to line up with the practicalities of any situation. But since when was anything ever so easy?

The tension in Kaveh’s mouth and shoulders eases as he goes to look through Al-Haitham’s notes on the Akasha glitches and anomalies he’s been able to find thus far.

“Just perhaps? What’s with the demurral? Don’t be shy about it, now. Now’s the time to be candid if any, isn’t it? Pass me some paper and a pen, let’s get everything we both know down so we can start from the beginning. It will take more than what we have here to drill down to the foundation of the rot, but the only way to begin something is to actually begin it. No matter how dirty and grueling the work. And between the two of us, when have we been known to keep our hands clean?”





3. Escape to Caravan Ribat: Part II

Summary for the Chapter:
“I say the same to you. Don’t go leaping without looking. Remember. Return. Keep your oath. Pay your debts. I’ll not have the Lord Sangemah Bay turning up here hoping I would act as guarantor.”

Kaveh huffs, smile brief and faint as it moves across his face. “Sure. Just make sure there’s something for me to return to. And remember. There is an overdue talk that you and I must have. It is a date long missed and long anticipated. I will come back to claim it.”





They spend the rest of the evening sorting out information. It would seem that with every single fact or detail they reveal to the other, some other new thing suddenly becomes pertinent. Kaveh does not like to think himself as a gossip, necessarily. He doesn’t go looking for it. It’s usually volunteered to him whether he’s out for it or not. But all of these, seemingly, unconnected stories of people he’s run into or been talked at about are now becoming proof of a grander whole. The unease that has building in Kaveh for the past day or so continues to gain momentum and weight. Al-Haitham looks similarly disconcerted, brow furrowing, lips pressed firm as they fill pages upon pages, connecting fragments of numbers, hearsay, and reported evidence to one another.

By the time they’ve finished with the rudimentary organization and jotting down of information night is deep and so are the shadows. Al-Haitham had run out of paper and they started having to use Kaveh’s scraps. Al-Haitham’s study is a veritable explosion of pages in different colors of pencil and ink.

“All of this,” Kaveh scowls as Al-Haitham slides another piece of paper under a similar stack of notes all discussing unofficially reported missing persons cases, “and still we have nothing to begin the taxonomy of the species of the predator.”

“Humbling, isn’t it?” Al-Haitham replies, voice flat. He closes his eyes, running a hand over his face. “Are you able to get the former General this information without tipping him off to the source?”

“Depends. I’m not a liar. I’ll just have to hope that we’re occupied with so many other things that Cyno doesn’t think to ask me about you specifically.”

“Then don’t lie. I doubt he’d ask about me anyway if you don’t give him a reason to. Cyno knows you’re loyal. He wouldn’t expect you to tell me this, knowing how little he trusts me and the Mahamata. Nor would he expect you to think on trying to spy on me right before you leave to join him. Play the angle of the honorable and loyal man, it’s why he’s asking you for help after all.”

“It should be enough that I remember everything here. If at all possible. It seems that every time we write one thing down some other memory springs forward to the point where I might as well be writing a diary here. We’ll have to trust in my conversational skills to be able to bring these things up as they become relevant as though it were just something I happened to recall,” Kaveh replies. “Besides, so much of this is rumor and speculation that I doubt Cyno would be expecting me to cite sources to him. The main issue is how I’m going to get to him period. He’s gone beyond the Wall. I suspect I’m to meet him at Aaru Village. There’s nowhere else to go. But I need to get out of the city, which is where the first of our problems lie.” 

“You travel beyond the Wall of Samiel consistently enough it shouldn’t be an issue.”

Kaveh shakes his head. “I know you don’t really pay attention to individual Darshans and their movements anymore, but the Kshahrewar has been particularly strange about keeping all of its Masters close. None of us have been granted leave to go on non-Akademiya sponsored projects other than to Port Ormos or Pardis Dhyai. We’ve not been given official mandates to stay close and in holding patterns, but it’s been heavily implied by the current active roster and patterns of approvals. Even private commissions are coming under scrutiny. I’ve been signing up for these projects, of course. But I’ve yet to get onto one.”

“That makes no sense—financially or politically. You’re their greatest asset even when you aren’t working officially as one of them,” Al-Haitham points out, grabbing another scrap of paper to start writing his questions down. “Why have you idle? Why have any of the masters idle? There’s no shortage of Kshahrewar projects that need doing. Who’s doing them? Who’s submitting them?”

“Honest question, do you look at the Kshahrewar projects that get put through?”

“I check the summaries at the end of the week. Why?”

Kaveh runs his thumb over the edge of Al-Haitham’s desk. This, too, has been bothering him, but just like all the rest of it Kaveh doesn’t know where this detail falls in.

“The thing is that no one knows any of the project rosters or who’s on them. I’m not the only Master getting denials. Everyone I know is suddenly getting rejections on proposals, schematic submissions, and pretty much any non-teaching posting. I suppose that’s not too terrible a thing. Our incoming class numbers are higher than last years. We’re only ever growing, apparently.”

“How can no one know who’s on any of the project rosters? Your Darshan is one of the largest, second to only the Amurta. But surely once you get to the rank of Master or at least a role of professor you’d have some general understanding of who’s who.”

“It’s much like you and the Mahamata at this point, I’m afraid. The numbers are so large and the projects are so numerous and changing that I can only ever recognize one or two names. Sometimes I can’t even put those names to a face. I can try and get you a list before I leave.”

“That would be helpful. My office only gets the official final documentation for review and archiving purposes. All of the application processes before that are handled by the Darshans independently. Note down as many project irregularities as you can think of and any frequent names. If you can’t recognize them, someone must. Who is it that’s being picked as more suitable for a job over the Light of the Kshahrewar and who’s doing that picking?”

“And that’s the question.” Kaveh rubs a knuckle between his brows. “You’ll have to look into that for me while I’m away. That’s as good a start as any, and one you should have relative ease of access at looking into. Who are the ones getting the assignments and what are they?”

“As good a starting point as any,” Al-Haitham mutters, circling the questions on the page in glittering green ink. “But first we have to get you out of Sumeru City. How were you planning on doing this, if you didn’t tell me?”

“Apply to a lot of projects at once and hope,” Kaveh answers, earning an unimpressed look. “I do have an Adventurer’s Guild license. And I have Dori on my side. Sort of. I’d rather not bring her into it, but if I asked to go along with one of her caravans headed east she’d probably knock off a few thousand from my ledgers for acting as glorified guard. The problem would be an excuse to stay beyond the Wall and avoid being called back. Or being stopped at a checkpoint.”

Al-Haitham bites on the inner corner of his lip. 

“You’ve got a plan for me?”

“Possibly,” he says, eyes narrowing as he surveys the sea of paper around them. “But work on it can’t start now. It’s too late in the evening. Tomorrow we’re going out. There’s people I’ll need to introduce you to if the plan is to hold water. And I’ll need to confirm if it’s even possible for me to arrange things.”

“You’ve got me curious. What are the bones of this plan of yours? Don’t spare me. We both know that as much as I dread the trouble, I can’t stand the not-knowing even more.”

“If we’re incredibly lucky with our timing I may be able to slip you out of the city and to Caravan Ribat unnoticed on an official Akademiya expedition,” Al-Haitham replies. He holds a hand up to forestall Kaveh’s questions. “Mahamatra operations count as official Akademiya business that bypass travel restrictions. We don’t normally have many going beyond the Wall, which is the greatest risk with this plan. The few we do have stand out. Some sort of records tampering or swap will have to be involved if I can get others to cooperate. Assuming all of that goes well this only gets you as far as Caravan Ribat. Getting you through the Wall and into the sands, and then how to conveniently distract any monitoring bodies from looking after you are separate issues. I have a few ideas, but again—it depends on how lucky we are.”

“And what sort of people are capable of doing this?”

Al-Haitham’s mouth twitches up at the edge with sardonic amusement. “My coworkers.”

-

Al-Haitham somehow manages to rest that night. Come morning the remnants of the migraine are gone along with any hints of potential headaches. He and Kaveh eat in silence, Mehrak looking between the two of them with concern. Kaveh’s eyes are cast downward, focused inward on his own thoughts as he eats. Al-Haitham is mentally going through the checklist of the things he’ll have to tell Kaveh before they leave the house.

He has five tokens on loan from the other department heads. He’ll give Kaveh his own, as well as the one from the Grand Inquisitor. Al-Haitham doubts he’ll need the Azusa’s resources. What Al-Haitham needs the most right now is information regarding the internal workings of Sumeru, not external. The problem is that he needs the Grand Investigator’s token for that and Kaveh will need one too. He and Zara traditionally get along by staying out of each other’s way as much as possible. While the matter at hand is deeply concerning and important, he isn’t sure if she’s willing to stretch their working relationship that far. Especially when bringing in an outsider.

But if there was ever a time to gamble, it would be now, wouldn’t it?

Al-Haitham will also need to make use of the Grand Quartermaster’s people to try and arrange for supplies to be prepared for Kaveh at Caravan Ribat, or at least somewhere beyond the security checkpoint at the Wall. What those supplies are would depend on whether or not Zara has anything for him that she can spare.

“Kaveh.”

Kaveh’s sharp eyes snap to meet his, brow raising in acknowledgement. Kaveh has trusted him with secrets from the General Mahamatra’s mouth. Kaveh has, historically, trusted him with secrets of equal personal and intimate importance—trusting that Al-Haitham’s treatment and view of him would not change overly much. Al-Haitham must do the same now. If it were anyone else, Al-Haitham does not think he would struggle. After all, most other people’s opinions mean little to him. Who are they to have an opinion on him? But this is Kaveh, who has managed to stake a place in Al-Haitham’s thoughts and softer cavities of the heart despite both of their better efforts.

Al-Haitham bites the inside corner of his lip. There is no… easy way to explain this. 

“You have trusted me this far. You will need to trust me even more,” Al-Haitham begins. “Follow my lead today. And do not ask questions.”

“Ever or just for today?”

“While we’re outside,” Al-Haitham clarifies. “The answers that you’d want are convoluted and things we don’t have time to go through. In this, trust that I am not cutting you off out of lack of willingness to answer or mistrust of you. It is simply a matter of expediency.”

Kaveh doesn’t move, doesn’t speak. But slowly, after looking into Al-Haitham for something he must either find it or be content with not finding it because he does nod.

“I do trust you, Al-Haitham. Whatever else you may think of me, I would not have come to you with this otherwise,” Kaveh says. “I am in your hands. Tell me what I must do and I will do it. My pride and my curiosity are not so great that I would jeopardize what lies before us by refusing to listen to you after turning to you for help.”

“I will hold you to that, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says solemnly. “If you’re done, let’s go.”

The Grand Investigator lives in a small apartment in the south of Sumeru City. She’s lived in that apartment since she was an undergraduate. It is far below her pay grade but she’s rarely in Sumeru City and doesn’t find it worth the effort of moving. Al-Haitham knows he’s cutting it close, but she had said she would be in the city for a few days.

Kaveh follows after him quietly, curiosity in his eyes but as promised he asks no questions. Both of them have their terminals in. Al-Haitham’s glitch has not yet returned but he has several unread notifications that he had to mute and hide. Of course, all of them are flagged as incredibly important. Everything according to the person who’s saying it is incredibly important. The word important is overused.

He pounds his fist on her door.

“You’ll terrify the neighbors.”

“This apartment building is so poor that no one else wants to rent here,” Al-Haitham replies. This is, somewhat, on purpose. The apartment building is a legitimate property with open listings. And while it is maintained it’s also drastically lacking in modern updates that would require it to be completely shut down in order to renovate it to current standards. The apartments surrounding the Grand Investigator’s are intentionally kept empty though. The Grand Quartermaster added the Grand Inquisitor’s apartment complex to their unofficial list of holdings when she refused to move for the sixth time.

(“Security issues”, she said, “only apply when there’s someone actually living there. The only person living in there is sometimes the Grand Investigator who likes to make themselves an unwanted guest. Like a squatter.”

“If you didn’t want me squatting there”, the Grand Inquisitor said, “you shouldn’t keep my favorite food.”

“You mean Fire Water and cigarettes?”

“Don’t you have a house?” Ying asked, eyes squinting into the distance as she mentally went through the list of official and unofficial residences. “It’s a really nice house?”

“I’m never in the damn country to live in it”, Azusa scoffed. “It’s my sibling’s house at this point.”)

Al-Haitham raises his hand to pound on the door again but it’s yanked open.

Zara looks up at him, groans, and attempts to slam the door in his face.

Al-Haitham shoves his foot in. If the door weren’t such poor quality wood it would probably hurt.

“Senior Zara,” Al-Haitham says blandly, ignoring how she’s still trying to close the door on him, “I’ve brought my roommate Kaveh. He wants to try your blend.”

He leans aside so Zara can see Kaveh behind him. Kaveh waves. Zara’s eyebrows raise as she looks between them, no longer trying to force the door shut.

“It’s too early for smokes.”

“You both have busy schedules.” 

Zara’s eyes narrow as she opens the door, gesturing for them to enter the cramped one room apartment. They really had cut it close. Judging from the look of things, Zara was in the middle of packing to leave. Most likely for Port Ormos, where her investigators have hit several roadblocks due to loss of Corps of Thirty support. All of the border settlements have lost Corps of Thirty support.

She grabs two threadbare cushions, tossing them onto the floor next to the crowded low table as she gathers her tobacco and implements for smoking. Kaveh is shooting Al-Haitham what he thinks is a subtle look of incredulity but Al-Haitham grabs him by the back of his red scarves and pulls him to sitting next to him.

Zara takes out a box of tobacco from Mondstadt and some paper, sitting across from them—hookah lighted next to her. “Filtered or unfiltered?”

“Unfiltered,” Al-Haitham confirms as she rolls the cigarette and passes it to Kaveh. Al-Haitham puts a hand on Kaveh’s arm after he accepts it. “Senior Zara’s blend is strong. Go slowly. Take just one breath for now.” And then, careful with inflection, Al-Haitham raises his hand to his own Akasha. “Take your Akasha off. You don’t want to accidentally tell it to do something.”

Understanding fills Kaveh’s eyes as he takes the cigarette between his lips, taking a shallow inhale as he slides his Akasha off. Zara takes a pull from the hookah, taking hers off also. She holds out a box to them and they place their terminals inside. She closes it, placing her palm over it and they wait. Neither of them take any more pulls from hookah or cigarette, letting them burn. Zara holds a hand up, counting down from five as the box activates, sealing itself into silence.

“The Matra are involved now,” Al-Haitham begins without preamble as Zara clears the table, pulling out a worn map of Sumeru.

“I know. The General Mahamatra is person non grata as of this morning. Have you checked your messages at all? The Sages are trying to get to you to draft official notices.”

“Unfortunate as it is Saturday. I only work nine to five Monday through Friday with overtime requests being required beforehand per standard employee contract protocols. Unlike the rest of you, I know how to set boundaries between work and private life.”

“And what’s this then?” Zara gestures towards Kaveh.

“What could be more private than uncovering a conspiracy?” Al-Haitham retorts, pulling her token out of his pocket and flipping it onto the map. “Kaveh is going west to meet with the General beyond the Wall and gather information. My reach is limited, but I’m sending him with my favor and Azusa’s. I’m calling in a favor to add yours.”

Zara sucks her teeth, expression twisting as she looks Kaveh over. “The Light of the Kshahrewar.”

“So I’m called.”

“You are in over your golden head,” she says to him, flicking the token back to Al-Haitham, reaching into her robes to pull out another one. She holds it up between them, the seal of her office glinting in the slats of light coming in through the window shutters. “Did you tell him how these work?” 

“Not yet. There’s no time for me to explain the full story to either of you just yet.” He takes it from her, passing it to Kaveh and tucking her first one away. “For now, the problem at hand is that we need to get him to the Wall. I can explain the rest to you if this manages to get off the ground. Do you have anyone going there?”

“You really need to check your messages. The Sages sent notice to the Corps of Thirty to shut down all roads from Sumeru City. You need an official and legitimate reason to head out there now, unless you’re a foreigner. Existing permits work for now but most of those are private business class. Sofia’s already spreading word manually through notice boards. People are not happy. Once the Akasha ordinance hits I imagine the backlash will be severe.” Zara drums her fingers on the table edge as she leans over the map. She traces a few lines, lips barely moving. “What’s your ideal plan so we can negotiate down to a workable one?”

“Get him to he Wall, that’s the entire plan,” Al-Haitham replies. “My network doesn’t move goods and has little influence in that direction of Sumeru.”

“You’re out of luck. I don’t have any investigators headed out that way so I can’t help you above board,” Zara says, looking up at Kaveh once more, but still addressing Al-Haitham when she says, “Under it though… bait and switch?”

“Bait and switch.”

“With the Light of the Kshahrewar.”

“Who better?”

Kaveh nudges Al-Haitham’s side with his elbow, holding back on his questions but also impatient. Al-Haitham leans over the map to look at the places Zara’s finger had traced as he explains to Kaveh. “If we can find someone who looks like you we can get you to the Wall, get you through it, and then make it look like you came back and went elsewhere. It won’t last long but that’s not the point. Just like with the influx of persons coming in through the borders, we want your true whereabouts unclear to everyone. We want to add noise to the Akasha.”

“But this only works if we can get you past Caravan Ribat,” Zara says. “And if we can find someone to swap in with you. That second part I think I can do. I’ll need time to arrange it, but I have someone who has your coloring and your height. Superficial and won’t last under any kind of scrutiny. But we just need enough people saying they saw someone looking like you to make the Akasha data doubtful.” Zara traces her finger between Sumeru City to Caravan Ribat. “You can’t switch what isn’t there. Unless we go private—which means going to Ying or Maxwell—you’d have to get in through an Akademiya expedition. There’s one leaving in a few days, but I’m not familiar with it. If you somehow manage to change the roster and alter the manifest you two will have to figure out a cover story when Master Kaveh shows up and none of the other participants on the expedition know what he’s there for.”

“Leave that to me,” Kaveh says. “I’m good at improvisation. No offense, but I’m fairly certain that an easy explanation is simply Mahamata mix-up with paperwork. It wouldn’t be a lie, would it? And with things as they are…it’s not unusual. But what’s the plan for once I get to Caravan Ribat?”

“You’d need to find an excuse to leave their company and make your own way past the Wall for the switch,” Al-Haitham says. “Senior Zara, you’re certain you can get someone in place in time?”

“I’ll make sure of it. Is that all you needed from me?” Al-Haitham nods and takes a quick pull of the cigarette, gesturing for Kaveh to do the same as Zara rolls the map back up, sliding it into her travel bag before going for the box with their terminals. “Send me a summary of what you have when you can,” she tells Al-Haitham. “Go through Sofia. Her network’s never been more lively.” As soon as they put their terminals on she plucks the cigarettes from their hands, putting them out in the tray, feigning as though they’d been talking about tobacco blends. “What a waste of paper and tobacco,” she says with half-way sincere annoyance. “I don’t know why I bother to roll for you, Al-Haitham. You never even get halfway.”

“You were raised to be polite,” Al-Haitham says. “Do I owe you for the cigarette?”

Zara shakes her head. “What’s a single cigarette between new friends? It was nice talking to you, Master Kaveh. I’ll find a blend you like eventually. Probably. Come around next time I’m in Sumeru City. We can have drinks and complain about how annoying your roommate is.”

From Zara’s, Al-Haitham leads Kaveh through Sumeru City. Kaveh watches him as Al-Haitham uses the tokens from the other department heads to get information, supplies, and names, slowly setting up the first few steps of the plan to get Kaveh out of the city. Al-Haitham can’t explain yet, but he knows that Kaveh is watching and picking up the cues, the patterns, the codes. He’s too sharp not to.

There is, indeed, an expedition headed out towards Caravan Ribat. Kaveh had said that Cyno wanted Kaveh to wait at least a week before following after at the earliest. But this is potentially the cleanest shot they’ll have. The time frame is narrow and the price of these favors is high, but needs must. 

By the time they’re safely returned to the house, Akasha terminals off and carefully stored away, Kaveh is bursting with questions just barely held back by sheer force of will.

“It’s a spy network.”

“We’re not spying on anyone.” Al-Haitham sighs, dropping down onto the center divan, Kaveh flopping down next to him, limbs sprawling to collide with Al-Haitham’s. 

“It’s a network then.”

“It’s several.” Al-Haitham pulls out the tokens, dropping them onto the cushions between them as he wearily turns to face Kaveh. “You’ve complained to me often enough that I don’t understand the benefits of socialization. Well. Here’s your proof that I do. It’s the same with you and all of the people who like to call you over to chatter at for a few hours whenever you leave the house. In fact, most of them are probably part of the network. Not everything the Mahamata needs to get done is so easily accomplished above board. This has been true since the very founding of the institution, although the complexity of the job seems to have evolved over time.”

Al-Haitham lines the tokens up. They all appear to look like standard mora on one side, but the other side has the seals of each office engraved onto its face. Al-Haitham pushes the one with his own seal of an open hand towards Kaveh, along with Azusa’s saber and Zara’s compass star.

“These are how you access the network. We each have different ones. Different people who are good at doing different things—willing to do different things for certain prices. I don’t have insight onto any of the other’s networks except a few of their agents and the same goes with them for me. Mine is unlikely to be of use to you, but I’m loaning it to you anyway. The ones you need to pay attention to are the Grand Investigator’s and Grand Inquisitor’s.”

“How am I to use these if I don’t know who to use them with? And what am I using them for?”

“You picked up on the outline of the code phrases earlier. Hold the coin where it can be seen, even if the seal isn’t showing. Suggest something in the same vein as code themes. Zara’s usually have to do with liquor or cigarettes. Azusa’s are gambling—dice, mainly. Mine are mystery novels and poetry translations.” Kaveh barks out a sharp laugh. Al-Haitham ignores him. “If the person you’re talking to responds in kind you’re clear to go further in depth with precaution. You use these to get people to talk to you. Sometimes they’ll help. Sometimes they won’t. But having the token opens the door for you and lets them know you’re trusted. If what you want from them involves some kind of transaction, the token is proof the owner of the token will pay it.”

“This is a lot to give.”

“There’s nothing else I can do for you once you leave Sumeru City. And we both know you’re going to need everything you can get.”

Kaveh examines Al-Haitham’s token, holding it up to the light. “Someday, you’re going to sit down and tell me exactly how you got into all of this and how this all came to be. You know that, right?”

“Come back alive with the General Mahamatra so he can return to his station and rectify whatever it is that’s going on around us and then we can talk about it while we enjoy a corruption free state,” Al-Haitham says, taking the other tokens back. 

Kaveh’s eyes slide towards him, the token coin vanishing up his sleeve with a flippant twist of his fingers and wrist.

“You’re upset.”

Al-Haitham doesn’t bother to answer to that. Kaveh turns to face him fully, drawing his legs up underneath himself.

“Al-Haitham, you have literally just given me access to what appears to be an entire underground network independent of Sumeru’s main agencies in order to get me relatively free and safe passage out of the city. We have an actual plan of action moving forward. These are good things. Small starts, but starts nonetheless. A slight touch of optimism isn’t going to kill you. At least, not yet.” But Kaveh is, as ever, uncannily good at picking out things that aren’t meant for him to address. He continues before Al-Haitham can distract him. “You’re still upset that it’s me going. That I’m going at all. Aren’t you? We’ve gone through this. Neither of us knows exactly what’s at stake other than it’s quite enormous. This is unlike you. Where’s your pragmatism at?”

Kaveh’s not wrong. Al-Haitham release’s a breath through his teeth. Still. “Despite what you may think of me, Kaveh, it doesn’t exactly please me to be taking part in sending you off into the hostile unknown like this. Once you’re out of Sumeru City I will have no way of contacting you, nor you me. Our investigations will be divided. Anything I gather here will be useless to you or the former General, and whoever else you manage to collect to your cause.”

“And you think it isn’t the same for me? I’m not any more pleased to be leaving you in the center of it, you know.”

Al-Haitham closes his eyes. He feels Kaveh’s hand press down on the cushion next to his, fingertips brushing against Al-Haitham’s wrist.

“Despite what you may think of me, I truly don’t like the thought of leaving you. Leaving you here. Although I suppose it’s somewhat comforting to know that you’ve got this network of people. Except all of them appear to have their hands quite full with their own issues. There’s no one next to you, Al-Haitham. And the thing that frustrates me the most is that even if I broke my word to Cyno, even if you did have actual need of me here, there would be nothing I could do anyway. The futility of it infuriates me.” Kaveh sighs. Al-Haitham hears him running a hand through his hair, the ornaments on this clothes rustling and clicking against each other. “What it comes down to is trust. I don’t like the situation. But I have to trust you to handle it, as you must trust me.”

“At this level it is no longer trust, but faith.”

“And are we, Al-Haitham, so faithless to each other?”

Al-Haitham opens his eyes, Kaveh leaning over him, the red of his eyes made stronger for the shadows that try to douse it. Al-Haitham turns his wrist to close the distance between their hands.

“Irreverent, possibly, with the direction that faith is applied to.”

-

Within the next few days the plan is settled, the few solid pieces that they’d managed to pull together last-minute as set in stone as they’re ever going to be. Al-Haitham had pulled strings, noting down as much as he could for Kaveh. Kaveh, in turn, spent what time he had left trying to set things up for a long departure without making it seem like he was going away for an unknown amount of time. He sent a letter to Tighnari, notice to Dori, and left little trails of anecdotal goodbyes around Sumeru City. He’d compiled a list of names and projects he thought Al-Haitham should start with first, as well as people Al-Haitham might have some luck talking to in getting more background information on the various issues the Masters and Dasturs and Herbads of each Darshan have been facing.

Kaveh even spends a whole day lingering around the Kshahrewar common and break rooms, just listening to grievances and picking up more threads of potential information while helping some of the professors mark papers for students who’s names no one could recognize.

Al-Haitham had doctored the paperwork to get Kaveh on a expedition with a fully loaded supply train to Caravan Ribat. Some kind of Vahumana research expedition. Kaveh recognized none of the people on the roster of both Corps of Thirty or scholars. The manifest was even more dubious because of the amount of supplies the expedition was bringing—more in the way of material goods than actual supplies. Chock that up to another one of the numerous things wrong with Sumeru that will eventually have to be untangled later. Maybe this one really is a legitimate expedition. It’s not like either he or Al-Haitham would know.

“There’s a secondary expedition going out a few days later,” Al-Haitham says the evening before Kaveh departs to meet with the Vahumana expedition at the gates towards the road to Phardis Dhyai. He sits next to Kaveh, half an arms-length away, sliding his headphones off as he rubs a tired hand over his eyes. “Use that as your excuse to leave the first one if you can’t think of anything else or if they’re giving you difficulty. Although I doubt anyone would dare oppose Master Kaveh when he’s of a mind to be unopposed.”

“Not anyone who isn’t you, at least. Or Tighnari. Are the two projects related?”

“I doubt it. This second one seems more of a passion project of sorts. It was pushed through by a handful of Vahumana Masters and Dasturs who have prior records of substance. This one I actually somewhat understand the details on and recognize the names for. My father had notes of a similar occurrences as the one they’re going out to investigate. It’s some sort of domain sighting that occurs every few years for a short period of time.” 

The two of them fall into silence, in the near absolute dark. Kaveh hadn’t intended to be sitting in the front room for so long so he’d not turned on the lights. He’d just lit a few candles which are burning away slowly with their wavering but persistent light. It’s late. They should both get to sleep. Kaveh has to leave early morning tomorrow. Al-Haitham, in between putting all of this together, has also had to manage his duties as the Grand Scribe. The Akasha anomalies, he’d told Kaveh, are more frequent now. He’d lost effective use of the entire left side of his vision for almost five minutes. This time the anomaly was accompanied by a strange auditory effect that he struggled to describe.

But this is the last night. This is potentially one of the last moments they’ll ever have together. And—and there’s so much between them. Unspoken, still. Unnamed and unaddressed. For all of their slow progress over the years, and all of the reaffirmation of the truth of goodness and the fact of trust that has unfolded in the past few days, there is so much more that they have not touched upon.

Call it a fool’s regret, but Kaveh wishes they had more time. That he’d thought to attempt to speak on these things sooner. But then again. They’re sitting here in silence and not speaking at all. Kaveh knows Al-Haitham must be thinking something similar because he wouldn’t be sitting here otherwise.

Kaveh reaches out, not looking. And then, because if this is the last time they’re ever going to talk to each other he doesn’t want to be a coward, he turns to face Al-Haitham fully.

“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says, voice faltering. He doesn’t quite know where to go from here, actually. What to talk about? What to talk about first? That which runs between them is a giant knot, as messy and ugly as that which Kaveh and Al-Haitham are currently actively planning to try and untangle from around Sumeru’s unknowing throat. Which string is the one to pull to make the rest clear?

Their fight what feels like entire lifetimes ago, when they were students? The ongoing fights that occurred afterwards on noticeboards and across academic journals and publications? The ones they still sometimes have living in this house together? Or what about the fact that they are living in a house together? A house that Kaveh could tell just by looking at it was never meant to be a house? Shouldn’t they talk about that? Or any of the other details that have come together as fine threads to bind their lives together once more, and pull them closer and closer one small and uncertain step at a time?

Shouldn’t they, at the very least, before they possibly part ways forever, speak of that which makes them? That which has made them?

Shouldn’t they at last speak of Al-Haitham and Kaveh?

Kaveh swallows, throat clicking, mouth dry as the desert sands he’ll soon be spending the foreseeable future digging through for answers.

“Al-Haitham, I—“ Spit it out, he thinks. Spit what out? The whole knot of it gets caught in his throat. “I. I.”

Al-Haitham’s hand raises, warm fingertips lightly touching against the side of Kaveh’s face, shocking him into silence. Not that he was saying much anyway. Al-Haitham’s other hand raises to join the first, palms lightly touching against cheek, fingertips pushing into hair.

Al-Haitham holds Kaveh’s face in his hands. It is perhaps the most contact that they have ever had between each other. Possibly even more than when they were students. Al-Haitham’s hands are warm. He always forgets how warm Al-Haitham’s hands are until he’s reminded like so. Kaveh goes still, mouth closing as he looks into Al-Haitham’s solemn eyes. He looks like he’s trying to memorize something in Kaveh’s face. Like Kaveh is a reference he will only have access to looking at for a few minutes before he’s set to writing a whole dissertation. Kaveh takes the opportunity as invitation look back.

Kaveh’s memory is not as good as Al-Haitham’s, which seems like a steel trap. Or perhaps a mouth that only ever bites and bites and bites, consuming and absorbing. But the memories that stay with Kaveh are vivid things, alive as though they never left their present. Kaveh turns towards his memories and parts of them jump out, leaping fangs-first with whatever impact that was felt made all the more profound or painful through the tricks of the mind.

In Kaveh’s memory, there is an Al-Haitham who exists before and an Al-Haitham who exists after. There is, also, a strange Al-Haitham who exists during. The Al-Haitham from before is boyish, odd, almost dream-like. He rolls his eyes and scoffs. He sucks a bit of curry splatter off of his wrist. He flops down gracelessly on the grass to stare at clouds. The Al-Haitham who exists after is a shadow of jewel-colors in a gold setting that walks along the edges of Kaveh’s life like a panther in the night. He crosses his arms and tips his chin up, looking down his nose without actually doing it. He looks at Kaveh, eyes glancing over him and picking up everything there is to possibly know, and sets it all down again entirely unaffected.

The Al-Haitham who exists during was something caught between the two. His eyes were so much fire, and his teeth were so much flint. But the words were cold, as delivered from some lofty place. He was both the boy and the man, the charming-dream and the distant-shadow.

And now here is the real Al-Haitham. Perhaps all of those other Al-Haitham’s were real. But here is the body that shaped the dream and cast the shadow. Here is the real Al-Haitham who is folded into a network of spies with their own codes and prerogatives, who has worked tirelessly in the face of increasing obstacles and challenges to the limited authority granted to him in order to maintain the role of his office, who has chosen to grit his teeth and trudge into the mud and the muck of conspiracy.

Here is the Al-Haitham who suffers from migraines. Here is the Al-Haitham who bites the inside of his lip until it develops a sore. Before him is the Al-Haitham with warm hands and pointy elbows, who refuses to even pretend to be civil before the first half cup of coffee. Here is the true Al-Haitham, who likes mystery novels and baking and spending hours unmoving and listening to music.

Here is the Al-Haitham that Kaveh almost once knew, definitely lost, and almost had a chance to know once more before…well. This.

Here is the shape of Al-Haitham. And how typical of them that it takes a literal national crisis for Kaveh to confront this. Right before potentially losing it due to neither of their own faults (for once).

“I know,” Al-Haitham finally says, voice low, thumbs slowly tracing border thin, delicate skin underneath Kaveh’s eyes. “Tell me, Kaveh. When you return. Here is an oath I will force you to keep. Return and we will speak of this, too. As much as you want. As much as is needed. Return, and every answer will be ours, and every question too. Is that not a bountiful enough reward?”

“You ask the world of me. Your expectations could raise the sky. Adjust downwards. I’m only a man. One you’ve called out as flawed often enough, too. I’ve got it in writing.”

“Even still. Even flawed. You are Kaveh. And fortunately for you, I am not asking for the world. I’m asking for Sumeru—relatively hale and whole. Though if it were missing a few Sages I wouldn’t quibble.”

“You aren’t you if you aren’t quibbling. I’ll do my best to deliver. I’ll return to claim that prize, Al-Haitham. I’ll return to you. But to return I must first leave. To bed with the both of us.”

They rise together, snuffing out the candles and plunging the room into darkness. As they walk their arms and the backs of their hands bump and brush against the other. At the end of the narrow hall they turn towards their respective rooms, no further words exchanged. 

If Kaveh could dream, he would dream of what might be said, of what might finally be heard.

At dawn the next morning, Al-Haitham drags himself out of bed to see Kaveh off. He leans against the wall of the entryway, arms crossed as he watches Kaveh checking his things over. “You have everything, then.”

Kaveh nods, securing his travel gear. He isn’t bringing a lot, which they’re both worried about. But it would be suspicious if he brought so much to go on an expedition that, according to the paperwork, should have all its members already accounted for as well as all of the supplies needed to accomplish whatever it is they’re meant to be doing. Kaveh reaches into a pocket he’d sewn onto the inside of his shirt collar and pulls out the three tokens.

Al-Haitham reaches out, taking Kaveh’s wrist and squeezing it hard. “Kaveh. These are a loan. Do you understand? You must return those to me. If you do not, I will make sure all of Sumeru knows you are an oath breaker.”

Al-Haitham’s expression is solemn. Even with the warm colors of the stained glass windows coloring the thin morning light, he looks wan. Grave. Kaveh probably looks no better. Kaveh doesn’t doubt the words. Although if Kaveh doesn’t return there’ll be no point in his reputation staying clean or not. This, too, they both know.

Kaveh pulls his wrist free, pocketing the tokens as he reaches into his pants pocket to pull out his key. He takes Al-Haitham’s hand and places the golden key with is lion-gear keychain into his palm, curling Al-Haitham’s fingers over it.

“And here is your collateral. I am a man of my word, Al-Haitham. I have given it to Cyno. And I give it to you, now. I will return your tokens and you will return this key.” Kaveh squeezes Al-Haitham’s fingers around it. He has to leave. He knows. But worry and anxiety squeeze him at the back of the neck, rooting him into place. The same fear from last night. The same dread that neither of them could quite voice. “You. And you. You don’t dare do anything reckless. I know your temper. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t. Take care of yourself, Al-Haitham. Watch your back where I cannot.”

“I say the same to you. Don’t go leaping without looking. Remember. Return. Keep your oath. Pay your debts. I’ll not have the Lord Sangemah Bay turning up here hoping I would act as guarantor.”

Kaveh huffs, smile brief and faint as it moves across his face. “Sure. Just make sure there’s something for me to return to. And remember. There is an overdue talk that you and I must have. It is a date long missed and long anticipated. I will come back to claim it.”

-

If the members of the expedition towards Caravan Ribat are questioning his sudden addition to their numbers, they do not question it to his face. Kaveh looks at them and can recognize none of them. Not even the members of the Corps of Thirty assigned to escort them. That isn’t too unusual. But considering current events, Kaveh wouldn’t call it paranoia to suspect something going on here. The journey is quiet, but not hostile. For this Kaveh is glad.

There’s some small talk had. Discussions about the weather, thoughts on sandstorms, advice on handling the heat. Kaveh learns nothing about what this expedition is meant to be doing, but he doesn’t dare to inquire into it. He’s learning enough just listening.

For example, a few of these people, or at least a few of the ones talking, don’t seem to know each other at all. They look nervous. Apprehensive. Kaveh would go over and talk to them, but he doesn’t trust the look of some of the scholars in charge. There is something in their eyes that Kaveh can’t trust. It’s… distant. As though they aren’t seeing the person they’re talking to, or as though the people around them aren’t really there. 

Meanwhile the Corps of Thirty members sent to accompany them are equally as concerning. Normally the members in charge of these escort missions are the same sets of old hands. Not so here. Kaveh doesn’t think he’s ever seen any of these ones before. Their weapons don’t look like standard issue Corps of Thirty, either. There’s something the way they move, too. 

They reach Caravan Ribat slowly due to the size of the group and the amount of equipment they’re bringing with them. Kaveh wants dot take a look, but didn’t want to risk anyone asking him questions in return or getting more suspicious than they probably already were so he made do with quick glances and speculation. 

They travel through the day and overnight, reaching Caravan Ribat mid-morning of the next day. Here, Kaveh makes his excuses to leave. He’d be suspicious of how easy it was to get out of it if he weren’t so relieved. He’s lightly questioned about it, he arrived on their expedition unexpectedly and very last minute—so last minute they couldn’t get details of the how or the why, then he was leaving once more. Here Kaveh easily used the suspicion against them, lightly saying that he was actually going to do some investigation on a project from the Kshahrewar Sage.

Kaveh is a poor liar, but after years of rubbing elbows with politician-scholars, philosophers, and people like Cyno, Al-Haitham, and Tighnari, Kaveh had picked up his own tricks to getting around his own honest nature.

After all, if something is going on out here, and with how suspicious his Darshan’s leadership has been, he’ll definitely be investigating something of the Kshahrewar Sage’s.

This eased the scrutiny easily enough. Whatever it is that may or may not be going on out here, it looks like the Sage’s aren’t exactly eager to be butting into each other’s business.

Kaveh parts ways with them, relieved and somehow exhausted just from this. But the next parts seem to fly by. It doesn’t take Kaveh even half an hour of walking through Caravan Ribat for someone to fall into step next to him. The man nods at Kaveh, directing him towards the buildings at the back of Caravan Ribat where the storehouses are. “Bhaisaheb,” the man says, “My cousin from Mondstadt mentioned you’re punctual, but you’re a little early. Tea instead of smokes? Let’s get the road washed off you.”

When Kaveh turns he notes that the man speaking is of the same height as him, almost the same build—if a little softer about the middle—with the same shade and length of hair that he has. The man is also similarly, but not quite, dressed like him with a loose cotton shirt and dark pants, a rust-brown set of scarves thrown about his shoulders.

“Brother,” Kaveh nods, “It was good traveling. Forgive my manners, I’ll forgo the tea. I’m in a rush. I’ll take the smokes to go—I’ve heard excellent things about them. Will they keep in the desert sun?”

Kaveh and his superficial double go back and forth, taking a meandering route around the warehouse and back onto the main path through the fortress outpost. Kaveh and his double wave at a few people as they pass, making sure they’re seen and that Kaveh’s name and voice are heard before making their way back to the warehouses. They immediately take their Akasha terminals off. This far from Sumeru City, the terminal signal is unreliable enough that this won’t get noted as an anomaly. Half of the people here don’t own terminals anyway. 

His double leads him into one, lighting a lamp and spreading out a detailed map of the area between Caravan Ribat and Aaru Village. 

“We were able to put caches here, here, and here. Pick them up on your way after we do the switch. We’ll try to keep them stocked and pass any messages but I’m not coming back to this area and I don’t know who will be tapped to do it,” he explains, tapping the map. Mehrak hovers over them both, scanning the map and recording. I have some things for you here as well. Mora. Travel gear. A disguise for once we get past the Wall. I’m going to get you past, but we’re going north instead of straight towards Aaru, following the Wall until we hit this area here. Wenut activity is high and it’s causing sandstorm irregularities. The plan is for your Akasha to malfunction, pinging that as your last location. We’ll switch places there. You go to Aaru and I’ll linger in the area and lay a false trail.”

“What’s our excuse for getting past the Wall?” Kaveh asks. 

The man shrugs. “I’m just here to switch with you, brother. Reasoning with the checkpoint is on you.”

Kaveh nods, tapping his finger against the map. Al-Haitham had mentioned a second Vahumana expedition. But he’s not sure on the timing of it, and how to bluff his way through on it. He talked his way out of one expedition easily enough, he’d rather not roll those dice again. Kaveh closes his eyes. It’s too risky to call upon the Kshahrewar Sage again, even if it’s indirect. Not at the checkpoint. But there are definitely other projects going on out here, so many that it’s unlikely that he’ll be checked or questioned too seriously if he alludes to one of them. Especially if he uses one of the names of those people that no one’s quite sure if they know or not. Here’s where the convoluted mess can work for him, he supposes.

Time to test how good that honest reputation of his can work when he’s actively using it.

“I’ll get us through,” Kaveh says. “When’s a good time to leave?”

“Ideally you’d want to linger here a little more. Make sure that the spotty Akasha has enough records of seeing the both of us. After sunset or tomorrow morning. I suggest morning. Easier travel, unless you wanted to go through the night. The temperature’s are easier at least.”

“Morning. Let’s split up for now, reconvene at the hotel around supper?”

Kaveh spends the rest of the day catching up with some of the people he knows. He’s passed through often enough that the merchants and the permanent guards who live here recognize him and are willing to shoot the breeze for a while. 

Kaveh gets invited to some games of Genius Invokation with some off-duty soldiers, who’re slated to be given new posts clear on the other side of Sumeru by next week. They’re glad they got to see him before they’re moved, which Kaveh finds very flattering but he’s fairly sure it’s just because he’s got the worst luck when it comes to rolling dice so it’s usually an easy win when he plays.

One of the merchants passing through calls him over to borrow him for some material analysis while complaining about how stringent Sumeru’s travel regulations are getting and how the export taxes are ruining the economy. What a headache, the merchant says, rubbing his temple, right over the Akasha.

What a headache indeed, Kaveh thinks.

Kaveh floats around Caravan Ribat for the rest of the day, fed with numerous cups of tea and coffee and water with slices of lemon and cucumber, and sprigs of mint, and a truly inadvisable amount of snack foods, grazing on both the snacks and the idle news offered to him. All of it just points to more of what he, Cyno, and Al-Haitham now know to be maleficence at work, but once again provides little in clarity towards positively identifying what it is so that the beast may be slain.

As the sunset is starting to stain the sky and the air begins to cool, Kaveh heads towards the Gilded Journey at as it throws open all of its doors and windows to prepare for the supper rush. On the way he gets pulled over by some Eremites that he’s partnered up with while traveling the desert now and again, eager to catch up and hear about whatever strange adventures he’s gotten into since they’d last seen him. They bring him over to several tables that got pushed together, introducing him to their fellows who look at him with curiosity and slight apprehension, but nothing hostile. Most of it blows over easily enough once his name is mentioned and he’s then he’s being clapped on the back and offered some rounds of drinks. Cyno, apparently, was not kidding about Kaveh’s reputation. Kaveh doesn’t know how he didn’t realize it until its as pointed out to him.

Kaveh talks a little about how he’s struggling to get proper jobs back at the Akademiya and the entire table agrees with similar sentiments that get shared with people who work contract and per diem jobs. Topics shift vaguely around families, friends, any curious mishaps, and then the table turns uproarious once more once someone is spotted at the door.

“Kaveh brother, have you met Dehya the Flame-Mane?”

Kaveh, of course, has heard of her and her group, but he’s never met any of them before. The Blazing Beasts join the table through the addition of one more table being pressed close and chairs pulled over. Another round of introductions goes around as more food is ordered. Seats are shuffled as people move around to catch up with one another without yelling or talking around each other. It’s like a particularly enthusiastic reunion of Kaveh’s graduating cohort. Seats are shuffled around until Kaveh is seated next to Dehya, the Flame-Mane herself.

Before Kaveh can say anything she reaches over and holds out her hand.

“Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar, I’ve heard all about you from Candace,” she grins, saluting him with two fingers to the temple. “I’d wondered when I’d be seeing you. With the way she talks, you’d think we’d have run into each other by now. What’s got you going over to the sunnier side of the Wall this time? Your Akademiya has people crawling through the sands like little green ants.”

“A small personal project, actually,” Kaveh replies. “I just need to cross over and check some things for a reference.”

Dehya’s eyebrows raise. “Personal project? You picked the wrong time for it. The pass is being monitored right now.”

“Just my luck.”

Dehya snorts, raising her cup to him, “Sorry. That sounds like you. Your reputation is one mixed bag when it comes to luck.”

“No offense taken,” Kaveh waves his hand. “Trust me, I know. Mixed bag is probably as polite as anyone’s ever going to get about saying it. Are you just coming through? Headed towards Sumeru City?”

Dehya nods, “I split my time here and there, there is a family I am contracted to work for, guarding their daughter. I don’t mind it, it’s been my duty for a long, long time. It’s less of a job at this point and almost more of a vacation in some ways. How are you going to get past the border checkpoint?”

“My mixed bag of fortune?” Kaveh answers dryly, earning a sharp laugh and a shake of the head. Kaveh’s mind turns towards an idle thought. “Eremites don’t need official paperwork to cross do they?” That would seem incredibly difficult to manage, considering how there’s no Akademiya outposts beyond the Wall of Samiel. How would any of those paperwork applications get put through?

Dehya’s sharp eyes meet his, brow raising. “You need mercenaries, architect?”

“Well. Just the one. It really is a quick job,” Kaveh replies, spotting and waving over his double. “Look. This is my assistant. If I could borrow you, just for the night, to pop across, I’d be grateful. If it’s in question, I can promise neither of us is on the run from Matra.” Dehya laughs at that. “I just need to check on some locations—off the record. It’s incredibly embarrassing but I started working on this thing, didn’t look at any of the references with my head on straight and proper the first time, and now I have to double back and probably start all over again in the face of a travel lock-down.”

All of this is, strictly, not exactly true, but not exactly a lie, either. It is a personal project. He really hadn’t been looking at all of the anomalies and strange occurrences in Sumeru from the right angle, and he’s felt quite foolish about not catching all of those until now. In a sense, it really will be fast—Kaveh doesn’t expect to see anything in any of the locations he’s meant to be going to with his body double, who is acting as his assistant here.

Dehya hums, drumming her nails on the table, looking between him and his double who just shrugs and offers her a sheepish grin of his own.

“Ah, you lot, looking so sorry and hapless. I really am too soft sometimes,” she mutters. “Yeah, sure. You just need to cross over right? How deep in do you need to go?”

“You don’t need to come with me. I don’t want to delay you any. I just need help getting past the checkpoint.”

“Like I said, I’ve heard a lot about you from Candace. I was looking forward to meeting you. Just didn’t think it’d be like this, you know?” Dehya replies with a shake of her head. “She considers you in good standing. And that means I consider you the same, until you give me proof otherwise. I doubt it though. That means that if I’m taking a job, I’m taking it. I’m not gonna half-ass it. Besides, it’s just the two of you. What if something happens? The desert’s been hectic with how many of your scholars have been going in and out doing whatever it is you do, poking at rocks and wenut.”

Kaveh’s “assistant” now draws out the map, holding it out to her and pointing out the spots that they’re going to.

“Not far at all, easy to get done in a night of honest work,” Dehya says. “If you want to head out now, that is. The night’s meant to be clear.”

“Sure, let us just go get our things and let Maryam know that we don’t need the room for the night,” Kaveh says. “But really though. It’s enough for you to escort us in one way. We might take a while at some of these locations. We’ll find our own way back or head over to Aaru Village and wait it out. The travel restriction can’t last too long—they didn’t even give a reason for it.”

“You’re tempting your fate, sir,” Dehya replies. “Sure. I’ll meet you at the side of the Gilded Journey closest to the gate out. One hour good? Don’t worry about the rate. This is barely a job and you’re a friend of Candace’s.”

Kaveh nods, standing along with his assistant as they move to collect their supplies.

“The Flame-Mane?” The man asks as he hands Kaveh a travel pack.

“A credible witness who can say she saw me,” Kaveh points out. “An incredibly credible witness. And this does get us through the checkpoint without a paper trail to worry about.” Kaveh feels bad about the deception-that-isn’t. But it’s not like he actually told any serious lies that would hurt her if things turned around. 

The guards at the checkpoint are familiar with both Kaveh and Dehya enough that after some light-hearted ribbing of Kaveh’s poor luck and small-talk with Dehya, they’re let through without fuss or citation.

As Dehya said, the night is clear, the sky above shining true with its pinpricks of stars as they trek north along the Wall. Kaveh does take some reference shots with Mehrak, making idle small talk but mostly all of them focusing on getting from one point to the other fast enough. They run into little trouble, at least, human trouble.

“I don’t remember the wenuts coming this close to the Wall,” Kaveh says. The older ones can drill through bedrock when motivated, but in his experience they avoid the area of the desert where the Wall actually is because the sandstone and looser sand portions are too shallow.

The three of them have paused, hiking up a steep groove in the Wall that works as excellent cover from wind and wenut alike to make up for its difficulty. Below them, just a few kilometers off, under the clear light of the moon, Kaveh can see the ripple of sand signaling a wenut tunneling.

“They don’t. But the desert’s been crawling with people coming and going and doing who know’s what,” Dehya replies. “It’s causing them to act out in ways they wouldn’t normally. This one’s burrow’s probably close to some new research site or something like that. Don’t worry. It’s close, but I don’t think it’ll bother with us.”

By the time the three of them reach the final drop-zone (Kaveh went close all of them but did go to where the supply drops were exactly) it’s just past midnight. 

“Thank you,” Kaveh says. “We’ll head back a little slower. You should go on ahead. No, really. I’m just going to follow the path that we went together and I feel terrible for taking so much of your time. You and I are somewhat used to the travel but my assistant isn’t so I’m going to let him take a break and get us back slowly.” Kaveh’s assistant-double, to illustrate the point, flops down onto the sand with a long groan. Dehya clicks her tongue at him, shaking her head. Kaveh pulls out some coin that she waves off. 

“I’m not taking money from you for a glorified stroll. I didn’t even draw my blade,” Dehya replies, stretching her arms above her head as she turns to look over the view from their vantage point. “Most relaxing job I’ve probably had this side of the Wall. Look, you sure you don’t want me bringing you back? I really don’t mind.”

“You’ve got another job to do and I’ve already taken enough of your time as is—I’m grateful for it, but also incredibly guilty,” Kaveh replies, walking with her for a ways while his so-called assistant either pretends to groan and massage his calves or is really going through it. He presses the small amount of coins into her hand. It’s not a lot. Honestly, he should be giving her more. He’s heard about her rates. Dehya reluctantly closes her hand around the coin, shaking it in his face.

“Fine, fine, fine. I’m saving this for the next time we meet though,” she replies. “If I see you on the Sumeru City side of things don’t be a stranger. We can grab a drink.”

“As long as you don’t think poorly of me for not being able to keep up with you on that front,” Kaveh jokes, waving as she walks off. Kaveh watches her go for a little, making sure she’s out of sight and earshot before doubling back to where he saw the wenut. Kaveh watches its patterns for a little bit, sliding off his Akasha terminal and powering it off. He lightly tosses it down the sandy slope, watching it roll.

After a few minutes of what he would guess to be the appropriate time for someone to go running after it, Kaveh slips his travel bag off of his back, freeing Mehrak from where she’d been quietly hovering between layers. She does a little spin to signal her approval of not being squished between his back and several kilos of travel gear and having to pretend to be an inert piece of luggage.

“I know, I know, sorry, sorry. Walk it down,” he tells her. Mehrak bobbles in place, floating down to his Akasha and levitating it up to around his height. Mehrak “walks” the Akasha terminal around, as though a person were trying to figure out a way up the sands. Then she pretends to slide down. She increases her distance from the terminal little by little, until at last she just tosses it into the area where the wenut is, floating back.

“Well done,” he says, watching for the timing of the wenut to circle around back, aiming a dendro projectile. Once the wenut is close enough, Kaveh sends the projectile flying off. Ranged attacks aren’t his specialty, but he doesn’t need the accuracy here. Sure enough, the shard falls several meters short. But it’s enough. The wenut changes course, the sand hissing and clouding as it begins to surface. The drill of its head breaks ground equidistant between where the terminal landed and the dendro shard, rising up and up and up in a shower of sand, before it retreats once more.

Kaveh repeats this in the area of the terminal a few more times. By now it should be either destroyed or buried—either way, whatever signals that may manage to make it back to the main Akasha system in Sumeru City will be incredibly scrambled.

When he returns to his double, the man has unpacked some of the supplies. “You have a silver tongue, brother.”

With his double’s help, Kaveh changes clothes and dyes his hair. They even unload the contents of their bags to switch them.

“Temporary, don’t worry,” the man says. “But try and keep it in for as long as possible.”

Kaveh materializes his claymore, slinging it across his back before turning to Mehrak. 

“Sorry, bear with it just until we get to Aaru Village,” he tells her as he wraps her up again. If he had a mirror he’s sure he’d look nothing at all like himself. Meanwhile, his double looks…somewhat like Kaveh. Or at least, more like Kaveh than Kaveh currently does.

Kaveh pulls a letter out of his bags, handing it to the man. “One last thing. In a few days, mail this to Fontaine.”

It’s a letter to his mother. It’s an innocent note—if anyone were to check it, they’d just be reading about how Kaveh still can’t quite get the taste of his father’s fatteh the same. Here is another thing to be a little guilty about—writing his mother in the middle of this conspiracy to untangle a conspiracy.

On the one hand, sending a letter to his mother in his own handwriting post marked for several days after he goes “missing” is also rather helpful to skewing any monitoring going on. But on the other…he wanted to send her one last thing in case something went wrong. This was a letter sent with the same feelings in his heart that chilled him so thoroughly that night before he left Sumeru City, when Al-Haitham was just an arm’s length away. The letter says nothing of the things he would want her to know should all of this turn foul in the worst ways possible. But he wrote it with all the love he had for her in mind and the sentiment he hopes would be enough to shine through. If something truly does go wrong and all of Sumeru faces the consequence for it, then at least she would have that one last letter from him.

“Thorough,” the man says approvingly. “I’ll head back down south to Caravan Ribat then head north on the Sumeru City side of the wall. I’ll mail it. Remember to check the drops when you can.”

Kaveh nods, watching as his double retreats in the same direction Dehya did. Hopefully they don’t run into each other. 

Meanwhile, Kaveh turns towards the sky. From here he can look towards Fontaine and he can also turn towards Sumeru City. From here it feels like he’s seeing quite a lot of the world, actually. But he turns towards the sky. 

There is such a strange thing about the sky from the desert. It feels like you could fall up into it. Back in Sumeru City there’s always something obscuring at least part of the view, unless you enjoy a good climb. 

What is Al-Haitham doing now? In the few days that they’ve been apart, what new thing has unfolded? Kaveh turns towards Sumeru City. It’s so strange. Kaveh is so used to thinking about returning. All of his plans always have a start and an end date. He’s never had a goal, a plan, a duty that’s stretched on without end like this. How long will it take before he can turn towards Sumeru City again like this and know that it’s within his grasp? The returning?

Or rather…how long does Sumeru City have before it’s too late and there is nothing left to return to?

Kaveh shakes his head of such depressing thoughts. It’s too early for the doom, not when the work has barely even started.

He turns away from Sumeru City and orients himself towards Aaru Village. Before Kaveh can even think of returning he has to get what he left for.





4. The Recounting and Recollection: Part I

Summary for the Chapter:
The man taps a bit of charcoal against the paper they were doing approximate tallies on. “No offense to either of you. You’re both good people. But there are… we have to protect our own. And with the way things look right now, it’s hard to tell the what’s-what.”

“You’re telling me. But you know that Cyno’s a good and just man. Although serious and admittedly intense when on the job, which certainly can come off as rather intimidating.”

“He is also known as the dog of the Akademiya.” The man looks sympathetic as he says this. “Whether this is true or not, the reputation still stands. And as open-minded as Aaru Village is by necessity, not everyone is able to look past the shadows cast by rumors and wagging tongues.”

“And what of my reputation?”





By the time Kaveh has Aaru Village in sight the predawn light has begun to paint the sand in ghostly colors. The clear night managed to hold but Kaveh can see a storm coming in and he’d rather not get caught up in it. He’s exhausted but ideally there’s a bed and some food and maybe even, if he’s lucky, good news from Cyno just ahead. He secures the coverings around his mouth and nose—the wind has already begun to start to pick up in drifts that look deceptively soft and innocuous. 

Kaveh hesitates when he sees Aaru Village ahead, unsure of whether to approach from the main gate of come in through the side before taking another look at the sandstorm coming in and deciding on a shortcut using Four-Leaf Sigils to come in through the back. It’s not as though it wouldn’t be his first time doing so, and he’ll go straightaway to Candace’s to check in on where she’s got Cyno.

He makes his way towards the first Four-Leaf Sigil that will carry him down into the village, and is in the free-fall between it and reaching out for the second one when Mehrak chimes a sharp alarm. Kaveh lets the fall take him, breaking his connection to the next sigil, twisting around to free his claymore and bring it in front of himself in time for another projectile to hit and bounce off. Kaveh twists in the air. Thankfully he wasn’t too high up above ground. Kaveh hits the ground hard enough to bruise, rolling in sand as Mehrak dislodges herself from him and rises up, flashing his name above herself in bright, bright letters.

“Kaveh?”

He looks towards the familiar voice shouting his name, squinting.

“Candace?”

The guardian of Aaru Village lowers the bow and arrow she’d apparently been using to try to shoot him down, quickly leaping through the air and using the same sigils to cross to him. She strides across the sands, reaching down to haul him up and briskly help him pat down from all of the sand. 

“Since when were you so shoot-happy?” Kaveh grouses, dispersing his claymore back into his Vision. Now that he’s here he doesn’t need it out for the details of the disguise.

“I didn’t recognize you.” Her eyes linger on his hair. “A change in style, Master Kaveh? You’ll break some hearts, or perhaps gain new ones in your hands with this coloring.”

“Ha-ha. It’s temporary, it’s temporary. And it’s also an incredibly long story.”

“It appears that my time is nothing but the telling and retelling of long stories these days,” Candace says dryly, turning towards Mehrak. “I apologize for shooting at your Master. He was very suspicious looking, in my defense. Do you forgive it?”

Mehrak tips from one side to the other before bobbing in place, projecting a smile.

“Very charming, can we get inside? Please?” Kaveh asks, gesturing towards the sigils. “This time without the shooting. If we both have long stories to be telling I’d like to do it without the sand in my mouth.”

Candace leads Kaveh towards the house that she explains that she put Cyno up in when he came through earlier.

“You made it,” Cyno says, watching as Kaveh starts unwrapping himself at the door, bits of sand falling onto the floor. Candace helps Mehrak get free of her own protective layers before the machine starts to helpfully push sand into a pile near the door to be swept away once the morning storm dies down. 

“You’re still wearing your Akasha?” Kaveh notes, “Why?”

“Habit,” Cyno says after a moment, looking truly surprised when he raises his hand to the glowing terminal at the side of his head. “The terminals don’t consistently work out here, either. I honestly forget it’s there. I rarely use it anyway.”

Kaveh thinks of the solemnity of Al-Haitham’s eyes when he told Kaveh of his speculation about the Akasha’s predictive programming. Specifically, its predictive programming regarding Cyno.

“You told me of a grand conspiracy involving illegal Akasha monitoring and experimentation, and you didn’t think to take your Akasha off while haring off in pursuit? Call me paranoid, but I threw mine out as soon as I crossed the wall. Inconsistent work is still, sometimes, work.”

Cyno slides the Akasha out of his ear, the corner of his mouth twisted wryly. “It’s not paranoia if there’s legitimate cause. Is there legitimate cause for whatever happened to your hair?”

“Long story,” Kaveh says, taking a seat next to Cyno, turning between him and Candace. “I think we all have long stories to catch up on, if you aren’t busy?”

“My business will wait with the sand,” Candace says. “I may be a daughter of the sand, but curiosity runs through me as it does any person born to Sumeru. Your hair, Kaveh.”

“You are all entirely too fixated on my hair. I’d rather we start with why you were so ready to shoot me down. Isn’t that crossing point… well alright. Maybe not common. But people use it enough. Use of Four-Leaf Sigils is just as much of being a citizen of Sumeru as being unwisely curious. What if you actually hit me?”

“Then I would apologize very profusely and make sure you get the best medical attention we have available,” Candace replies evenly. “And that was the point, Kaveh, me hitting you. There’s been unusual activity around Aaru Village for months now and it’s left everyone on edge. If you’d come through the front gate, I can promise you’d have received a much warmer welcome.”

“Unusual activity seems to be the new usual wherever one goes in Sumeru,” Cyno says. “I received much the same welcome as I expect you did just now.” Cyno raises his arm and shows a deep bruise where he must have blocked a blow. “And I wasn’t even in disguise.”

Candace does look rueful. “I pulled the blow in time. And you have a poor habit of appearing unannounced in people’s blind spots.”

If that was a pulled blow, Kaveh doesn’t want to think about what she intended.

“We’ve been getting raids,” Candace explains to him. “Usually at night or early morning. The people doing it are very clever. They know my patrols. I’ve tried to keep them random, but there’s a reason why I patrol at the hours that I do and the flexibility of those times isn’t so easy that I can change them at whim. I’ve gotten some help from friendly allies passing through, but…” Candace sighs, shaking her head. “There are so many people passing through that it’s hard to keep track of things.”

“Another commonality shared across Sumeru,” Kaveh reassures her. “But who’s stupid enough to raid Aaru Village?”

“That’s what I’m working on finding out,” Cyno tells Kaveh. “The raids are part-way a distraction. People have been going missing. The Village Keepers, mainly.”

“The Village Keepers?” Mad scholars? Why would anyone want to abduct them? Kaveh frowns. “Just Village Keepers?”

“No. There are reports of Akademiya expeditions going missing or losing numbers,” Candace says. “The remnants of them come through here looking sometimes, but I don’t have any official records for you to check. I would assume that official records were made once those people reached Caravan Ribat.”

“If they are, they’re lost in the other reports of missing persons on the forest side of the Wall,” Cyno says. “I’ve managed to find a few traces of leads to look into, but nothing specific aside from these strange raids. According to what Candace can recall, the attacks on Aaru Village and the disappearance of Village Keepers started to pick up over the past few months, perhaps going as far back as a year ago. But the pattern did not become noticeable or appear correlated until within the past season or so.”

Kaveh frowns, turning towards Mehrak. Mehrak has some data files that he had her copy from Al-Haitham and his combined notes. They’d also noticed a similar uptick in the missing persons cases. But it’s all just a drop in the sea when held against all of the other abnormalities. And the start of an upward trend does not indicate the beginning of it, just the possible conclusion or change in circumstances around it.

“You don’t know why the Village Keepers?”

“Not yet. Although Candace and I have our suspicions. I haven’t been able to look into things much just yet,” Cyno says. “You came very fast. What happened?”

“The day after you left the Sages shut down travel in and out of Sumeru City. You need a private business permit or official Akademiya sanction to move through Sumeru,” Kaveh tells them. “I was worried that if I waited too long that I wouldn’t get a way out. I had to get creative about it. I got myself onto a Vahumana expedition. No one really questioned it—they probably attributed to the Mahamata mixing up paperwork or something,” Kaveh says. Cyno’s lips press together but he nods, accepting the excuse readily enough. “It was a rather…harrying experience. I’m not entirely certain that expedition was one fully above board.”

Cyno and Candace lean forward as Kaveh starts to explain what he’d noticed of the Kshahrewar projects. Namely that no one knew where any of those projects were coming from or anyone on them. Mehrak pulls up similar data from the bits of gossip he’d overheard and the few files that Al-Haitham had managed to spot-check before Kaveh left.

“You’ve gathered a lot in the past few days,” Cyno remarks, tapping at this bottom lip, eyes on the grain of the table as he thinks over the new information given. 

“Or more like now that I know what to look or I can’t stop seeing it. If it’s happening in the Kshahrewar, it’s definitely happening in the other five Darshans.” 

“Are any of the people coming through here on legitimate business?” Candace sighs, pressing her knuckles to her forehead. 

“Does Sage business count as official even when it’s off the books or on incredibly doctored ones?” Kaveh replies, earning flat stares from both Candace and Cyno. He raises his hands in surrender. “Back to business at hand. What do we know and what are we doing here now?”

“The disappearances are our main trail to follow,” Cyno answers. “The illegitimacy of the Akademiya expeditions moving through the sands will be related for certain. The increased attacks on Aaru Village and the disappearances of the Village Keepers is notable, but the connection there is thinner. We need to find out more.” This is said with a very pointed look at Kaveh.

“You mean I need to find out more.”

“Time to work, Light of the Kshahrewar. Talk to the villagers. Candace has been helping me check for potential experiment or storage sites. Once the sandstorm clears I’ll be going to check those and a few of the lesser known smuggler routes. I’ve already seen one with recent pass through activity, but at the moment there isn’t enough information to confirm what’s being smuggled and if it’s related to the potential trafficking or illegitimate projects. Official business in the sands is harder to parse from illegitimate ones. We need conclusive evidence to look for.”

“Got it. I hope you don’t mind, but while we’re waiting for that to pass, I’m going to sleep. It took all night to get through the border checkpoint and out here. I’m thoroughly exhausted. Give me a few hours to feel sociable and get my bearings.”

A few hours later, Kaveh wakes up to Cyno and Candace gone along with the morning sandstorm, although morning still lingers. Kaveh goes out to walk around the village, catching up with a few of the aunts and uncles he’s used to talking to on previous visits by. Uncle Anpu waves at Kaveh as he passes, lightly tossing Kaveh an apple.

“Looking to make a fashion statement, Master Kaveh?”

“Isn’t it the season for strange and unusual things, uncle?” Kaveh replies, meandering over, waving over his shoulder at some kids running by who yell at him for finally getting properly colored hair. Kaveh turns back towards the village chief, stepping into the shaded awning next to him and a few merchants that were having late morning coffee. “Maybe I just wanted to fit in.”

“Fitting in by standing out sure sounds like you, boy. Get over here so we can see what mess you’ve made of yourself now. You do that dye by yourself in the dark? Don’t you lot have people to pay to do these things on your side of the Wall?”

“And so what if I did?” 

Kaveh’s pulled into sitting on thin, colorfully woven mats, passed a cup of coffee and is questioned in five different ways about his current financial situation, love life, and also thoughts on how to build the best kite. He’s also pulled into translating some old Akademiya notices from Akademiya jargon to regular people talk, and then for the hard of hearing man with the ear-cone, into one of the Sumeru dialects from the southwest that he’s barely passable at but it must make enough sense to the man because his white-speckled bushy brows ease up to reveal dark grey eyes. He nods along, patting Kaveh gamely on the knee and offering him some candy like Kaveh’s a precocious ten year old who’s done some magnificent trick.

By the time the men have decided that they’re done with Kaveh, Kaveh has learned the following:

Aaru Village has seen an exponential increase in traffic, to the point where existing market supply isn’t enough for them. They aren’t just talking about scholars passing through, they mean merchants, travelers, Eremites, all sorts of folk. Every day they’re full up on people to the point where they have to ask travelers to pitch tents outside the walls to make them fit. Especially with their pack beasts.

Something is causing a disruption to local wildlife. This could be the increased traffic or not, but none of the established routes are as safe as they once were. Scorpions, Shroom-Kin, slimes, consecrated beasts, even wenut patterns are unpredictable. Candace has had her work cut out for her.

These are things Kaveh had already known or would have been able to guess without anyone telling him.

Here is something new that Kaveh learns, though: Aaru Village is under self-imposed curfew. No one goes out after dark unaccompanied by a guard. And aside from the village patrols, no one is out past ten in the evening. Village gates close at sundown and Candace reopens them herself come morning. No exceptions.

“Afraid of someone sneaking in?” 

There were some laughs at that answer. “Not through Candace!”

The answer was lighthearted, as were the laughs and the hearty slaps on the back and shoulders as he was sent off to go through the rest of the village, dismissed from the self-described gathering of “gossipy old men”.

But there was something wrong with the way it was given. Something bothers him about it. It was an answer. But it was not the right answer. It was not, Kaveh realizes, the truest answer. What was wrong with it? 

It wasn’t a lie. Kaveh can tell when he’s being lied to. He’s terrible at the lying, but he’s excellent at picking them out. He’s not very good at the other things—the duplicity, the back-talk, the running around in circles. But lie to Kaveh’s face and he’ll know it right away. Even if he doesn’t know the why or what the real thing hidden underneath is.

That’s Al-Haitham’s field, not Kaveh’s. It’s a shame that Al-Haitham’s such a shady bastard otherwise he could be out here instead. He would love the sand.

Kaveh knows what it isn’t (a lie or a full truth), but that doesn’t help here. There’s something wrong with the answer. No, not answer. Deflection with implication. 

He’s distracted from this thought when he’s waved over by the man in charge of maintaining the village’s irrigation systems. Aaru Village is fairly self-reliant and innovative in how they take care of their existing infrastructure. He wanted to get Kaveh’s opinion on modifications to the cisterns down below. He’s got some ideas but he wanted to run the numbers with Kaveh and see if he had any insight on how to cheapen the costs and if he might know someone willing to help.

They shoot the breeze on that for a while. Kaveh tries to think about how to ask about the disappearances or anything unusual, when literally everything seems to be so unusual. There’s just so many unusual things to wonder about here.

The man takes pity on him, “Master Kaveh. You’re here to help your friend, the General. Right?”

“You’ve caught me out.”

“You’re not very good at hiding it. You know, I think you’re more suspicious with the different colored hair than without.”

“Why are you all stuck on the hair?”

The man taps a bit of charcoal against the paper they were doing approximate tallies on. “No offense to either of you. You’re both good people. But there are… we have to protect our own. And with the way things look right now, it’s hard to tell the what’s-what.”

“You’re telling me. But you know that Cyno’s a good and just man. Although serious and admittedly intense when on the job, which certainly can come off as rather intimidating.”

“He is also known as the dog of the Akademiya.” The man looks sympathetic as he says this. “Whether this is true or not, the reputation still stands. And as open-minded as Aaru Village is by necessity, not everyone is able to look past the shadows cast by rumors and wagging tongues.”

“And what of my reputation?”

The man smiles, reaching over to lightly tap his fist against Kaveh’s shoulder.

“Your reputation precedes you, Master Kaveh. Mostly one of being liable to get in over your head, even though you mean well. I’m just trying to say—don’t think too poorly of us, if you and your friend’s investigations are a little slow. We’re a self-sufficient folk.”

“I know you are you. Look at what you’re doing here,” Kaveh gestures at the rough schematics. “Look at what you’ve all done. I don’t think anyone would call you otherwise. I understand. If the things Cyno and I were trying to figure out could be solved by talking to one or two people in a day neither of us would be out here. Don’t think poorly on us in return if we come around to repeat the same things at you like dusk-birds. I’m not here to interrogate you. I think it’s more like you’re here to interrogate me about my best resource contacts. Come on. Let’s get back to it.”

And get back to it they do, Kaveh quietly tucking away the scant information that lets slip in small comments, content to talk about piping and processed metal-per-centimeter versus metal-by-the-ore-kilo costs. At least, until the kids from earlier circle around again to ask after Kaveh, tugging at his clothes and peppering him with questions about life in the city and where’s his next adventure going. Kaveh shrugs helplessly as the man laughs, waving him off to go attend to the kids.

“Where’s Mehrak?” Karima asks, swatting at the dangling ends of one of his belts with an open palm. “Is it true that Sister Candace almost shot you? Have you got any funny stories from the city?”

Ayten, running ahead to yells after Ramiz to slow down.

“But if we don’t start playing now then we’ll already have to turn back by the time curfew is up,” Ramiz complains. “It doesn’t even work.”

Karima and Ayten shush him, shooting glances at Kaveh.

Ramiz rolls his eyes, “It’s just brother Kaveh! He’s not an outsider. He once stayed over with my grandmother when she sprained her back and needed help getting things down from the attic.”

“What doesn’t work? People come in after curfew anyway? Bold move. I’d hate to get on Candace’s bad side,” Kaveh says, laughing when Ayten doubles back to join Karima in loudly shushing him. “Sorry, sorry. Is it meant to be a secret, the curfew thing?”

“Well. Sort of, I guess.” Ayten sighs. “I dunno. It’s really weird stuff. None of the adults talk about it around us. Anyway, you’re really smart or something, aren’t you?”

“I’ve been told I am now and again,” Kaveh says, amused by the sudden switch in track. “You aren’t planning on getting me in trouble somehow, are you?”

The three kids pause to convene and cast judgement upon him by themselves, whispering with heads bowed before grabbing for him and leading him off in earnest.

“Well. There’s this weird thing we keep finding in some of the tunnels and underpasses we’ve been playing near. Isak says that we shouldn’t play there until we know what it is. And. You know. With all the weird stuff the adults talk about going on, it’s probably not a good idea for us to try and figure it out on our own. Sister Candace always tells us not to mess with anything we don’t know. But none of us know how to figure out what to do next.”

“You didn’t tell anyone? You’ve got some smart parents,” Kaveh points out. “Sister Candace is also very clever.”

“Yeah, but they’re really busy right now.”

“Your parents aren’t too busy for you. Nor is Candace,” Kaveh attempts to come off as scolding and knows he’s falling short. “If whatever this thing is, is truly dangerous, then you’ve been going around it to play and putting yourselves at risk. Especially if it was something someone put there. Come on now, I know you kids are clever. Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

“But if we said something and they went to go figure it out, they’d probably stop us from playing for a long while, right? And they’d take a long time looking it over and talking about it. And that entire time we’d have to stay inside of the village walls or where someone is watching us. The curfew is already bad enough! And then what if it turned out to be nothing at all? We’d have bothered them for nothing and gotten stuck inside for no reason.”

Ah, the logic of children. Kaveh sighs. “Out of curiosity, what would you have done if I didn’t show up?”

“You’d show up. You always show up.”

“Alright, alright, I’ll look. Can you tell me what I’m walking into aside from a weird thing?”

The weird thing turns out to be piles of powder, or ash, half-buried in the sand. Kaveh wishes Mehrak were here so he could examine it without touching, but Mehrak doesn’t have the ability to analyze chemical components. And this powder is unlikely to be granite or sandstone. It’s too soft. And it smells faintly burned. Kaveh can feel a faint touch of dendro here, too.

“Who else comes through here?” Kaveh asks, the girls piling onto his back as he’s crouched near one of the piles. Razim has gone to get Kaveh a stick to poke the piles with. There’s several of them, several meters apart. It can’t be some kind of animal leaving it. He can’t think of an animal that would do something like this. Some of them even look fresh. Relatively new in placement.

Kaveh needs to get Cyno out here.

“Some of the Village Keepers wander around here,” Razim says, returning with a good long stick that he passes to Kaveh. “Isak’s grandfather does for sure. Sometimes we find him out here in the mornings. It’s why Isak is so worried about coming around here now.”

Kaveh hums, mind clicking together the pieces with that key detail. There’s the missing link about the curfew. It is not that there is something wrong with the answer. It’s that there’s something wrong with the question.

Afraid of someone sneaking in? No. More afraid of someone sneaking out.

Kaveh walks back with the kids after drawing wide circles around each pile. He plans on coming back shortly so if it’s disturbed by anything they’ll at least know and now the paler piles of strange powder are a little easier to delineate from the sand.

“Do me a favor and tell the other kids not to go there for a while, alright? And if any of you see your Village Keepers going there, promise to send an adult.”

“Do you know what it is?”

“No, but my friend will,” Kaveh replies.

“The white haired man? He comes here a lot. And a lot of people seem to come through here to run away from him. He’s kind of scary.”

“He can be, but not to you or to me,” Kaveh replies. “Go on. You’ve got lunches to eat, don’t you?”

Kaveh waits for Cyno to return, floating around through the village listening to more idle gossip. While doing that he takes a subtle count of Village Keepers. The number seems the same, not that he was really tracking it before. But the strange part is that Kaveh only recognizes maybe two thirds of them. That means that, unless a third of the Village Keepers are just somewhere Kaveh can’t see them and this is a new bunch, then a third of them have gone missing and in that time have been replaced by brand new exiled scholars. 

Call it callous, but Kaveh’s never really paid much mind to the Village Keepers, the Mad Scholars. It’s not like he ignores them when he sees them. Some of them he talks to, when they’re of a mind to do any talking. But he’s never truly thought about their numbers and what causes their population to grow and shift. But surely—surely there can’t be that many new ones coming up. And Aaru Village isn’t exactly a hospice for them, more of them are are sent to other smaller villages and settlements that Candace has helped to negotiate agreements with in return for Akademiya subsidies. 

There’s a spike of missing persons throughout Sumeru, including Village Keepers. And yet there’s also an increase in influx of new Village Keepers. That’s something. Those rates of appearance and disappearance don’t match up at all.

Throughout the rest of the afternoon, as the people and travelers like himself come through the village, Kaveh exchanges small greetings and small-talk with the people he’s more familiar with, although he notices several familiar faces keeping a distance. He doesn’t blame them. The village is in the middle of what appears to be a population-supply crisis, the General Mahamatra (who they do not yet know as the former General Mahamatra) is posted up looking into something, and now here’s Kaveh. It’s all very suspicious. He hopes that after he’s here for a few days they’ll relax enough for him to talk to them. Even if it isn’t to ask incredibly pointed questions. Or perhaps Cyno will have turned something up in his investigations to narrow down their searches.

Aside from the strange powder with its worryingly regular and recent looking trail, the only other significant clue that Kaveh picks up is some sort of loud noises at night. Although the people who mention these loud noises quickly attribute it to anything from the irregular monster patterns to the raids of the village.

Uncle Anpu extracts Kaveh from a gaggle of aunts who want to know when he’s going to get married and why he’s still single and how come his hair looks so terrible. He extracts Kaveh just after Kaveh gets indirect confirmation on the fact that the curfew does seem intended to keep people in, instead of keeping people out and that this is potentially related to the Village Keepers. He does not extract Kaveh before one of them threatens to dunk him in the river to wash the dye out.

“It’s not even that bad! It’ll wash out in the week! Bezar, bezar! Why are you all so fixated on my looks? Aren’t you all supposed to know that it’s what’s inside that counts? Why are you all so shallow?”

“And what exactly is inside, you stick of a boy? Anpu, go feed him. Little Nawaz could probably take him in a fight.”

“I am under appreciated in my time, uncle,” Kaveh says to the man as Uncle Anpu leads them away from the heckling women back to his house.

“You’re a good man which means you’re fun to tease. You take a joke well,” Uncle Anpu says. “All in good fun, all in good fun. Did anyone put you to work today?”

Candace and Cyno meet up with them at the chief’s house, all of them sitting around his table to talk about the day’s findings.

“More traces of recent activity and movement,” Cyno says, “But I would need to see what’s being moved to ascertain whether it’s a good lead to follow or not. Candace and I have narrowed down potential hiding places for human trafficking in the area. There aren’t many that are viable for the scale we’re looking at, but at least three show signs of recent use. What have you heard while being bullied by children today?”

Kaveh tells them of the powder that the children have been finding. Uncle Anpu shakes his head, “I’ll give their parents a talking to. It is not the place of children to determine what is and is not something an adult should worry over. Master Kaveh, do you think there’s any danger from the exposure?”

“I couldn’t identify the material. Cyno, could you look with me? We have time before curfew.” Kaveh turns towards Candace. “Speaking of. A curfew?”

“If you think I’ve been holding Cyno to that, you think too highly of me,” Candace replies. “Neither you nor he are under it, although I’d appreciate discretion if you decide to leave the village at night so that we don’t get undo complains of favoritism or accusations of wrongdoing. Normally I would say that this is not something either of you should worry about, but considering the circumstances that required the curfew…”

“I understand.”

Cyno and Kaveh quickly head back out to where the children showed Kaveh the material, this time with Mehrak. The rings Kaveh had drawn around the piles of off-white powder are undisturbed.

Cyno crouches next to one with his mouth and nose covered in cloth, hands covered in the thick gloves of a Spantamad.

“You said there’s a dendro trace?” Cyno says.

“Very faint, not like a trail or from anything living that I can tell. Perhaps just part of the properties of the powder?”

Cyno rubs the material between the fingers of his glove, dropping the cloth away from his face. His eyes are narrowed in speculation. He cautiously brings it up to his nose.

“This is either drug or incense,” Cyno says. “Based on the characteristics of a recent fire, I’m leaning towards incense. It’s odd that it has no smell, but the burn pattern is reminiscent of a coil.” Cyno reaches his hand into the white ash and sand, shifting through until he pulls up the wooden end of an incense coil. “Village Keepers are found near these?”

Cyno turns to look towards the other places Kaveh had marked. Cyno rocks back on his heels and balls of his feet, still crouched.

“These are lures and that’s certainly a trail. But I doubt that it would go very far. It’s most likely just intended to get the Village Keeper’s far away enough that it would be easier to forcibly take them without anyone noticing. A secondary location would be involved,” Cyno deduces. “But someone has to come here to refresh the incense. Something about it only triggers action or reaction in the Village Keepers and is doing so frequently despite the lack of returns.”

“But how can it be so specific in target?”

“It must have something to do with the dendro energy you sense.” Cyno scoops up some of the ash, slipping it into an evidence bag. “If we had time and access to a full lab I would be able to run some basic tests and possibly recreate something like it.”

“And since we don’t have that?”

Cyno narrows his eyes at the evidence bag. “If I can figure out at least one or two of the base components I should be able to determine the purpose of it. Hallucinogenic? Something that lowers inhibitions? It could simply just effect Village Keepers more, or differently. If it truly is something specifically tailored to the Village Keepers without any effect on anyone else then the questions only manage to increase further. It must have something to do with the dendro energy you can sense. It’s not an elemental trace, but a passive dendro energy lingering. If it were an actual trace I should be able to pick it up too. Or it’s just that faint. But I would wager that the energy released slowly, over time, based on how you describe it. Most likely from the burning of the incense.”

“Impressive. You can picked up all of that just from the ash?”

“I was raised by a master of the Spantamad and my sister is Lisa Minci. If I couldn’t do this much they’d never let me leave the house.”

They catch Candace before she heads out to start her evening patrol.

“Incense designed to lure out Village Keepers,” she frowns, adjusting the strap of her shield on her arm. She looks down at her shield, expression contemplative and troubled. She turns towards Cyno. “I do not want to think it, but this may be related to the rumors.”

“There are so many rumors,” Kaveh mutters. “How are any of you keeping track of them? I can’t believe you thought that I’d come in handy for gossip when you’re already like this.”

“There are rumors of the Scarlet King’s return,” Candace tells Kaveh, generously ignoring his muttering, “that his power is rising once more and shortly he will reclaim his seat as god of Sumeru.”

“Those rumors were already on the rise,” Cyno adds on. “You could even hear them on the other side of the Wall. The extremists passing through would talk with others there to try and convert or terrorize.” He turns back towards Candace. “I had not realized that those rumors gained ground to the point of action.”

“But the rumors of King Deshret’s return aren’t new,” Kaveh points out. “At all. It would seem that the former god is returning every other month and has been for the past several years. What exactly has gotten their confidence now that his radical believers would go on an offensive? And how would it relate to the Village Keepers?”

“There is a set of rumors that suggests the way to bring the Scarlet King back to power is through human sacrifice in his name. It’s not spoken of openly or commonly—never on the forest side of the Wall.” Cyno’s brows furrow, hands curling into fists at his sides. “But those who do speak it are the zealots. The true fanatics. And they have been a minority.” Cyno’s expression goes cold. “Candace. Did those rumors change?”

Candace looks between them before gesturing for them to follow her. She takes up her spear and Cyno takes up his. Kaveh follows after, Mehrak floating behind them in the rear. They walk around the first portion of the main village patrol before Candace takes them further out, nodding at the rest of the village guards on the way out.

Once a suitable distance away, Candace begins to speak, “Are either of you aware of what Sumeru looks like from the view of an outsider? And when I refer to Sumeru, I am referring to the Akademiya, I mean the green side of the Wall of Samiel.”

Cyno and Kaveh exchange a quick glance.

Candace’s steps are steady, the flow of her sashes and sleeves moving behind her as water. Her next words are spoken calmly, but it does nothing to soften the bluntness.

“The Akademiya is weakening. It is unstable. There is a crack in the bark of the tree, some hidden rot in the wood that is now coming to surface. After centuries of glutting yourselves on one-sided riches gained from trampling over your brothers and sisters left in the sand, what you failed to properly sow is now being reaped. Or so the sentiment goes. I will not speak of the treatment of the people I am part of one way or another. The purpose of this conversation is not to censure you or guilt you. I am telling you what it looks like from the outside. Because, for all that I am a proponent of peace and alliance with the Akademiya, I am aware of exactly where I stand.”

Candace, Kaveh thinks, could probably give Al-Haitham a run for it with how fantastically simply she can deliver some of the most painful facts without flinching.

“Your borders,” Candace continues in that same calm manner, as water slowly moves through the sand, “have now been closed to your own people. We do not get much in the way of accurate or timely news here. But when a thousand arrows fly, at least one must hit true. It would appear that every time someone comes from your side of the Wall, it is with a mouthful of poison directed at the direction they just came. Or should I say, fled. Your people are fleeing, seeking shelter here on their way ever outward and away. When before it was criminals, outcasts, exiles, your unwanted… as bitter a tincture that was to swallow, it was understandable given the histories between our sides of the Wall of Samiel and the disparity in conditions. But now your merchants, your artisans, your craftsmen, your farmers, your fishers, your tanners… some of them stay here. The rest are headed for Fontaine. For Natlan. I am sure that if you went to Port Ormos or Gandharva Ville there will be those there seeking to try their luck in Liyue or Inazuma.”

As Candace speaks, she leads them through the rocks, the sand, slowly headed around the back of Aaru Village towards a series of Four-Leaf Sigils that take them up a series of plateaus. 

“And let us speak of your scholars,” she says, sending warning push of hydro at some red vultures to get them moving. “Speaking from beyond my years and borrowing the experiences and records of others who have lived here as I have, there are typically three types of scholars who come through these sands. The first are the ones who think they will succeed in discovering the sands, of fully uncovering its secrets and making it tame as though it were made all new, just for them. They believe that they will discover the great trick upon which our lives have been built.”

They pause as she considers some scorpions that rustle sand and click their mandibles, but seem content to back away on their own.

“The second type are also scholars. They are your unwanted ones. We do not need to go into detail on those.”

As they pass under an arch of stone Kaveh sees an air current, several Mountain Date Trees with different types of Shroom-Kin in the area.

“And the third type are the ones you’ve condemned as no longer useful. These are also unwanted ones, but these are ones you expect to wither by themselves. The ones you don’t care enough to punish any longer because their fate is punishment enough. Your Mad Scholars. Our Village Keepers.”

The three of them stand in a line under the stone arch. Looking out past the edge of the rocks and the trees and the fungi, Kaveh can see the silhouette of the Wall of Samiel. And past it as an outline in the dark, the Divine Tree of Sumeru City.

“Why are your scholars all going mad, losing themselves? The numbers are increasing,” Candace says. “It is enough that those who support the thought of a completely divided or a re-shaped Sumeru have noticed. Those supposedly blessed by Lord Kusanali’s favor through their erudition, their knowledge, are falling faster than the desert can get rid of them. From here, where we stand on the outside looking in, I can tell you that after so long watching and wondering, we are now starting to see what we once thought to be impossible. A fall of a great tree that was supposed to be risen by God, herself.”

Candace points out towards Sumeru City with her spear.

“We hear reports of ineptitude, mismanagement, corruption, favoritism, illness. People disappearing or perhaps running away. We hear of an exodus from the land of bounty. We hear all of these stories of misfortune to all sorts from scholar to farmer, with no action taken by the Akademiya to provide for its peoples. In fact, the stories we have heard of Akademiya action point more towards hindrance, whether this be through incompetence or through lack of care to solve the problem does not matter when the end result is the same. And so to those who would seek to rise above the forest, the current time becomes more and more of a prime opportunity to do so.”

She turns towards them, face as clear as the moon and night sky, the facts between them lay out before her as naturally as shadow.

“And there are those who are more extreme than even this. They see this influx of scholars as an insult and threat, a new tactic to drain us even further and push the people of the desert out of their homes into even worse situations. To them, this is the time to act—it is a necessity rather than any true will to overpower. And these are the most dangerous of all.”

Kaveh frowns as he lets this sink in, trying to puzzle his way through this. Not about what Candace has said—that’s clear enough. No puzzle there. With that point of view lay out like so there’s nothing else to be said. But what bothers him is how this is very much like how Cyno viewed the Mahamata, and Al-Haitham’s own comments on how things are from the inside. What, Kaveh tries to understand, is the point in making the Akademiya look, feel, and act so incompetent? Why would the Sages want to cut their own credibility? 

Cyno and Candace continue to talk while Kaveh attempts to put together Al-Haitham’s insight, Cyno’s experiences, and Candace’s opinions.

“I will not argue the first points as ones that I, myself, have seen and am attempting to look into. But to the last one, the reasoning makes no sense,” Cyno says, voicing the same thought as Kaveh. “The angle here can’t be flooding the desert with people with broken minds. It is true that as pure numbers it looks like an invasion, but it is hardly a settling force. To look at the situation and see that, one must already be primed and expecting something like that—waiting for signs with the conclusion drawn before the evidence is even found.”

Here Candace shakes her head, turning her back fully on the scene before them.

“You are thinking of this like a soldier, like an investigator.”

“I am both.”

“Just as you are both of the sand and the grass,” Candace reminds Cyno, not coldly but certainly firmly. “Take off your titles and put down your duties, Cyno. Think of this through the eyes of the common villager. The scavenger. The nomad. The wanderer. Aaru Village is one of the most secure and well cared for settlements in the sands. We have the most contact with the Akademiya, we’re the first and last point of contact for most people coming through and we reap the rewards of that strategic placement and long-term history. But even we do not have the resources to safely house every single scholar sent here.”

“Aaru Village is not the only one caring for the Mad Scholars. And the Akademiya provides subsidy for each one, plus a collective cash payout. Aaru Village is the one who negotiated for all of this and continues to renegotiate the payment and supply contracts yearly.”

“Even with that extra help it’s hard to make ends meet with such a population that’s seen a very sudden growth. That unexpected growth is not matched in a change in payment. And we are only allowed to renegotiate once a year—the Akademiya refuses to hear anything from us on the topic the rest of the time. And thus the burden of caring for these new mouths is paid for using the resources sold to us at a steep price with the money we must also earn from you. And that money seems to buy us less and less with every passing day. From the eyes of the poor who are already poor, when are people who seem to be taking resources that should be yours—people who do not appear to have worked for it to earn it—would you not also feel resentment and fear? For some it may truly be about the return of the Scarlet King, but for most others I am more inclined to think it’s simple fear of losing what little they already have.“

Here Cyno’s protests quiet as he turns away, towards the desert, looking out into the sand with something quiet and heavy in his gaze.

“But to turn towards this? To turn towards fanaticism and possible armed invasion? The losses would be too great, even if the weakness was truly there as it looks from the outside. Which we know it is not. If anything, it is a trap.”

“It’s politics.” Kaveh spits the word out as though it were venom. “Again. My favorite reoccurring theme, or shall we say vice? I do hate to say it but we can ask ourselves these questions of motive all day and all night and it won’t get us anywhere. At this point it’s a foregone conclusion that everything is done by design by the Akademiya, by the Sages atop it. But questioning does no good with what little we have to stand on in terms of solid fact. We’ve gathered a lot of observations, a lot of opinions, but no evidence. As insightful as it is to know how far the scope of the danger stretches and how apparently clear it is to pretty much everyone except the people directly in the shadow of that supposed crumbling and rotted tree, we have no answers. No new clues. We must focus on what we have. Motive can wait until we’ve got some bones to hang it on. You can draw a thousand perfect schematics but they won’t mean anything without a brick. So what do we have—here, in Aaru Village?”

“Kaveh, your honesty is going to be the end of you one day.”

“Candace, please think about the incredible amount of salt you just rubbed over the still bleeding wound of us trying to figure out a conspiracy from the highest seat in the land.”

“Second highest seat in the land.”

“Let’s not get pedantic, we’re already stuck in the weeds as it is.”

Candace leads on to resume the patrol, “In terms of solid evidence, what you have thus far are missing people and planted lures.”

“The lures are a conjecture and they only account for a fraction of missing persons.”

“Missing persons from an increasing head count,” Candace points out. “One that isn’t being kept track of by anyone especially carefully except for us villagers. And when it comes to the concerns of the people of the sand and the connection to your undesirables, where—especially with the current situation at hand—would would this fall on official matters to address?”

“Village Keepers are going missing. They are being lured out of Aaru Village and most likely other settlements by incense. The incense is most likely being planted by radicals aiming to use them in plans of a coup. The Akademiya is either purposefully encouraging this or it’s a side-effect of the smoke-screen of ineptitude being too broad. Our main lead here becomes where the Village Keepers are going and who exactly is taking them.”

“I won’t let you use any of the ones we have for a trap.” 

“I would hope it does not come to that. I’m hoping to run tests on the ash to find some key ingredients,” Cyno says. “If the incense is that specialized, it should have one or two non-common use ingredients that I might be able to identify. That should narrow it down to region or supplier. Ideally there will be no need for a trap when we can follow a trail.”

“I have full confidence in your abilities,” Kaveh says, “But as you said earlier. It’s hardly like you have a full laboratory out here to run you tests on. Unless you somehow found a way to rectify that in the past few hours.”

“There are simple tests I can put together, although it would take some trial and error,” Cyno replies. “If we are lucky, whoever planted those will put fresh coils down and I can test those instead. If I manage to catch the person laying the lures in the act I’ll be able to follow them. I’ll be checking that area overnight for a while.” 

“Do you have that kind of time?” Candace frowns. 

“Unless we can narrow things down further, I do not think we have much of a choice. Continuing to check possible areas and routes for smuggling remains a daily check, but it’s too broad and inconsistent.”

“Well,” Kaveh says slowly, drawing their attention back to him, “It’s a long-shot. But if we’re really that hard up on details to possibly chase after, there’s also the sounds.”


Notes for the Chapter:
Sumeru is a cocktail of cultures and languages and references spanning from Africa all the way to India, with several main characters drawing inspiration from different cultures and countries. Please note that while in this arc of the story, on the desert side of the Wall of Samiel, I will be using (to the best of my capability to look up) elements of language and culture that Hoyoverse drew from for these characters: Cyno, Candace, Dehya, Kaveh.

- Bezar: slang for “leave it” or “let it be” in Persian






5. The Recounting and Recollection: Part II

Summary for the Chapter:
“You call them Village Keepers.” Shani says. “But I know what they’re officially called elsewhere. Mad Scholars. It’s nice of you not to call them that here. Do you know why we call them Village Keepers though?”

“No. I never asked. I thought it was leagues kinder than Mad Scholar. And if that’s what you all were going to call them after being the ones to live with them and care for them, it only seemed right that I do that too.”

Shani turns and gives him a sharp, hard look. “The right thing. You’re a righteous man, aren’t you? Straight laced and all.”

“I try to be. I am not always,” Kaveh says. “There are a lot of people who will say I’m more stubborn and obstinate than righteous. It just so happens that I’m usually stubborn about things people would agree upon as being decent.”





Apparently, neither Candace nor Cyno are familiar with the noise complaints at night. Candace because she’s rarely in Aaru Village at night, and when she is it’s because she’s fighting or dealing with some sort of mess; Cyno because in the few days that he’s been here he’s spent his nights tailing caravans and traveling groups to pick up on the lay of the much shifted landscape.

“I’ll work on the incense and narrowing down locations for trafficking,” Cyno tells Kaveh. “Get as much information as you can about the sounds.”

Over the next few days Kaveh starts to truly apply himself towards the role of questioner that Cyno recruited him for. But Kaveh doesn’t get anything in terms of new information from any of the people he talks to. Of course he gets new gossip, new background information, but all of it just goes to support what they already know. Missing people, conflicts all over Sumeru, Akademiya ineptitude and incompetence, general mass confusion and frustration for everyone from everywhere regardless of origin or status. Kaveh gets a lot directed his way in terms of complaints that he can’t really help with other than to listen to as a sympathetic ear.

There’s no one new that will talk to him either. The people who are leery of him remain so, keeping their distance. And a few of the people who did used to talk to him whenever he’s been in the area start to do so rather reluctantly, clearly raising their guard and watching their words around him. Kaveh isn’t actually asking any new questions—not pointed ones at least—but his continued presence without established goal or departure date has raised some flags.

While Kaveh is welcome here as a guest, as a transient; someone relatively politer and kinder and easier to talk to than most other scholars and people born and raised on the other side of the Wall of Samiel, he is still an outsider. And without a distinct reason for his presence here aside from that of the General Mahamatra’s, whatever goodwill he has here is quickly growing tempered with suspicion.

Rather than push the issue and make it worse and squander what goodwill he does have here, Kaveh spends most of his time going through old records, Cyno and Candace’s notes, and trying to combine them with his own observations and with the notes that Mehrak carefully copied into her own system files before they left Sumeru City. There were simply too many for her to take in, but he thinks that they got the most pertinent parts. Kaveh, of course, has to be careful of the connections he makes on his physical notes, which he knows Cyno and Candace  sometimes go through and leave their own annotations on. 

Until Kaveh can get information that will support the tenuous innocence, or at least ignorance, of the Mahamata as a whole, the identity of the sources of the information he brings with him from Sumeru City has to stay quiet. 

The records of life and pass-through travel through the desert is spotty. Not for a lack of trying though. But there’s too much that would be difficult to verify. Kaveh almost wishes he had his Akasha. And that it was capable of actually working. But he thinks he’s managed to match a few descriptions to missing person cases in the same time-frame as the actual reports. And Kaveh has managed to connect a few of the questionable projects, following them through the desert and mapping them based on their original project details and based on what records he’s managed to gather in Aaru Village.

The main issue is sorting out regular travelers from those moving with intent. And then, from those, which intent? Radicals and zealots? Simple hired mercenaries? Actual conspirators working with the Akademiya on whatever it is the Akademiya is doing out here? There are too many threads to pull at once, and for all that he knows they’re connected to the gnarled tapestry that the Sages are trying to smother the country with, there’s no point in pulling all of them at once.

At night Kaveh’s insomnia should come into play by letting him wait to listen for the sounds. The aunts had said it sounded like fighting between guards and raiders or creatures coming too close to the village. Some of the kids have mentioned something that sounds like monsters under the assumption that it was Candace doing the fighting. But neither group looked entirely certain on that. Some of the other travelers passing through Aaru Village had also mentioned some unusual things they heard in the night, but shrugged it off as the usual nerves one gets sleeping in an unfamiliar place. 

But Kaveh’s nights are no louder, no quieter, than he would expect them to be. The sounds must be happening closer to somewhere else in the Village. Or maybe his hearing just isn’t so good. He would send Mehrak out to check, but he can’t go with her and he doesn’t want to risk sending her away by herself. Kaveh would go out to look on his own, but he’s supposed to be attempting to obey curfew to curtail any worsening of the tenuous situation in Aaru Village. 

Cyno and Candace are only two people. As the reported sounds don’t have any specific schedule, they can’t just wait around to hear it. Candace has her patrols to protect the Village, which in other times may have been relaxed slightly. But Candace returns more often than not with updated notes on new monster movements and shifts in hilichurl sightings. The latter is especially concerning to her.

“There’s been more of them. Not necessarily aggressive in nature. But they usually stay away from Aaru Village,” Candace says, running her palm over an aged and carefully tended to map. “But they’re all moving now. Something has changed in the sands that is causing everything to shift. To move.”

“To run?” Cyno suggests as he marks down his own notes on his findings for the evening. Cyno had recently managed to find a still-burning coil of the incense. He’d taken the one, but let the others burn down to avoid alerting to the person setting the lures down of tampering. He’d mixed the new and old ash to make sure it looked like the same amount of incense had burned.

Cyno had broken up the portion of the incense coil he’d taken and separated it out to begin his tests. Thus far he’s narrowed the list down quite a lot. Cyno is almost entirely certain that there’s a muscle relaxant involved. 

“If my master and sister could see me now,” Cyno joked grimly, “I don’t know if they’d be amused that I’m using my skills to identify drugs or dismayed. According to Professor Cyrus, I’m the one that’s supposed to give him less grey hair and heart problems.”

“I’m now wondering just how terrifying Master Lisa Minci is.”

“I hope you never find out.”

Aside from the incense having the properties of a muscle relaxant of an unknown degree, Cyno has identified one unique component based on some series of reaction-non-reaction tests who’s explanations flew right over Kaveh and Candace’s heads. But the end result they could understand easily enough. The component Cyno had identified is only found on the other side of the Wall of Samiel. And to be even more specific than that—legally, it is only grown in Pardis Dhyai. 

“And illegally?”

“It wouldn’t be possible to grow on this side of the Wall without a significant cost of operations. We would have found records and evidence of such a thing by now,” Cyno replies. “The simplest answer is that they’re getting either this component or the incense itself from the other side. The plant in question is not actually difficult to grow with the right humidity, soil, and light exposure. The difficulty is that in order for it to gain the specific properties that come into play with this formulation is that it must be exposed to a consistent supply of dendro energy as it grows. Pardis Dhyai grows this year round—it’s used medicinally as a soporific and pain management aide. Because of these properties they keep a strict ledger on it. Of course, to protect shipments and guard against sabotage the ledger is private.”

“But accessible if needed with official warrant and proper cause?” 

Cyno’s mouth twists into a wry and tired line. “If you could get those documents. But the Mahamata’s time frame for processing authorization forms for such requests tends to take weeks. If you could get the form through, of course.”

Here, Kaveh bites his lip to stop himself from protesting on the Mahamata’s behalf. Because Kaveh would bet Mehrak that they’ve not been getting any kind of those documents for months. Not based on what Al-Haitham has told him and the other anecdotal bits he’s heard here and there. If those forms aren’t thrown out by someone in the Sage’s pocket, Kaveh’s sure they’re all being stored away somewhere to rot or be twisted against the wrong person at the wrong time.

“No luck with the sound?” Candace asks, turning back to Kaveh. He shakes his head. “Perhaps we should look into other venues. Other evidence. I could attempt to get some of the villagers to talk.”

“No, if you make them talk they’ll feel even worse about the situation. I wish there was something we could just tell them something of why we’re here.” Kaveh sighs, running a frustrated hand through his hair. “Give me a few more days and if I can’t turn anything up I’ll just sleep outside or something. I don’t know. Sorry, Cyno. You asked me for help but it looks like I’m much less useful than you thought I would be.”

“This is more than I would have ever gotten on my own,” Cyno points out, reaching over and clasping him on the shoulder. “Or do you think that the children of the village would have called me out to where they play to investigate something unusual? Or that the village elders would be so willing to speak of their woes?”

“There are things that the people of Aaru Village won’t share with even me. The role of guardian is a strange one. I am their protector, and sometimes they would wish to hide from me,” Candace says to him. “I stand with them, and apart from them. As much as I wish they’d come to me with their more mundane complaints, I understand why some of them choose not to. Especially when I’ve made my stances on certain topics clear. You’re doing good work, Kaveh. Every grain of sand contributes to the creation of the dune.”

Logically Kaveh can see their words as true and not as simple consolation. But he finds himself frustrated all the same. Kaveh has all of these pieces of a puzzle around him, but doesn’t understand how it comes together.

Kaveh is a man of formulas and schematics. He prefers problems that have actions that he can actually take or plan towards. Who doesn’t? A clear plan, a clear solution. A one to one.

Kaveh looks out into the early morning, turning over Al-Haitham’s token in his palm, tracing the etching of the open hand with the edge of his thumbnail. Kaveh had stayed awake, sitting up against the wall next to the open window all night and heard nothing while staring at the array of his notes scattered around himself.

The problem is not that he doesn’t have pieces. Kaveh is very good at putting things together. Although he would argue that he’s much better with more physical pieces and understanding how they fit—give Kaveh a hundred broken shards of glass and he can have the rough shape of the original object within half a day. And he’ll have a plan to fully fix and restore that object by the next morning. But all of this—actions, consequences, motives and movements of people. This is a different kind of creativity, one that he’s not particularly blessed with. 

For all that people seem to find it easy to talk to him, that doesn’t mean it’s easy for Kaveh to fully understand what’s being said to him. Empathy is easy. But actual true understanding is something that can send Kaveh spinning in circles trying to wrestle his foot out of his mouth.

The problem that Kaveh and the rest of them face is that there are so many pieces. Too many pieces. And they all seem to come from different problems. That which ties them together is so out there, so hard to even discern aside from “Akademiya corruption” that the scope of the picture can’t be seen.

Once again, Kaveh wishes that Al-Haitham were here. Al-Haitham’s like Cyno. He can look at a scene in the before or the middle or the after. And the can walk through it and look around and come to conclusions about who was there and what they were doing and maybe even why. They’re detectives like that. And both of them are very good at understanding the more…complex side of personal motivations. Cyno through the personal experiences and interactions with the grey boundaries of life that have led him to being the General Mahamatra. Al-Haitham through his relative ease with looking directly at the most uncomfortable parts of a person and pushing through them as though they were mere tree branches hanging in his way and not the results of incredibly complex conflicts between morality, reality, the id and the ego.

Kaveh looks at these pieces and can’t figure out which angle to approach them from. He can’t understand where the connections might be, how he might build his way from one to the other in a way that holds firm.

Look before you leap, Al-Haitham had warned him before he left. But Kaveh feels like all he can do is look. There isn’t a chance to leap. And there’s nowhere to leap to. 

Kaveh holds the coin up to the early morning light, watching the shadows play across the face of the open hand. Perhaps the time for looking is over. If the place that Kaveh must leap to in order to progress does not yet exist, perhaps he must stop waiting for it to appear and take action to craft it. Maybe now is time for hands to do the talking. Actions over words.

-

He had been told to check the drops, but not to truly expect anything. Well. Not finding anything wouldn’t be a surprise or anything he hasn’t been dealing with lately. And he needs something to do that isn’t sit and stare at paper while rearranging it on the floor.

Kaveh spends the morning checking the drops and just exploring the area, familiarizing himself with the land as he notes the changes that Candace and the other travelers had been observing for himself.

The drops don’t have anything in terms of a note or message, which he wouldn’t have expected anyway. But he does find some helpful supplies. In one of the drops he finds a heavy bag full of what he assumed to be mora, but turned out to be mixed things. There was certainly a decent amount of mora in it, but he also found some very small gemstones, a small spool of copper wire, and glass. He’s not sure what he might do with the wire and the glass. But when he checks the next drop and finds a lot of medicine and spices, he thinks he gets the basic idea. Coin is only good if it can be spent to buy goods after all, and Aaru Village and the trade outposts in the desert aren’t exactly swimming in an abundance right now.

The last drop contains, of all things, an empty cigarette box from Mond and some worn down looking dice. Kaveh holds the dice in his palm, the wooden box tucked under his arm. The three tokens sit pressed against his breast, hidden in the pocket he’d sewn onto the inside of all of the shirts he’d brought with him and also the borrowed ones he’d gotten from his double and the villagers.

Kaveh tosses the dice up into the air, catching them in his hand as he stands once more. Here’s a hint from the universe if he ever saw one. Time to test his luck and his understanding of these tokens. Let’s see how useful that network is after all.

As Kaveh turns his back on the supply drops, he spares a thought to wish he could leave something of his own behind. Kaveh has always done his best work when there was someone to criticize and challenge his choices, and play his devil’s advocate. Mehrak’s not so good at this because she’s much too polite. Kaveh’s never been one to shy away from the most pessimistic of views and outcomes, but it’s always helped to have someone around to say it in a different way to jog some detail loose. And Al-Haitham has always been the most unflattering mirror. He’s sure that if he had the Akasha still, and if Kaveh sent a message to Al-Haitham to complain about the lack of progress, Al-Haitham would reply with something so frustratingly scathing or annoying that Kaveh would be moved with divine inspiration into some sort of unexplored miracle of a path.

Annoyingly and unfortunately, they’re out of miracles. They’ll have to make do with the reliability of men and luck.

In the late afternoon, when the travelers and those seeking to pass through Aaru Village start to come inside the walls in preparation for the night’s curfew, Kaveh finds a space towards the edge of one of the walls, out of the way but not really hidden. He rolls out a mat, sitting down and setting up the box from Mond, partway open to show the mora and the other small goods. And he starts rolling dice onto the mat while Mehrak attempts to guess the sum the dice will roll to. With his free hand, Kaveh rolls the token of the Grand Inquisitor over his knuckles.

A few people stop to chat with him, roll the dice a little bit, but no one he didn’t already talk to. At first. 

“As-salamu alaikum. Didn’t know you were one for smoking,” a thin man with a silver beard says as he sits down on the other side of the mat from Kaveh. His limbs are long and lean, his hands are thin and knobby. The man looks from the coin to the wooden cigarette box. Kaveh flips the coin off of his knuckles, letting it shine in the air before he catches it and makes a show of holding it up in one hand, showing his other empty hand in, and making the coin disappear and reappear in the previously empty hand.

“Wa alaikum assalaam. In these days, who is not? It’s a habit I hope to leave behind in more peaceful times.”

“Well said, well spoken,” the man says, stroking the thin silver of his beard, turning to wave over someone. “Are you good at dice? My sons and I are passing through, and it is good to see a friendly looking face, even if it is a new one. Are you up to sharing the mat for a game or two?”

“No better and no worse than I am at anything else,” Kaveh says as a few more men come around to sit with him, eyeing the cigarette box and the dice. “I’m more fond of a nice book, some simple poetry.”

One of the man’s sons takes up the dice to start rolling, holding up the six sided dye to examine the worn face. “Ah, poetry’s too much for simple people like us. Any thoughts on those mystery novels from Fontaine and those illustrated stories from Inazuma? The ones with all of the peculiar tricks of confidence men pulling off heists or uncovering murders?”

“Plenty of thoughts and opinions, but none quite suitable for polite company,” Kaveh replies, already feeling quite tired. This kind of wordplay just isn’t for him. When people call him innovative and creative they aren’t usually referencing this kind of ingenuity. If someone told him just a few short weeks ago he’d be talking in codes like he’s from some spy novel in order to literally spy and save his country he’d have laughed very loudly, then have been very loudly concerned for their mental health.

Kaveh and the man and his sons talk for a while, a little bit more in the little pieces of catch phrases to make sure that all’s well. They introduce themselves as simple accountants. They travel around Sumeru doing basic sums for the farmers and those living on the outskirts to make sure they’ve got everything squared away to pay the taxes and that they understand the current tax codes and the like. 

The father, after introductions and once they’re all certain they’re talking out of the same book, pretends to fumble the dice so that they have to lean in close to check them.

“The General Mahamatra’s status as a deserter is currently not public knowledge. His absence has not been noted among the public. As far as the people of Sumeru are concerned, the General Mahamatra is operating in the shadows as per usual. Warrants and authorizations are still being dispensed in his name.”

“Not even his second’s?”

“No. Current documents going through approvals are listing his name and use his seal.”

The man sits back, picking up the dice and rolling them in his thin palm, smiling down at them. “Ah, snake eyes.” He sets them down, gesturing for his son to help him stand up again. “Bad luck, bad luck. If we happen to run into you again on our way back, let us play another game to test where our fortunes stand.”

As the man and his sons leave another group walks up to him and the same process repeats itself. Kaveh spends the rest of the afternoon well into the early evening playing dice, speaking in riddles, and picking up trickles of information—some given freely, others traded for with the coin or bits of supplies that he’d gotten in the caches.

By the time Candace comes to find him for supper the box is halfway empty of its original contents as are Kaveh’s bags. But his mind is buzzing. 

In addition to the news about Cyno’s resignation, departure, and status as a rogue being covered up, Kaveh has learned that the Mahamata have taken further hits. This time, citing inefficiencies and incredible backlog, the Sages have taken over some of the Mahamata processes using their own administrators and personnel. Thus far it’s mostly the offices of the Grand Administrator and Quartermaster that have been effected. To those within this strange and nebulous network of informants, their new directive is to scatter, keep their eyes and ears open, but their mouths shut. Travel now if possible and wait to be recalled. 

Al-Haitham’s office has been spared, but only partially. According to a young woman on her way to Fontaine, the Grand Scribe has practically set up new offices right underneath those of the Grand Sage’s himself, and is often seen or heard being called to attend to the Sage’s councils and meetings. Even if a message could be sent to him, it would be too dangerous. Al-Haitham is perhaps under the most surveillance out of anyone else in the entire country at this point—by the Sages, by the other Mahamata, and if Cyno’s Matra are as capable as he knows they are, they’re probably watching him too.

The Withering’s patterns of growth and manifestation have changed. Avidya is facing a siege from within itself, and for reasons no one can guess at, the Amurta seeks to recall its brightest mind back to the halls in the capital during that crisis.

Finally, there is an outlander who has crossed the border into Sumeru through Liyue’s recently re-opened Chasm. No theories or solid details on this outlander yet, other than their presence was noticed by the Grand Investigator and the Sages.

Kaveh tries to figure out how to relay any of this to Cyno and Candace without tipping them off one way or another. Especially the part about Al-Haitham, which is difficult for many reasons. Firstly because it only makes him look more suspicious and also because trying to mention news about him is going to automatically seem out of place. Al-Haitham is not a man who is talked about in gossip. As the so-called Lunatic, probably. But not in his official capacity to Sumeru. Al-Haitham uses that relative obscurity mixed with the wide range of tolerances attributed to being a so-called lunatic to get around without being noticed. So much for blending in and laying low now.

Over the next few days Kaveh repeats this process in the evenings, spending his mornings compiling the new information he gets in the afternoons and trying to figure out which parts to leave in and which to remove when he shows his notes to Cyno and Candace. It’s a careful balancing act. He needs to give them enough to work on without it being so much they question where he’s getting it from. He has to give them the most pertinent details without being detailed. It’s a surprise that Kaveh’s hair doesn’t start to show through as white then they dye starts to wash out.

As the next few days roll out, aside from those passing through Aaru Village Kaveh, surprisingly enough, gets actual village members to talk to him. The ones who were reluctant to do so, the ones who avoided him entirely, he means.

Kaveh learns that there is a specific reason why Village Keepers are being targeted, but not even the tokens and Kaveh’s reputation will get him that answer. This is not due to mistrust, exactly, but more due to loyalty to the Village Keepers and concern over their welfare. He also learns that those extremists that Candace and Cyno mentioned are gaining ground and are present, even here, in Aaru Village. Although they—of course—keep their mouths shut when certain other people are present. 

Kaveh learns that if he wants to know about the sounds at night, the real person he should speak to is one who hasn’t spoken to him at all since the first day he arrived in Aaru Village to say hello.

Speak to Shani, seems to be the hint dropped to him several times. 

Shani is, whenever Kaveh walks around the village, conveniently elsewhere. Kaveh has spoken to Shani before. Several times, in fact. Small talk, usually, nothing too memorable. These exchanges usually happen when there’s other people about and he’s greeting someone else. She’s a nice girl of split ancestry—one side from the desert, one side from the forest. It’s given her some unfortunate grief now and again, and has left its mark on her. She’s not closed off or particularly unfriendly, she simply prefers her own company.

But that seems to have changed over the past several weeks to months. Shani’s been out of her house less and less, more and more despondent. Shani still talks to those she considers friends. She goes to the market and she sits with some of the women to chat with tea and snacks, she goes down to the water to do her washing with everyone else at the same times, she stops to make some small talk with the merchants when she buys her food. But people have noticed her getting quieter. More withdrawn. She seems to be not sleeping well either. Losing weight and color, acting jumpy—almost paranoid. She’s becoming a recluse.

Kaveh’s not going to hunt her down and force her to talk though. Not that he isn’t a fan of confrontation when needed—he truly does miss a simple answer. But going after her isn’t going to make her feel more talkative.

It is for this reason that Kaveh sits on what is most certainly the most helpful and clear clue that it would seem any of them have thus far. 

Cyno, of course, picks up on that. “I am aware that I asked you here for your reason.”

“But you’re about to question my reasoning anyway.”

“Time is not our friend.”

“Time is never anyone’s friend.”

Shani’s behavior doesn’t change over the next few days. She doesn’t approach him, but it’s not like she’s completely locked herself up in her house, either. Kaveh spots her walking around the village from a distance. And those who’s reluctance to speak to him has softened with his use of the Mahamata tokens make no mention of anything else changing with her behaviors with the people she interacts with. Kaveh declines their offers to broker and chaperone a meeting between them, at least for now.

When Kaveh approaches Shani, he makes sure it’s in full daylight. He does it neither in the main area of Aaru Village, nor the little back alleys and shadowed hiding spots. He doesn’t want her to feel cornered and alone, or cornered while under the stares of others. 

“Salaam, Shani.” She does not look surprised, merely resigned, when he walks next to her, keeping generous space between them. “You know why I am talking to you.”

“I do. I hoped you wouldn’t though. But you’re too good for that, aren’t you?” she says with a long sigh as she turns to look up towards the sky before gesturing for him to follow her. They sit on a worn stone bench on the outlook that overlooks the northern side of the gorge, underneath one of the village watch towers. A village cat meanders up to them, sitting at Shani’s feet as it starts to clean its paws. 

“You hear things in the night. Is there a reason why you can’t tell me, or anyone else, about them?”

Shani looks out towards the imposing wall of stone that naturally surrounds and protects Aaru Village and its waters, hands in her lap.

“I don’t want to be bothered,” she says after looking out at the stones. “Is that so strange a thing? I don’t want to be involved in this. In you, and the General Mahamatra, and Sister Candace, and talk of gods and Sages, and whatever business this is. It’s above me, beyond me. I just want to keep my head down and live things out quietly. Simple problems with simple solutions for a simple life.”

“Being quiet won’t make the problems go away,” Kaveh points out when she falls quiet again. “I’m not saying that it’s a bad strategy for taking care of things. But it’s not one that’s always going to work. Sometimes you have to tell the problem to shut up or it’ll just keep screaming away. What can you tell me, Shani?”

“You call them Village Keepers.” Shani says. “But I know what they’re officially called elsewhere. Mad Scholars. It’s nice of you not to call them that here. Do you know why we call them Village Keepers though?”

“No. I never asked. I thought it was leagues kinder than Mad Scholar. And if that’s what you all were going to call them after being the ones to live with them and care for them, it only seemed right that I do that too.”

Shani turns and gives him a sharp, hard look. “The right thing. You’re a righteous man, aren’t you? Straight laced and all.”

“I try to be. I am not always,” Kaveh says. “There are a lot of people who will say I’m more stubborn and obstinate than righteous. It just so happens that I’m usually stubborn about things people would agree upon as being decent.”

Shani’s mouth twitches up at the corner before flattening out again. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re too honest?”

“Frequently in that exact same tone of voice. Why are they called Village Keepers, Shani?”

“They’re literally keepers of the village. Like Sister Candace,” Shani explains. “They perform miracles. Strange acts of power beyond what they should have. They don’t have Visions and most of the time they don’t really even talk much. But sometimes right before something bad happens, a Village Keeper will start to act. Usually at night, when they’re sleep walking.”

“What kind of powers?”

“All sorts. Some of them can heal small injuries. I’ve heard that sometimes they lift heavy objects—stopping landslides and cave-ins. They can even fight monsters. Or something like that.” She turns around, pointing in the direction of her house. “They saved my life and my house too, once. I’m grateful to them for it. And now…now they’re disappearing. Being taken away.” Shani bites her lip, clasping her hands together. “You’ve heard the things that some of the believers of the Scarlet King say right?”

“I have, and that’s why it’s so important to find out more.”

Shani’s voice lowers and says slowly, “At night I hear screaming. Don’t ask me how or why, I think I just have sharper hearing than most.”

“Others have mentioned loud noises at night. And there have been talks about raids and monster attacks near the village walls.”

She shakes her head. “It’s not that kind of screaming. Not like a fight. It sounds like someone in pain, someone being hurt. And it’s not from close by. It’s farther away.”

“Did you hear any words from the screaming?”

“No. It just sounded miserable. Like someone is being tortured.” Shani’s expression crumples. “What if’s really the Village Keepers? What if there really are people doing human sacrifices to the Scarlet King?”

“Then Cyno and Candace and I will stop them,” Kaveh replies. “Is there anything else you can tell me, Shania?”

She shakes her head.

“Not even about why you’re staying home more?”

“It’s got nothing to do with the Village Keepers.”

“All the same, I’d like to hear it. If you’re willing to tell me.”

“You’ll think I’m being paranoid. Or cowardly. Maybe both.”

“Shani, you’re a few years too early to be telling me what I’m thinking. I think the only person who could tell me what I’m thinking is my own mother and even then I’d probably be a little contrary brat about it.”

Shani puts her face into her hands. “You already know that I’m not the full blood of desert folk. I’ve got blood from the forest side, too. Village Keepers are being targeted, rumors of the fall of the Akademiya are all around, and people are so angry and frustrated that all these strangers and foreigners keep coming through to buy up all our stock…” Shani shakes her head. “I’ve had my fair share of ribbing and heckling and the like. Even from people who’ve known me all my life right here in this village. I thought I was used to it, you know? But it’s been… this is something else. I can feel that they’re thinking now. There’s intent in their eyes. Real teeth in their words. They’re really looking at me. Thinking about what to do about me. Me not being one of them. I don’t want to give them more fuel than what I’ve already done just by living here.”

“But why not tell anyone?”

“You are underestimating these extremists. I don’t want a target on my back. Bad enough I’m telling you what I heard. What I’ve been through. I don’t want to draw attention to it. What if it escalates? What if it gets bad? What if I’m the one screaming next?”

“It’s already bad, Shani. You’ve stopped leaving your house unless absolutely necessary; you’ve withdrawn from your friends. People have already noticed. This doesn’t seem peaceful.”

“What is peace, then?” Shani’s words are sharp, but they’re directed into her hands, her shoulders and back slumped with defeat.

Now isn’t that a question? You’d think that something so incredibly important in the grand scheme of history would be something easily defined. It isn’t. Is peace simply not fighting? The absence of hurt or harm? Is peace just a low minimum standard, a bar set on the ground, that people make the modicum of effort to step over?

Is peace really just that? Relative lack of conflict and fulfillment of basic needs to live? Surely there must be some measure of comfort, of actual satisfaction to it. Surely there must be more to peace than just checking off some boxes. If it wasn’t, Kaveh does’t think people would want it so badly.

Kaveh thinks of peace and he thinks of Al-Haitham. He can’t help it. Al-Haitham, himself, isn’t very peaceful. Living with him isn’t what Kaveh would say is peaceful. Not really. They argue too much and there’s too many things they don’t talk about for it to truly be peaceful. But peace, whatever it is, Kaveh knows is important to Al-Haitham. He’ll say as much readily and without shame. Not that there’s anything to be ashamed about.

Amongst the numerous books in Al-Haitham’s house are volumes carefully tended for, restored with careful attention and dedication to make sure they maintain as much of their integrity and condition as possible. And within those books with their strong and ready spines are old pages, worn thin in some places by many hands. These books carry messages down a line of scholars going on generations, all culminating in Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham never really knew his family, but he knew their thoughts and their opinions in their notes. 

From his grandmother, a note on peace. Or rather, an earnest wish that Al-Haitham, alone in the world, should somehow manage to find it.

And Al-Haitham did find it. Or rather, he made it. Perhaps peace is something you make. Something you work for.

Of the many things Al-Haitham and Kaveh fight about, Al-Haitham’s carefree lifestyle is one of them. It baffles and infuriates Kaveh in turns, how someone so clearly talented and capable as Al-Haitham shuts himself up behind a desk doing paperwork for eight hours a day. It’s so mundane. So… routine. Al-Haitham doesn’t even go in for papers or projects with other scholars. Al-Haitham got what he needed from the Akademiya and immediately shut himself up in at a desk job. 

Almost all of the research Al-Haitham does isn’t published or even shared with anyone. He just keeps it to himself. For Al-Haitham, it’s enough that he looked into it and found his own answers.

(Of course, now Kaveh knows the intricacies behind the job and he wouldn’t say that it’s a particularly easy one. Not as it would first appear. Although Kaveh has a feeling that if Al-Haitham knew about the politics of the job beforehand Al-Haitham would’ve never let himself get caught within a hundred yards of the office. Al-Haitham would’ve figured out a way to get a job in the House of Daena’s restoration room or some back office and avoided promotion like it was some sort of plague.)

“But you could do so much more”, Kaveh would say to Al-Haitham whenever they got into those arguments.

“But why do I have to?” Al-Haitham would reply back, just as exasperated. “Why do I have to go out and find problems?”

“You go out and find problems anyway!”

“No, I find questions I want to answer,” Al-Haitham would correct. And depending on the day he’d either frown and roll his eyes, scoffing as he turned away to physically shut off the conversation, or he would draw his shoulders up, turn his eyes to steel, and tip his chin in the way that Kaveh could only read as challenge, as provocation, as a call for blood.

Perhaps, Kaveh wonders belatedly, peace just means having the freedom to choose your problems.

Kaveh can’t imagine a peaceful life. It seems like a lot of effort to go through to make one. You’ve got to avoid making problems—or at least, avoid making problems you can’t fix yourself. You’ve got to know exactly what you want when you want it so that you know how to go about getting it before it becomes an issue. He supposes that one would also have to know exactly where you’re standing to best avoid getting caught up into other troubles you can’t handle. You have to be self-aware, which often involves a lot of self-reflection and some rather blunt and usually unflattering assessment. All of these things can be rather difficult for a person to do, let alone for a whole lifetime.

In retrospect, living a peaceful life is probably one of the most difficult things a person can do.

Kaveh knows he wouldn’t do well with a peaceful life. It certainly sounds like a challenge, but not Kaveh’s kind of challenge.

Peace is a good thing. Unquestionably so. But a peaceful life isn’t necessarily a good life. Although Kaveh’s not exactly aiming for something that generic, either. 

If Kaveh ever had to pick a description he supposes he would be trying for a life without regrets. And this, often, is not very peaceful, as Al-Haitham is ready to point out. Because a life without regrets involves a lot of gambles and a lot of calculations of chance, weighing of odds, and rapid calculation of where you are and how far you’ve got to leap and how bad it’s going to hurt if it goes poorly. But that’s where Kaveh thrives. In the leap. Doing the rapid-sums with his eyes turned forward with no option to turn back.

A peaceful life. A good life. A life without regrets. All of it is just different types of living.

Al-Haitham would probably have shortened all of this thinking into a single, curt sentence: Figure it out for yourself.

That’s what it boils down to. Peace is subjective to the person. Just like a lot of other things.

But this isn’t an answer that Shani would find particularly comforting.

So rather than a lifetime, rather than the general concept as a whole, Kaveh thinks of specifics. He’s better at that, anyway.

Sometimes Kaveh’s clients come up to him with such vague requests.

Can you build us a house?

Sure. Kaveh design and get a house built no problem. He could draft a dozen schematics for a dozen different types of house with his eyes half open while writing a letter to his mother and watching the stove to make sure it does’t boil over.

Kaveh always has to go back to his clients and ask them a dozen different questions that always cause them to go a little cross-eyed and nervous, overwhelmed with how their supposedly simple request caused a rapid-fire interrogation.

But that’s the point. Kaveh could design and build a hundred houses. But without knowing any details about the people he’s building that house for or the place he’s getting it built, how would he know if he was designing the right house for them? What if he designed a house intended for solid, level ground on top of a swamp on an incline? What if the house he designed had two floors and one of the inhabitants was elderly with arthritis? What if Kaveh built a house full of windows and the place was built right on a busy street?

Details are the key to any good design. Specific details.

Kaveh turns to look towards the sky, eyes slowly turning back in the direction of Sumeru City.

What does Kaveh find peaceful?

Waking up after a nice long rest knowing that all of his projects are perfectly on track with no truly distressing or cumbersome issues. His room all tidied up with his laundry put away, his supplies in order, the trash taken out, fresh sheets on the bed, and the windows open bringing in the smell of jasmine and roses. The faint sounds of someone else in the house living just alongside him. That’s all peaceful.

Kaveh puts that thought down. And then adds to it another.

Walking back to the house at night after a nice long dinner with his fellows from the Kshahrewar—independent architects like himself, others working as part of other larger firms, or those who stayed in the Akademiya to teach or research or stick with Akademiya-only projects. All of them complaining about the same things but feeling better for it knowing that all of them have the same complaints which were probably the same complaints that their seniors had and the exact some ones that their juniors will have. Splitting off from that walk to complete the rest of the journey back alone, but not feeling lonely. Looking up to the same sky that everyone else looks at and feeling like he could fall up into it. A key fitting right in the palm of his hand, the little lion keychain with its mane made out of a gear that he knows he paid way too much for but wanted to pay for anyway swinging from the key. Opening that door and feeling himself relax as he let down his hair, took off his shoes, and put down part of the man he is outside under the eyes of the public.

And here’s another to join those first two.

Rushing over to Tighnari’s and scrambling to a stop, winded and wheezing but right on time as Tighnari calls for Collei to open the door and right as Kaveh’s about to say hello Cyno pops out from right behind him to scare the living daylights out of him. If Kaveh had breath in those moments he’d swear up a storm, but he usually just starts choking on the breath he was trying to get in. Tighnari calls Cyno out for being ridiculous, Kaveh for being so predictable, and tells Collei not to be like either of them.

Kaveh thinks of all of those little individual moments of what he thinks feel like peace, stacking them up one over the other, over and over again. Perhaps overall, with all the rest of the things that have washed through and battered against the walls of Kaveh’s heart, his life is not very peaceful. But if he puts all of those little moments together, perhaps you could say that his life has known peace in the heartbeat between each leap from one challenge to the next.

“I’m not a philosopher. But I am honest, so I’ll tell you what I think and you can make what you want of it,” Kaveh finally says. “I think peace is being satisfied with what you have. It’s being fulfilled. It’s when you’re in a moment and you can’t think of how it could be better and you certainly aren’t thinking about how it can be worse. I think peace is just when you’re in it and feeling it as you go. And when you look back on that time you’ll think about how maybe it wasn’t perfect, but it was good all the same and how you’d like for another moment like that again. Maybe it’s just what you hope for after a long day. I can’t tell you what peace is, Shani. Philosophers and linguists and people of the cloth probably bicker and cite scripture and the like all day trying to figure that out. But I think that I can say with some measure of certainty that the life you have now isn’t peaceful. Not for you. Not for the people of this village. Certainly not for the Village Keepers.”

“So what? You want me to be a hero?” Shani lets out a sharp, miserable bark of a laugh. “Not everyone is like you, Master Kaveh. You can dye your hair a terrible shade of brown and borrow our second-hand clothes all you want, but anyone passing through can just look at you and know you as some cut separate from the rest of us. Not even the same as all of the others who come from the greener side of the Wall. Why did I even bother to ask you? What would you know of peace when you’re coming out here to chase at trouble?”

“No one is asking you to be anything other than what you are. Leave the heroism to the people who are good at it. To each their own place. I can’t tell you what to do, Shani. Nor you me. I’m just saying what I’ve seen. You don’t seem peaceful. Whether that peaceful means safe or happy or just problem-free…you don’t seem it. I don’t know if I can help you.”

Shani looks up, looking torn between crying and laughing. “How do they make them like you?” She says, half-to herself. “That honesty…”

“No, listen. I honestly don’t know what peace means either. But if you want help, I’ll give it to you. And I’m sure that there’s a lot of other people around you who would also like to help you get real peace also. You know, a lot of people approached me to tell me to talk to you. It wasn’t just because they knew I wanted more information on what’s going on here. They were worried about you. They were awfully concerned about the things they noticed going on with you. They want to help you, if you’d let them.”

“That’d just bring trouble on their shoulders, too. I don’t want them tangled up in this, either.”

“Quite frankly, Shani, they are tangled in it. They’re already in it. The trouble is already here, and seems content to stay. The Village Keepers are disappearing. Fanatics are talking of violent coups and are making people like you feel unsafe in your own homes—don’t say it’s just you. You aren’t the only person of mixed ancestry to live in the desert. If it’s happening to you I’m sure it’s happening to them, too. And probably with a lot more frequency and severity in villages that don’t have a Candace. People are fleeing Sumeru City. This trouble, which is also your trouble, was here long before I was to start poking at it. You’ve carried this for a long time but you can’t have expected to walk through with your head down and teeth grit until all of this solved itself.”

“But these people are dangerous. If they really are responsible for the Village Keepers disappearing…for those screams— I can’t put anyone else in danger like that. Besides… I’m half from the forest side. I’m not really like everyone here. I grew up with stories of Aranara and flower spirts, not Jinni and Pari. I don’t want them to have to choose between me and their god.”

“Shani, I think that if it was a choice between you and the fanatics, it wouldn’t come down to who’s parents were born where and which god you worship. They’d pick you even if you were born in Inazuma and worshiped the Raiden Shogun. It’s not about who worships who. Call me uneducated in the matter, but any god worth worshipping shouldn’t demand shows of loyalty based on condemning another to suffer.”

Shani’s mouth presses together, brows furrowed. She looks like she wants to argue more but turns away from him before she actually does.

“Thank you for telling me what you have already,” Kaveh tells her. “I appreciate it. The information you told me really is a big help.”

“Can you save them? The ones I hear screaming?”

“I don’t make promises I don’t fully intend on keeping. I’m going to try. And if I can’t do that then I’ll make sure that whatever is going on there doesn’t ever repeat again. There will be quiet nights in your future soon. Hopefully you can spend them in pursuit of peace on your own terms.”

“Then at least it’ll have been worth something, come what may. Master Kaveh, if I had not wanted to talk to you, what would you have done?”

“Do you want more of my honesty?”

“You never seem to run out of it.”

“I would like to say that I would have given you time to sort yourself out. But time is something none of us have. I probably would have asked some of your friends to intercede on my behalf. Maybe try to get them to go to your house to convince you to talk to me. Or maybe I would have gotten Candace involved. I don’t know. I didn’t exactly want to think about it. So I’m glad you did decide to talk to me after all, for what that’s worth.”

“As long as you make it worth something, Master Kaveh. You can consider that enough help. If you don’t mind. I’d like to be alone for a while now. I would wish you to go in peace, but I’m not sure you’d have any use for that.”

“Not much use, no. But I would appreciate it all the same. Be well, Shani. May your thoughts bring you to the conclusion you need.”


Notes for the Chapter:
- As-salamu alaikum: Arabic greeting, with a meaning like “Peace be with you”.

-Wa alaikum assalaam: Arabic greeting given in response to “as-salamu alaikum”. Meaning “and upon you be peace”.

-Salaam: general greeting given in Arabic speaking and Muslim countries meaning “peace”.






6. The Recounting and Recollection: Part III

Summary for the Chapter:
When Cyno and Candace themselves return from that first raid, they pull Kaveh aside with the maps. They arrived much later than Kaveh expected.

“Did you detour?”

“There was something we did not realize we had to factor in,” Cyno says, slowly and solemnly unfurling the map where they had marked the convergence of areas near villages with Village Keepers, signs of ley line shifts, and water shortages. With a stub of deep black charcoal, Cyno marks a black X next to the place they just came from.

And then, Cyno elaborates with two words that make Kaveh feel as though he were dunked right into an ice bath and held there. Air leaves his lungs sharply, so sharply he feels light headed.

“The bodies.”





That night Kaveh tells Candace and Cyno everything he had learned from Shani, including the harassment she’d been receiving from the extremists passing through the village or living there. Candace’s expression looks like her heart is breaking.

“Right under my own nose,” she says, hands curling into fists. “My own people not feeling safe in their homes. Made so by those who should stand with them in times of struggle and conflict. You didn’t get any names?”

“That’s a situation that you need to solve with her directly,” Kaveh answers. “I talked to her and asked her about it because I was truly concerned, but getting an outsider involved by getting names and exact recounts isn’t going to be helping her any. On that topic, you need to hope that Shani decides to talk to her friends and they reach out to you.”

Candace turns towards the door and Cyno puts his hand on her arm.

“You cannot be everywhere doing everything for everyone,” Cyno reminds her, squeezing her wrist. “You must trust in your people to make the right decisions for themselves. Whether that’s settling this on their own or involving you. You know that if you take action without them that this problem will only get worse. Especially for Shani, who will become even more reluctant to come to you or others for help afterwards.”

“I hear you. I know the logic of what you’re saying. But can you blame me for wanting to act anyway? I had noticed that Shani was unwell. But I did not know of the poison being slipped to her. Of the poison that had gotten into my own village. I knew that there were extremists and fanatics in Aaru Village. But I did not think that they would turn on their own neighbors.”

“Why would you know? How could you expect it? No one likes to think or expect the worst of anyone. The matter of Shani is one that the three of us here cannot handle right now without making the situation worse. Trust that I’m not particularly enthused about that either. But what we can do is look into the screaming.”

Candace forces her fists to open, hands flat on the table between them.

“Is it possible to verify Shani’s account?” Cyno asks, taking his hand back from Candace after one more lingering squeeze of her wrist. “You had previously been told of sounds like fighting close to Aaru Village. Shani’s description is different than what you’d been told by others. I am not saying Shani is lying,” Cyno adds when Candace and Kaveh open their mouths to protest. “It’s entirely possible that we have multiple instances of disruption going on. I would not be surprised. But if it’s possible to have at least one other confirm what Shani said and possibly provide more detail that would make her claim more definitive.”

Candance’s expression turns towards one of contemplation. “One of the night guards is like Shani in that his hearing is particularly sharp. It’s why we have him on night watch. As of late, he’s been jokingly telling ghost stories to other guards. Or at least, I had thought that they were jokes. Stories about strange sounds in the night. Haunting sounds. We all brushed it off, even the guard himself.”

Cyno smooths his palm over the map of the surrounding area of Aaru Village spread out on the table.

“Tracing sound here is difficult because of the echoes made by the ravine and the tunnels, but if it’s audible then it must be close.”

“Again. Such horror done right underneath my nose.”

“Now is not the time for self-recrimination. Now is the time for action. If there is wrongdoing, it is the time for justice to be swift to end the wrong and a return to the proper way.” Cyno circles his finger around a few locations close to Aaru Village and then crosses them out one by one. “These are on the opposite side of Shani and the guard tower, even with their sharp hearing I doubt it would be these. This area would be suitably large and secure, but the paths in and out of it are too noticeable. These areas fit the general location and have the space for a trafficking operation, but they’re too close to high traffic pathways that are easily seen from Aaru Village’s higher elevations. It has to be a place close and relatively easy to get to, one that would most likely be established on existing structures of cave or road or even abandoned settlement. At the same time, those same structures must be infrequently travelled and the place itself must not come under much notice.”

Cyno’s finger travels south along the map, finally stopping to trace along a small road that leads to a little section of closed off canyon.

“The Eleazar hospital?” Candace frowns. “It fits the parameters and I would judge your assessment on such a thing over my own. The area is also known to be frequently used by different groups of traveling Eremites who are not welcome in Aaru Village directly to seek shelter on their way elsewhere.”

“If it’s really zealots looking to revive the Scarlet King that would make sense, wouldn’t it?”

“It seems too obvious.”

“A lot of things seem very obvious when pointed out in hindsight. Trust me on that one,” Kaveh clicks his tongue. “It’s been a long few weeks of kicking myself about not noticing things that should have been obvious sooner. We can go over that later though. I told Shani that if it was possible I would help to put a stop to whatever is going on so that she wouldn’t hear screaming in the night anymore, and night is just about upon us. Should we wait for it to fully set or head out now?”

Cyno and Candace stare at him, expression blank. Kaveh stares back.

“You weren’t going to wait on it, were you?” Kaveh frowns. “Well. I suppose if you wanted to do reconnaissance on the area… but if the screaming is active and it’s related to any of the missing persons cases I’d rather we not dally. Surely whatever awaits isn’t something the three of us can’t handle.”

Cyno and Candace turn to look at each other, some unspoken communication of eyes and micro expressions passing between them. Kaveh looks between them, frowning at this sudden silence. 

“Is there something I’m not aware about? Did you two find something out while you were doing your checks of other potential locations?”

“Kaveh, this has all been very helpful and we’re both very grateful to what you’ve managed to uncover,” Candace says, turning back to him after a prolonged staring contest with Cyno that she somehow loses. “It’s certainly more than either of us have turned up thus far and it’s not anything we would have been able to gather on our own. We aren’t going to wait on it. Cyno and I will head out now.”

Kaveh’s eyebrows raise as he turns to Mehrak, repeating flatly, “Cyno and I, hm? Mehrak, I think they’re short two members of their investigation squad. Are you getting a peculiar feeling about that or is it just me? Maybe all of this sneaking about and talks of conspiracy has made me a touch prone to dubious and unkind thoughts.”

Mehrak projects a hologram of a thumbs down above herself, the display of her eyes blinking into her annoyed face.

“Kaveh—“

“If you think that I got this far and am content to just rattle off the information back at you like some sort of secretary or recorded message you’ve quite forgotten who I am. Now I understand that between the hair and the clothes and the lack of me talking about anything involving a budget can be a little strange and out of character for me, but really? You really thought that after spending the past few weeks digging up information I’d hand it off to you and send you on your way to see it through?” Kaveh scowls, back straight, shoulders set, arms crossed as he stares the two down. Judicar of Secrets and Guardian of Aaru Village or not, he is Kaveh of the Kshahrewar, Master Architect, son of Faranak. He’s no coward and when there’s work to be done he’ll put his hands to whatever mess it is without hesitation (although not without complaint). 

“It will be dangerous. This could be a trap. It may be eremites we face—if so they will be aggressive. Zealots and fanatics who, potential history with violence aside, have an idea that human sacrifice is their salvation. It may also be something else. Members of the Akademiya, the Mahamata or the Sages and whoever else has thrown their lot in with them. It could be both. The experiments there might be ongoing or perhaps all we will find are the dead,” Cyno says. “You’ve done your job, that which I asked you out here to do. You got people to talk. Leave it to Candace and I to see to the result of the words trusted to us.”

Before Kaveh can say anything to that Candace adds on, “If there are Village Keepers or any of the other missing people there, it will be difficult protecting them and getting them out of danger as it is, Kaveh.”

Kaveh looks between the two of them.

“Of course it’s going to be difficult and dangerous. That’s why I’m going with you. Besides, we’ll need all the eyes we can to collect and gather what evidence we are able to. Who knows if we’ll be able to return or what might happen?”

“Exactly. We don’t know what’s going to happen. There’s always the possibility that this is a trap waiting for us.”

There is a serious miscommunication or disconnect going on here. They’re all saying much of the same thing, so Kaveh’s not sure why he’s suddenly being kept out of it.

“I’m not quite understanding why you don’t want me there. It’s not a matter of one of us having to stay behind in Aaru Village to keep a watch on things. You’ve got plenty of guards here. And all three of us have been absent from the village before. As to whether this is a trap or not, I suppose I could understand but I’d still go with you to watch things from a distance and wait for an all clear. And isn’t it always good to have someone unexpected come in to help even the odds if there is a trap waiting to be sprung?”

Here Kaveh pauses as he watches their expressions shift, reluctant and also weary. Kaveh narrows his eyes.

“Ah.” He knows that particular look. He’s gotten it a thousand times before. The look of someone who doesn’t expect Kaveh to meet an expectation. It’s a familiar enough thing, but not one he thought he’d run into here in this situation. “I see. You’ve forgotten that I’m not actually as weak as the aunts and children like to tease me for being because I’ve been such a good sport about it. Fair, I suppose. It’s not like I go around bragging about my martial skill set. I’ve got a whole lot of other things to be boasting about that I’d argue are much more praiseworthy.”

Kaveh leans forward. “Make no mistake. I am no soldier, no natural born and raised fighter as the two of you are. But before there was Mehrak, before I had my Vision, before I was a master of anything, it was just me and my hands and whatever I could get my hands on.” Kaveh holds said hands out between them, covered in fading and faded and new scars alike. Some small and burn shaped, others deeper and long where he’d miss-handled blades or glass or wood or stone or any number of things he’s put his hands on in his pursuit of a life without regret, a life lived fully and boldly. Kaveh’s hands are not beautiful hands but they are honest ones. Capable ones.

In recent years Kaveh’s dipped his head to acknowledge his age and the fact that he can no longer afford to be quite so reckless with himself. He’s stepped back from a lot of the things he used to do as a younger man—Adventurer Guild commissions, experiments with new untested techniques for processing materials, experimenting with new materials period. He’s taken to focusing a lot more on design and consultation, a lot of desk work. And when he does go out to the field to check on his builds and when he does challenge himself with testing and learning new techniques or coming up with new theories of his own to prove, he’s a lot more careful with it. The body just doesn’t bounce back with the same vitality as it did when he was ten years younger.

Mehrak and his Vision have helped a lot in the recent years, acting as his hands when his own flesh ones could appreciate the break. Mehrak holding his claymore for him and creating models and such.

But Kaveh has made sure that he has retained the mastery that he earned over the years. Kaveh’s hands, Kaveh’s body, is still just as familiar with the blade, with the exertion, now as it was when he was a younger man.

“I did not,” Kaveh says to them, to his hands, “survive this far because I was a nice and honest boy who knew how to say all the right things to the right people. You said it yourself, Cyno. My honesty has often turned to my own detriment. There are some problems that require a fight. You called upon me for my help, Cyno. You wanted an ally and here I am. My ears and my tongue and my hands and all. You don’t get to pick just one of them. So I’m going to go out there with the both of you whether you approve of it or not, and if you don’t then you’ll just have to keep that to yourself and figure it out on your own time. There are currently people who may or may not be being tortured just a few minutes off from here and I’m not going to keep them waiting even a minute longer than I have to.”

-

As they head towards the abandoned hospital, Cyno pulls Kaveh aside.

“Kaveh.”

“I’m not mad, just disappointed.”

“Kaveh.” Cyno’s voice turns sharp, hand around Kaveh’s arm squeezing tight. 

“Alright, I’m listening.” Kaveh sighs, pulling his arm free, turning to give Cyno his full attention. “If you’re going to make a case for me to turn back now I’ll tell you that I really will be mad, though.”

“I want to apologize to you, actually,” Cyno replies flatly. “If you’d hear it.”

“Oh. Sorry. I don’t usually get those.” Now it’s Kaveh’s turn to feel a little guilty. “Look, I know that your concern comes from a good place. I get it. But it does get frustrating when people forget that I’m not just someone who sits at a desk playing around with colored pencils.”

“If you feel that’s all Candace and I see you as, then I have even more to apologize for. But in this case—Candace and I are used to working alone when it comes to situations like this. As Candace mentioned before, she is used to a role where she stands separate and apart, carrying the burden so that others do not have to.”

“Don’t tell me you feel the same,” Kaveh frowns. “I know you know how to delegate. It had to have been impressed upon you at some point. I know you’re dedicated to your work but not even you could be doing the entire work of the Matra by yourself. And I’m not even talking about before these unusual times we find ourselves in.”

“In previous times, yes. It was…you know my struggles with learning to trust those who work with me. And it is these very same times that we find ourselves struggling through that has partially undone that work. In my lead up to where we are now, I’ve found myself being able to rely on others less and less.” Cyno pauses here, shaking his head. “This is less due to their own fault and more the factors at play. Either I was not able to work with them as I once did  or attempting to work with them as I wished became more of a liability than actual assistance. By the time I made my decision to confront the Sages and leave Sumeru City there were perhaps only a handful of people within the Matra I was still working with on this matter. And I was unable to tell any of them anything specific, nor was I even able to warn them about my departure.” Cyno’s eyes look regretful, full of worry for the team he had worked so hard to form. “I know what they think of the situation now and how they are handling it. I wish I was able to prepare them more, but even when I look back on my actions I’m not sure what I could have safely changed.”

Once again, Kaveh feels himself moved by the hurt in Cyno’s expression. Kaveh can’t imagine what it must be like, to be forced to close yourself off like so. Although it is true that Kaveh is currently keeping Al-Haitham’s very present-through-Kaveh involvement a secret, it’s not as though Kaveh is keeping everything a secret from Cyno. He’s just keeping his sources secret and smoothing over details he shouldn’t have. 

“I’ve gotten used to handling things on my own. Especially when the danger is so high,” Cyno continues, shaking his head. “For a long time I’ve had to rationalize my own bypassing of protocols on safety that I’d held all of my Matra to due to the severity of the situation we face. I ask that you trust that it is not due to lack of confidence in your ability that caused me to want to leave you behind. I’ve just fallen into poor habits.” Cyno allows a brief flicker of amusement to cross his face. “I imagine that I’m rather lucky it was you here, actually. If it was Tighnari or one of my Matra here instead of you, I wouldn’t have received a blunt talking to so much as they may have clubbed me upside the head and left to take care of things without me, to give me a taste of my own medicine.”

Kaveh can’t help it, he lets out a sharp laugh that he quickly raises his hand to smother. Candace, from ahead, turns to give them both an indulgent look. Kaveh waves at her.

Once under control, Kaveh removes the hand from his mouth. “You’re fortunate indeed. But I can see things from your side, when you explain it like that. Yes, they’re poor habits but the cause behind them is understandable and reasonable enough,” Kaveh concedes, squeezing Cyno’s shoulder. “I’ll take that apology though. With the understanding, of course, that we’ll not be having a repeat of this.”

“To the best of my ability,” Cyno acknowledges. “But I trust that if I should fall into the same poor habit again, you’ll swiftly put me on the correct path. Ideally not in the same way as Tighnari and my Matra would.”

“I am beginning to think that perhaps you asked me for help not because of my reputation to get people to talk, but because you’re more afraid of the other people who might have helped you.”

“Ah, you’ve caught on.”

They catch up to Candace, who’s waiting for them at the juncture of the road just before they can see into the stone mouth of the area where the hospital is. She goes ahead of them, the three of them keeping close to the shadows of the cold stones.

“Eremites,” she says as she carefully peers around the edge of the rock. Cyno, crouched, closes his eyes, listening as she describes the area, taking notes into the dusty sand. “Two, two and a half dozen.” He scratches down three lines. “A standard patrol arrangement. Temporary tents set up, probably to house the extra shift. But not large enough for supplies. Those must be inside. I can see the hospital. Lights on. The guards are set up around the area equally in groups of four.” Cyno scratches out a large circle, marking down where the groups must be. “The extra two are by the hospital entrance.”

Candace pauses, leaning forward a little. 

“There’s some sort of mechanism by the hospital. New. I can’t make it out from here—partially obscured by the building debris. They didn’t restore the hospital fully. I only see the eremites.”

“Distinguishing banners? Marks?”

“None that I can see at this distance,” Candace replies. “I don’t recognize anyone, either.”

“Would you, if they were from the fanatic side?” Kaveh asks to which Candace dips her head in acknowledgement of the point.

They wait as Candace notes patrol movements and switches, Cyno noting them down in the sand until he’s made a complete diagram of the situation.

Kaveh’s tempted to send Mehrak up to do an overhead scan, but she glows too brightly when she does that. His little light was named very aptly.

“Any chance at going in quietly?” Kaveh asks, already knowing the answer.

Candace shifts the shield off of her back to her arm. Cyno’s hands flicker with motes of electro and the power of the spirit within him.

Candace turns towards Cyno, “My priority is going to be getting into that building and rescuing any of mine.”

Cyno nods in agreement. “The priority is the rescue of any hostages and the recovery of solid evidence. We stay together. Our numbers are too small for us to split up and go after anyone who runs. We’ll have to settle with it being known that this area is no longer viable for their operations.”

Candance turns the shaft of her spear in her hand, adjusting her grip. “So that we are clear, General. You may be out to bring the people doing this to justice. But I will aim to end the threat. Are these goals capable of sharing the same path?”

They both glance towards him. Kaveh shakes his head. He’s here to help but he’s not going to be part of that specific discussion. Kaveh’s no stranger to violence or death. And as abhorrent and disgusting as it is that people would turn towards human sacrifice and hurting another for their own gain, Kaveh’s not going to be the one to wield the blade to end them if he can help it. 

Kaveh will raise his blade to fight and defend and protect, and if it that means having to kill then he’ll have to bear that consequence. But he’s not going to go seeking it out as his first course of action.

They both nod at Kaveh and turn back towards each other. 

“They share the same path,” Cyno confirms, “I will not stop you. It is not my place to do so, nor would I be entirely honest with myself if I did. Take point?”

“I am glad that we are in agreement,” Candace says with a brief humorless smile. And then, as fast as the torrent can turn a body to paste, she rises, shield lighting up with hydro energy as she flings it around the edge of the stone, following right after it with her spear raised.

Cyno and Kaveh follow after her, but the Guardian of Aaru Village proves her power. The first throw of the shield incapacitated at least three and scored a deep mark into one of the watch towers, causing the structure to shift precariously, the eremite perched on top cursing as they cling to one side while trying to aim their own retaliatory strike. 

Candace has caught her shield once more, turning to crouch behind it and twist as Cyno runs up behind her. The shield glows bright, and as Cyno leaps upon it she releases the energy to send Cyno high. Electro energy bursts from Cyno as he hurls down spears to scatter the eremites that are trying to mobilize, scorching a trail of fulgurite all the way up to the hospital entrance. Cyno is a faint glow of violet that leaps from the high rock walls to herd everyone towards Candace’s flowing onslaught of spear and shield.

Kaveh, from the back, holds the entrance, borrowing Candace’s aura of hydro to create bloom cores that litter the ground. Mehrak detonates these whenever someone approaches with cheer and flair that has Kaveh worried about what habits her personality module is picking up when he isn’t looking. 

Kaveh walks through the explosions of bloom cores unscathed, knocking out anyone who managed to stay conscious through the combination of Cyno’s lightning, Candace’s water, and Kaveh’s cores all pinging off of each other whenever they get close enough to trigger.

Their advance is slow, and by the time they reach the hospital the mechanism Candace had spotted has activated to create a dendro shield over the door.

“I didn’t see anyone leave,” Kaveh says as Candace finishes securing all of the, he thinks, surviving eremites. Cyno walks around the hospital entrance, leaping up high to see if there’s anything they missed, walking along the edge of the worn building to check the back. 

“There’s another totem up here,” Cyno says. “Can you hear the sounds?”

“And another totem is there, and one back midway towards the entrance,” Kaveh says, the three of them pausing to listen. “I can hear it. It’s muffled by the dendro barrier, but I hear it. People. Someone in pain. They’re still inside.”

“No one passed you, and no one was able to scale the walls to get past Cyno,” Candace says as she joins them at the hospital entrance. “I know of no other entrances and exits. The sounds aren’t right though.”

“Not right how?”

Candace presses her ear to the wall. “Just people in pain. Where are their captors? I don’t hear movement. The guards weren’t the only ones here. Who’s inside with the captives?”

“Let’s worry about getting in first.” Kaveh turns towards the dendro totems towards the side of the building. “Well. Aren’t you glad that I’m here now?”

“Which is the one that activated this mechanism?” Cyno frowns. “There’s too many. One activated it, but not all of them should be needed to deactivate. Some of them are too far away to be used effectively. Unless there’s another hidden mechanism.”

“Right. We don’t have time for that.” Kaveh huffs, walking from one side of the blocked hospital entrance to the other. “When I asked if you’re glad I’m here or not I didn’t mean the dendro totems.” Kaveh gestures Mehrak over to start scanning. She hovers back, swiftly but thoroughly moving from one side to the other of the hospital building. Once done she turns to Kaveh and shines an affirmative. “Site clear? Excellent. You know my favorite part of people putting up barriers and blockades around buildings? They only do it around the door. Stand back.”

Kaveh runs his palm against the worn surface of the building as Mehrak projects bright spots of green onto the points she’d identified as both clear on the other side and most efficient to target. Kaveh hefts his claymore, sheathing it in dendro to protect the metal, and strikes true.

It only takes three carefully calculated hits to get a portion of the wall bursting inwards at waist height. Kaveh waits for the dust and pieces to finish crumbling before he reaches in, grabbing at the crumbling dry edges and starts pulling to widen the hole safely. Old and dry brick crumbles underneath his fingers easily now that they’re cracked and weakened by the first hits. 

He’d have tried something with the windows, but he’s entirely certain that they were trapped. Kaveh sends Mehrak in to check, and she confirms that the area around the shuttered windows is full of traps that she proceeds to start to pick apart and dismantle while Kaveh gets to work in widening the hole so that actual bodies can fit through.

“Architects,” he hears Cyno sigh.

Over the sound of Kaveh’s creation of a new entry, the sound of what they can only assume to be the Village Keepers or other missing persons grows louder. And it confirms multiple voices, multiple sources. Some sound in pain. Others sound as though there might be actual words being spoken, but they’re too garbled to make out clearly.

The three of them make their way inside. Mehrak has already dismantled some traps and she’s marked out the ones she couldn’t.

“There’s nothing here,” Cyno frowns. “Where are they? There’s only traps, some basic supplies here. Rope. Fuel. Supplies to pack up the temporary tents.”

“Liquor,” Candace adds on dryly, raising up a jar and shaking it, the sound of its half-empty contents audible underneath the sound of the faint vocalizing. 

“No signs of experimentation, torture, or even resistance.” Cyno paces across the room, pausing to help Mehrak disarm a trap by one window. 

Kaveh’s looking through papers he’s found on a table. They’re all out of order and scattered about. Nothing truly incriminating here that he can tell at a glance. Notes on what he assumes are people and goods being smuggled in and out, of course in code. A few scribbles on patrol and guard-routes. 

He turns to look around them. There’s something wrong here. This can’t be the whole place. The buildings in the desert are small, but this is too small for a hospital. It’s not even a clinic.

But Kaveh’s walked from one end to another of the building. It matches what he saw from the outside when accounting for density of the material making the walls and foundational pillars. 

“Mehrak, leave that for a moment,” he calls out, gesturing for the machine to come to him. “Do a scan of the floors. Start over there and work your way back over to me, we’ll meet in the middle.”

Mehrak salutes, zipping off to the other end of the hospital, floating up towards the ceiling as she starts to scan and ping the rooms one by one. Kaveh drops to his hands and knees, pressing his palms to the stone and activating his own dendro energy, sending it through the stone in slow, careful pulses. 

A lot of desert buildings build down rather than up, taking advantage of natural insulation and defenses. It’s rarely obvious from above ground but Kaveh hadn’t seen any obvious entrances downward, and building down wouldn’t be the first choice of design for a hospital that deals with Eleazar, a disease known to affect mobility.

Sure enough though, Kaveh can feel a large space beneath them. He closes his eyes, focusing on the feedback he gets from the dendro pulses. This isn’t his best skill and a geo user would be better at this. But Kaveh can feel that the large space beneath is at least somewhat organized. It’s not just some storage cellar or the building just happening to be above a natural forming tunnel. This was intentional.

Mehrak, from the other side, chimes an alert when she comes across the entrance. Kaveh gets to his feet, walking over and gesturing for the other two to follow to help him move things around. 

“Architects,” Candace says, admiration in her voice as they uncover, obscured beneath several of the traps they had dismantled and some of the few supplies they had found, a series of planks. She lifts the heavy planks up and pushes them to the side to reveal a wide entrance with a ladder leading down into a well maintained underground layer. 

“That’s more Kaveh than architects,” Cyno muses, taking point. 

Below are several well kept and structured hallways and rooms, blocked off by more dendro barriers.

“That’s what the other totems were for then. What an inconvenient security measure. You’re telling me that you have to go all the way out of the hospital and halfway out of this place just to unlock some halls?” 

“Save your critique of design flaws until we’re done with this place and have secured the captives,” Cyno says, “meanwhile can you repeat what you did upstairs down here?”

Kaveh examines the barriers and the spaces they’re set up around. Whoever did this placed the barriers strategically to block off places they really didn’t want people getting into or out of. But lucky for them, none of the walls or pillars they’re next to are structurally necessary. Some of them even look newly made, placed just to divide space.

Kaveh hefts his claymore. “Sure can.” 

As Kaveh tears down walls the sounds of people get louder and clearer. They come upon the first of them soon enough, visible from just the first blocked door. As Kaveh progresses it becomes clear that the people in charge here fled in a hurry. There was a half-hearted attempt at destroying evidence. But there’s plenty here to look at. And it even looks like most of the abducted persons were left behind.

Unfortunately, that very well may be because none of the people who were left behind were ones capable of fleeing—from their captors or towards their rescuers. Much like the equipment and documents left behind, they must have been deemed useless as evidence. A calculated loss that could be withstood.

“No Village Keepers,” Candace notes, as she carefully maneuvers a person who had huddled against the corner into facing towards the light. “I don’t recognize anyone here.”

Kaveh wonders if that would be a comfort or not to Shani, when they return to Aaru Village.

“Akademiya robes and uniforms on some of them. Clothes in styles from both sides of the Wall. No Akasha terminals on any. Hard to say, but I’m not seeing defensive injuries aside from what’s possibly the self-inflicted wounds. I don’t see signs of wound treatment, either,” Cyno observes, busy breaking chains and locks while Kaveh and Candace go through after him. “These must be some of the missing persons cases. But what happened to them? How are they here?”

Each of people they find are in similar states. They huddle close, curling up small towards the wall or floor, reluctant to stand or straighten on their own power. Some of them track movement with their eyes, others have vacant expressions. A lot of them moan in pain, pulling at their hair or biting at their own hands and arms. They scratch at their hands and faces. Kaveh tries to parse some of the things they say but it’s too garbled, interspersed with grunts and moans and keening. 

Kaveh wonders how many of these people were even reported as missing. And how long they’ve been missing for. If Kaveh and Mehrak go through the scant files on the missing person cases they were able to save from Al-Haitham notes would any of those people crop up here?

He sends her ahead to make simple scans of the rooms to try and capture as many details of the items as she can. Kaveh will go through the data later. Hopefully they can get this location secured so he can come back to work with the actual evidence but he’s not going to take the chance. 

As they go through room by room, carefully trying to identify people and get them ready for transport to the first floor—Candace will double back to Aaru to get carts and others to help—Kaveh pauses.

“I know you,” Kaveh says. And then, louder, “I know this one.”

Candace and Cyno immediately come to him as Kaveh carefully, gently, pulls the young woman’s hands away from her face. There are open sores and scratches on her cheeks and temples, her eyes aren’t focused, but Kaveh recognizes her.

“She was on the Vahumana expedition I came to Caravan Ribat on,” Kaveh explains, searching her face for any signs of recognition on her side, or at least some sort of lucidity. “She was one of the ones who talked to me.”

“So one of the ones who wasn’t in on this. Victim, not participant,” Cyno concludes. “But with this we have proof that the Akademiya is doing some form of trafficking.”

“Possibly both participant and victim,” Candace corrects. “Given the multiple layers of what we’re looking at, it’s entirely possible to be both.”

Kaveh passes the murmuring scholar to Candace and quickly goes to check the remaining people. He finds two more from the expedition, stomach twisting whenever he does. Is he glad to recognize them or guilty? Can someone be both? 

Reading Kaveh’s predictable heart and how it can cloud his mind, Cyno’s hand closes over Kaveh’s shoulder, giving him a firm shake. “Do not take this as your burden. You found them.  You couldn’t have known what was happening, but you found out and you saved what was left of them,” Cyno reminds him, voice hard and unyielding with conviction. “How would you have known to stop this ahead of time? Several of the people here must have come from projects like the one you came through on. All of them were on legitimate Akademiya approved business. How would you have known that something like this was going on? If you did, how would you have saved them?”

“You know I don’t know the answers to those questions,” Kaveh says. “But you also know that I’m going to feel guilty anyway.”

“Kaveh…”

“I know. I know.” Kaveh shrugs Cyno off and goes to the last couple of scholars, one of them huddled up next to the wall and rocking back and forth. Kaveh kneels down to coax this one away from the wall. Eventually he succeeds, even though nothing here feels like a success. But upon seeing the scholar’s face he has to stop. Kaveh squints, almost sure that his mind is playing tricks on him. But why would it? “I know this one also. But…” Kaveh turns towards Cyno and Candace over his shoulder. “He’s an idiot.”

There’s a moment of silence (not counting the murmuring and groaning of the people they’d managed to rescue).

“That’s cruel, Kaveh,” Candace finally says, sounding shocked and incredibly disappointed. Even Cyno’s pale brows are high on his face, mouth slightly open.

“No. I—not because of this. I don’t mean this, of course I don’t mean this,” Kaveh backtracks, turning back to squint at the face of the mumbling scholar. He’s pale, cheeks and hair thinned out and faded of color. He mutters to himself quietly, eyes vacant. But he’s not scratching or biting or anything like that. It’s easy enough for Kaveh to sort of get him standing and he stays that way. “His name is Razak. I’m pretty sure that the only reason he graduated the Akademiya is because his teachers were tired of having him around but they couldn’t outright flunk him out because of headcount or something. I mean—he wasn’t a bad fellow. He just wasn’t particularly good at the whole…being a scholar thing. He was a year below me—Haravatat Darshan. I remember him because Al-Haitham complained about him once.”

“Al-Haitham complained about him once and you remembered him ten years later?” Cyno says, expression doing a lot of things at once that Kaveh refuses to acknowledge.

“You’ve got to be pretty exceptional for Al-Haitham to notice you enough to complain,” Kaveh replies. “Anyway. He wasn’t great at anything, but I wouldn’t say that anyone really hated him. The strongest feeling anyone probably had for Razak was exasperation. He was just there. Sometimes getting in people’s way but not on purpose or to be malicious.” Kaveh waves his hand around them. “So what in the world did he do to get the attention of the Akademiya or eremites to be dragged all the way out here?”

“Is it so strange?” Candace asks. “Perhaps he was on one of the expeditions.”

“When I say this guy was an idiot I really mean it.” Kaveh shakes his head. “He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the box and he had the ambition of a sun-stunned lizard. I think the last I heard of him he was pushing papers in the lowest ranks of his Darshan’s clerical team. There’s no way he’d have gotten onto an official expedition of any kind. No one would look at that paperwork and clear it. That would be one giant red flag to anyone looking.”

“And why do you know the goings on of the Haravatat?” Cyno asks.

“Well.” Kaveh scratches the back of his neck. This bit is kind of embarrassing to admit. “The Haravatat and Kshahrewar don’t really get along, so whenever the Kshahrewar have to do something related to the Haravatat they kind of aim for the…shall we call them, not particularly situationally aware? Anyway, the Kshahrewar keeps track of the weak points in the Haravatat and vice versa and I imagine the same for all of the Darshans.”

Candace, from off to the side, clicks her tongue as she starts to shepherd people into little groups. “Politics.”

“Politics,” Cyno sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose before he goes off to go through the documents and examine the smashed equipment.

Candace leaves temporarily to bring help to transfer the people they found while Cyno and Kaveh go through the evidence left behind. Kaveh mostly sorts through the documents and the bits of smashed machinery while Cyno looks through crates upon crates of supplies.

All of the important parts of the documents that look to be communications seem to be written in code. But Kaveh finds pieces of blueprints and research notes, all with the Akademiya seal on them.

“Ah,” Cyno says, sounding grimly pleased. Kaveh turns and sees Cyno holding up an intact coil of incense. The box he lifted it from is stamped with the seal of the Akademiya. “And here’s solid proof of Akademiya involvement.”

“Aside from the guards outside, where’s our proof of eremite zealotry though?” Kaveh asks, gesturing to the pages before him. “These are research notes. I don’t think that the zealots of the Scarlet King are doing deep studies on…whatever this is.”

“Keep looking,” Cyno says, setting the incense coil down to break open the next case of materials. “The connection exists. We will find it.”

They find a lot of things in the time it takes Candace to return.

Boxes of equipment, clearly meant to be repair parts for the regular maintenance and upkeep of the machines that were either destroyed or ripped right out of their settings. There are scrape marks over the floor where heavy items were transported in a hurry. Some carved deep grooves into the stone—those would be the machines. Cyno finds faint trails of blood and lighter tracks that they agree probably mean captives that the people here weren’t done experimenting on and still found use for. 

Kaveh and Cyno follow those tracks through the hospital to find a hidden escape route. The tracks still fresh, even more evidence in the form of small drops and smears of blood, torn and damaged pages, and machine parts dropped along the way.

“Too much at once,” Cyno says half to himself. “They had to lighten the load. The priority was damning evidence.”

“People who could talk,” Kaveh translates as he looks at the tunnel. Parts of it were certainly done by hands, but mostly that’s just structural reinforcement and he helpful installation of lights.

“There must have been natural caverns under here,” Cyno reasons as they move from shaped stone to roughly hewn rock. “Perhaps this place was built on or close to a wenut’s territory, or a hilichurl encampment. Let’s go back to the hospital. There will be no point in pursuit.”

“Should we be worried about them reporting back to the Akademiya?”

“The Akademiya already guessed that I left to the desert. That’s why they shut down the roads,” Cyno points out. “Besides, I doubt that any of the ones fleeing saw me. Candace went in first, and the ones inside would have either been below ground or rushing to alert the ones below ground to assist in destroying the evidence and fleeing. And if you’re worried about being spotted and word getting back to the Akademiya, your dye job is even worse than before with the way it’s partially been washed out. No one would think to say that it was Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar helping the Guardian of Aaru Village and the defected General Mahamatra.”

Back at the hospital they start sorting equipment and evidence into categories under Cyno’s direction.

Most of the documents are damaged in some way, but there are enough whole pieces for them to use as solid evidence to begin filling in the gaps. There are whole records of experiments done on people who are referred to by number or by location. This is not the only research laboratory. Several records reference other testing sites and potential other projects that use humans as test subjects.

There’s plenty of conclusive evidence here to bring up more than enough charges to get any Sage deposed. In a fair and just government with functional administrative and overseeing bodies, of course. How unfortunate that this is not, apparently, the reality they live in!

By the time they’ve finished arranging and noting most of the evidence, Kaveh’s mind is spinning with the amount of work they’ve got to go through. Just to think, a few hours ago they had nothing to go on. And now they have an entire research laboratory to comb through. But something doesn’t sit right with him. There’s something about all of this that bothers him.

Well. Everything bothers him. Guilts him. Horrifies and disgusts and outrages him. The amount of suffering—the sheer lack of disregard for one’s fellow man. What sort of scum of the earth do you have to be to live with yourself after doing these things? And then have the never to call yourself an enlightened and edified being. The audacity. This sort of grotesquery is something not even beasts would partake in. How mortifying to share an academic background as those who chose this path and did whatever unknown horrors took place here. 

If Kaveh finds out he knew, possibly respected, or even considered himself friends with a single person who put themselves to this great abomination to man he’s going to turn his back entirely on the Akademiya. Both the government and the institution. May he never set foot on their grounds again. 

“Something’s bothering you.”

“Many things bother me,” Kaveh says, biting at the edge of his thumbnail. Mehrak beeps at him until he stops. He’s got to figure out where she’s picking up these programs. She didn’t used to do that before. “It’s just that…our lead to coming here was extremists of the Scarlet King and hostilities against people from the green side of the Wall of Samiel, specifically those who came through the Wall. Village Keepers, predominantly.”

“Yes.”

“Out of everything we’ve seen,” Kaveh gestures to around them with a wide sweep of his hand, “have you noticed anything that has to do with any of those topics?”

Cyno’s lips press together.

They have found the incense meant to lure village keepers shipped and packaged with the seals of the Akademiya boldly printed upon the transport crates. Among the papers left behind are official Akademiya reports, communications, and files. The structures of the notes they salvaged match Akademiya standard research and trial note formats. There are even names of Akademiya personnel and officials from the Sage’s offices signing off on these reports.

They have found inexorable proof that this is an Akademiya sanctioned and supplied zone for human trafficking and experimentation. They’ve found the victims, many of whom are likely to either be missing persons or people listed as staff on several of the questionable Akademiya projects. They have found notes suggesting that some of these people were flagged as “suitable” for the experiments. “Predisposed”. And then there are equally disquieting notes that mention some of the persons who may have passed through here were…not necessarily here because they fit any specific profile of test subject. But it would be rather convenient of them to simply become supporting data.

But nothing about the Scarlet King. Nothing about the zealots. Nothing about the Village Keepers. 

“They weren’t unrelated,” Kaveh says to Cyno as they start helping Candace and the other guards from Aaru Village carefully gather all of the freed captives into carts to bring back to the village where Maruf is waiting with his limited supplies to do what he can. “We know that they aren’t unrelated. So how could we miss pivotal evidence?”

Cyno turns to look over his shoulder at the hospital as they follow the carts away from it. Candace has left behind four of the village’s guards. They’ll have to think of different security measures or figure out a way to transport and store all of the evidence back to Aaru Village, because the village can’t spare four guards indefinitely.

“Perhaps we did find the evidence,” Cyno says, shrugging his shoulders with an ease an acceptance that Kaveh finds hard to understand. If anything he would have thought it would bother Cyno more. Between the two of them Cyno’s the one who does the detective work for a living. “Sometimes you will have the exact evidence you need to tie something together and make an entire mystery turn clear, but you won’t recognize it until later. It’s likely that we do have the evidence we need. Be it through the rumors and anecdotes you’ve gathered, the evidence we found here, or any number of other things we’ve collected. It is not that the evidence is overlooked or left behind, yet to be found or uncovered. It is simply that we have not learned enough about the situation to recognize it for what it is.”

“You are entirely too wise.”

“It’s the white hair,” Cyno replies. After Kaveh is finished rolling his eyes, Cyno continues with much more levity. “There will be time to try and put these pieces together later. What must be done now is taking care of the people we found and going through the evidence we’ve acquired in order to find further avenues of investigation to progress upon. Leave that specific mystery for later, Kaveh. When the time comes for us to open the door of mystery to the next step of the puzzle, we will know it.”

-

The house that they’re borrowing is summarily filled, wall to wall, with new notes and evidence as they work together to decode the ledgers, notes, and letters or put the destroyed pieces back together. An area of one of the stores houses is cleared for Kaveh to work on repairing or doing his best guess at repairing the machines they found.

“It’s not like these storehouses were seeing their proper use anyway,” Habachi says as he helps them unload carts of equipment. “At least the space isn’t being wasted. Guarding an empty warehouse hasn’t been the most fulfilling of tasks.”

They piece together parts of supply manifests, Cyno finds a few page that detail some sort of procedure including several variations of a drug formula. The formula includes extract from the same plant used to create the incense as well as different dilutions and forms of other incredibly dangerous drugs that have been outlawed in most areas of Teyvat for years. There’s one particular formula that he catches in a document that they thought was unrelated that involves an incredibly high concentration of opium. Based off of that document and how they had previously sorted it, Cyno manages to crack the pattern of names.

“The opium heavy variant is confirmed death,” Cyno says. “I don’t need to see the research notes. Based on formula alone that’s readily apparent. That it saw any continued use just means that there was something that the people working on this experiment wanted to see in the middle of the dying.” Cyno goes through the stacks of documents, looking for the correct pages. They’d kept all of the originals but for the sake of expediency copied over the summaries of main details onto fresh sheets of paper. Cyno shows one of these to Candace and Kaveh now. It’s a list of all of the code names for test subjects they had found referenced in the research notes. Cyno makes a little mark next to certain names. “These are all of the ones that received the drugs with the high opium concentration. All of them are deceased. The time frame is approximately thirty six hours after administration of the drug via bloodstream. No exception. These are marked as successes. The intent here was to kill. Based on physical descriptions recorded I’ve matched a few of the cases to potential missing persons records that Candace was able to get from her connections in Caravan Ribat. The dates on the missing persons reports are always after the research notes mark them as deceased. If we went to check with the people who initially moved to file those reports I’m certain that they would tell us that these people went missing long before and that the missing persons reports were stalled in their release.”

“You believe that these were targeted,” Candace summarizes. 

“A convenient way to make certain persons disappear,” Cyno nods. “Perhaps these people noticed something going wrong or spoke out about irregularities. This operation needed test subjects and had also found a way to kill those subjects with certainty while observing some kind of result. And they also needed a way to get rid of unwanted voices.”

“But what about the rest of them?” Kaveh asks, gesturing to the rest of the list, thinking of Razak.

“We did find notes citing certain persons as biologically or mentally more suitable for whatever research was going on here than others.” Cyno makes new marks next to certain names, but these he does much lighter on the page. “Thus far I believe based on the research notes it would be like this. These names refer to test subjects who have some sort of biological difference that had them flagged. These ones a mental one. And I think the rest, like Razak, were simply used as neutral baselines.”

Kaveh frowns. As Cyno goes through his steps for his deductions he can’t find any flaw in them. Cyno’s conclusion is sound. He follows a clear line of reasoning and yet the answer doesn’t sit quite right. There’s something missing to it. Kaveh puts that aside, turning towards his own work with the machines.

At last, a problem he’s actually equipped to work on. Kaveh knows machines. He may be an architect by trade, but any Kshahrewar who would dare take on the title of Master would know rudimentary engineering if they were worthy of the title. And Kaveh is no average Master. And Kaveh’s had the distinct advantage of working with Senior Faruzan for several months now. The woman may be Haravatat but she’s an absolute genius when it comes to hardcoding and machinery. 

He’s put together some basic monitoring machines, for vitals mostly. He’s managed to repair sound recording machines as well but they didn’t find any of the actual sound recordings so those must have been taken when the people running the laboratory escaped. The recording devices aren’t the sort that have any long-term or short-term playback record on what they just recorded which is probably the smartest move this entire operation has showed thus far. Because the other machines provide much more information as Kaveh fixes them up.

They broke the easy to break parts, not the vital ones. And this is why the Kshahrewar is under-appreciated in its time. If these were Kshahrewar-trained persons, they wouldn’t have gone for the glass covering the little read outs or the smaller bits of pipe or ripped out the tiny wires they could see and reach. They would have taken a very heavy pipe and gone for the guts.

“These machines are used to create the drugs and distill the chemical concentrates needed,” Kaveh says as he arranges the machines they have in the rough order they should work in. He doesn’t need to be Spantamad or Amurta to tell that. “But the curious thing is this.” He gestures for Candace and Cyno to follow him.

In the warehouse Kaveh had drawn a simple outline of the layout of the portions of the hospital where they had found the machines in chalk on the ground, rebuilding and arranging the machines within those outlines as Mehrak had originally recorded.

Kaveh leads Candace and Cyno around the outlines, explaining as he goes with Mehrak’s help as she projects images of some of the things they didn’t bring back or some of the other items Kaveh didn’t add to the outlines for the sake of not cluttering up the space.

“These machines need heavy supplies of water,” Kaveh says. “And energy. You can see that here. All of these pipes would have led to some sort of water source. There’s no residue of any chemical inside and no signs of chemical abrasions or damages. These are simple water pipes, no two ways about it. Based on the size of these machines, they were meant to process high volumes at once. And from the records Cyno’s looked at and from the volume of missing persons cases we know—both on and off record—turnover would be exceptionally high. We also know that this was just one laboratory among many researching the same thing. So those other locations would have the same, if not similar equipment.”

“So where are they getting the water and the power?” Candace frowns. “There are only so many places in the desert where useable water can be found. It would need to be processed first. Even if it was being used as part of some chemical process, there must be some sort of standard, no?”

“There would be a purification step involved in between for best yield,” Cyno agrees. “The formula records we’ve found support this. And none of the inventory ledgers or shipment notes we’ve found make any mention of water. Or energy.”

“If we were anywhere else I could say that they were using the water twofold, as part of the chemical processing and also as a power source as they either distill it, purify it, or recycle it,” Kaveh says. “But if that were true we would have found evidence of that. None of these machines are hydraulic in nature. And we found no evidence of a hydraulic generator in that hospital. But we have to ask—where did the water come from? Where did the energy source come from? If we can answer those two questions with the information we’ve gleaned from the records on transfer of test subjects, known supply routes, and changing patterns in monster and wild-life I think we can find the rest of them.”

In Uncle Anpu’s house Cyno clears the large table while Candace and Mehrak go through pulling all of the maps of the desert they have; the ones detailing elevations, the ones that have notes on underground entrances and exits, the ones that mark out all the paths of water with expected water levels based on season, the maps on monster routes, the wenut maps, even the maps of flora.

They spread the maps out one by one on every surface they can. Mehrak hovers above them as close to the ceiling as possible to highlight and trace routes in bright green for them as they point them out.

It’s Cyno who notices the first pattern.

“Ley lines,” he says, the mind of the Spantamad scholar rising to take charge. “Where are all the maps on ley lines?”

Those are arranged on the table, spilling over each other as Cyno goes through them.

“There’s a shift. The ley lines are having some sort of shift,” Cyno traces his finger over the map. “The blooms aren’t where they’re supposed to be. Candace, have you or anyone you’ve talked to challenged any of the ley line blossoms recently? Are you able to describe them to me?”

Candace has and she does. Cyno asks her about the regularity at which the ley lines are challenged and the circumstances under which they were cleared. As she does so Cyno, on a clear page, makes a rough sketch of the areas and starts to draw and notate.

“Ley lines,” Cyno explains as he draws, “are branches. The blooms we see are what happen when enough energy is gathered to physically manifest above ground, but there are branches of pure energy that run invisible to the eye underneath. When one is tapped and overused without time to recover, it withers over time. When this happens the energy originally supplied to that branch shifts to the others, or begins to create new branches in paths to avoid the drained line—just like any other plant would avoid overwhelming heat and darkness. This can cause entire ecological shifts noticeable as a change in the immediate surroundings, usually preceded by noticeable changes in wildlife behavior. If the ley line branch is near a human settlement you’ll also notice changes in weather and atmosphere. People getting tired and antsy, symptoms of depression and lethargy, poor tempers. But it takes significant abuse of a ley line for this to begin.”

Cyno arranges the maps over the table, most overlapping, but he gestures out to them with his hand.

“We had attributed the shift in monster and animal activity towards increased foot traffic through the sands and disruption due to potential new Akademiya project sites. This is partially true, but when taken in overall along with the ley lines and the areas we consider as viable for potential human trafficking and experimentation sites… those were mere symptoms of a greater problem.”

“The power source,” Candace says, leaning over the maps. “The lines are shifting away from potential areas of over-taxation. And if we line it up with the water?”

Kaveh takes those maps out now. The alignment between the areas where water is abundant and the areas that show shifting ley line energy don’t quite line up. There are places where they overlap, yes, but they don’t match the other criteria so neatly. The abandoned hospital, for example isn’t near any rivers or—

“Cisterns.” Kaveh blinks at the maps, pushing aside the natural water routes and pulling out the trade maps instead. “They’re not using natural water ways. They’re tapping into existing infrastructure.”

Kaveh turns, rushing off with the other two at his heels. He finds the man in charge of Aaru Village’s water supply easily enough.

“When you started working on the plans for upgrading the cisterns,” Kaveh launches into it without any preamble, barely skidding to a stop over the man’s desk as he stares up at Kaveh wide eyed, eyebrows near lifting off of his face when Cyno and Candace come in right after him, “was it because you had noticed a change in water levels?”

The man’s eyes move between their three faces before he slowly nods, nervously clearing his throat.

“Ah…yes, Master Kaveh. The dip wasn’t too concerning.” He raises his hands, waving them in front of himself as he turns to address Candace. “I would have brought it up to you and the village elders if it was, Sister Candace. Really. The change in water levels was relatively low, the levels are still high enough to meet village needs. I just thought it was because of all the increased visitors coming through with their caravan trains and the like. And we know about all of the raids and the shifts in animal patterns, so that might have been it, too. I thought I’d be a good idea to start working on storage upgrades but it isn’t an immediate need.”

“Do you have a record of water levels?” Candace asks. As the man goes about collecting them Kaveh turns to address her and Cyno.

“They’re using village water systems. Candace, if you get in contact with other villages I’m sure that they’ll have similar observations. And they probably wouldn’t have noticed it as odd for the exact same reasons.”

Cyno adds on, “Village Keepers. It would be villages that house Village Keepers.”

Candace and Kaveh turn to him, waiting for further explanation. Cyno continues to lay out his points, like strikes against the stone to create the harsh picture.

“Just like with the Eleazar hospital near Aaru Village, it would be easier transport of abducted Village Keepers. It’s a prime opportunity. Abundance in resources of water, ley lines, and test subjects. Add onto this that we know that the disappearances of the Village Keepers is connected to the Scarlet King’s fanatics and increasing hostilities against those with ties to the forest side of the Wall of Samiel. The Akademiya has been setting up right underneath all of our noses with alarming efficiency.”

Candace sends messages out to allied villages immediately. It doesn’t take long for them to get a confirmation back. Water has been slowly draining. Not an alarming rate. But just enough to be noticeable. And it was attributed to increased population and stranger wildlife behaviors.

Within hours after that first letter of confirmation returns, they’ve triangulated several new areas to check and potentially raid for more evidence. 

“Stay behind for these,” Cyno says, insistent. “We now know the general image of what we’re walking into. We will not be going alone. Candace has recruited the other village’s guards and guardians to assist. The Akademiya wouldn’t think twice about Candace and I appearing to raid these locations. Having you a secret on our side is one of the few things we have up our sleeve. Besides. Knowing the scale and scope of these operations, we need someone staying behind to organize it as we send back…the remains.”

Here, Kaveh can grudgingly accept the reasoning, even if it doesn’t sit quite right with him.

The first raid is conducted. First to return are the captives who are more or less in the same state as the ones they found in the abandoned hospital, although there are some who appear to have been early on in the stages of the experiment. None of them can quite say what was happening to them—part of the process includes some sort of high fever that rendered them either unconscious or delirious, or some of them were just unconscious for the most part. But they get actual names from a few of them. Real names. Not code names or subject labels.

Among some of the first few to be sent back are members of the Mahamata. Specifically scribes. Most of the scribes aren’t in a position to speak, either staring off blankly or muttering in broken incoherent phrases. Their lucidity comes and goes in brief sparks that are already fading as they’re recognized. Kaveh would use the tokens if he could, but he doubts they’d even know what a regular coin is if he showed them one.

Kaveh has all of the evidence and equipment moved back to the abandoned hospital so that the warehouses can be used as temporary housing. Several of the more patient elders of the village sit with those capable of speech and record what they’ve said, or try to ask them questions while tending to their wounds. Within a few days of their arrival, those who were slightly better off start helping, too.

When Cyno and Candace themselves return from that first raid, they pull Kaveh aside with the maps. They arrived much later than Kaveh expected.

“Did you detour?”

“There was something we did not realize we had to factor in,” Cyno says, slowly and solemnly unfurling the map where they had marked the convergence of areas near villages with Village Keepers, signs of ley line shifts, and water shortages. With a stub of deep black charcoal, Cyno marks a black X next to the place they just came from. 

And then, Cyno elaborates with two words that make Kaveh feel as though he were dunked right into an ice bath and held there. Air leaves his lungs sharply, so sharply he feels light headed.

“The bodies.”

Candace closes her eyes, face ashen with grief. With horror.

“When all of the test subjects that we know died, died, where did the bodies go?” Cyno continues slowly as he marks more areas on the map. “We have a significant amount of missing persons cases, both official and unofficial. Not all of them are related to what we’re working on, but it would not be an exaggeration to say most will be. We have only raided two locations and we know that the subjects are always on the move. Some are left behind, those with the most promise for the experiments or further use are transferred elsewhere. But where are the rest?”

Kaveh feels like he can’t breathe.

“As Cyno and I were clearing the area,” Candace says, voice tight with rage, with grief, “we noticed an unusual amount of scorpions and vultures. Some foxes, too. The village nearby had said that they had noticed an increase of those coming around. They did not mind because it was good hunting. We followed them.”

Candace’s hands curl into such tightly held fists that the spear shaft in her hand creaks. She loosens her grip and rests the spear against the wall before walking out of the building entirely.

“There was a grave.”

Cyno says nothing further, turning away from Kaveh, setting down the charcoal and stepping away from the table.

Kaveh closes his eyes, the contents of his stomach trying to punch their way out of him. 

“How…” 

How to finish the question of how? How did they not think of that? How many people were in the singular grave? How long were they in there? How did this get overlooked for so long?

“We went back to the hospital. We followed some vultures.” Cyno says nothing further after that. Kaveh doesn’t know if he could hear more.

He should ask about what they plan to do with them. The bodies. The people. How would they even identify them? Would it still be possible? Kaveh raises a hand to his head, staggering backwards and feeling back blindly until he thinks he’s found a chair. Mehrak beeps in alarm, helping him collapse into it.

Cyno leaves with a purposeful scrape of his foot on the floor.

Kaveh doesn’t know how long he stays there with the horror, with the grief. But whatever measure of time it is. It’s a long one.

-

Candace and Cyno hit the other locations hard and fast after that. Kaveh can barely keep up with the people and evidence they send back. 

But without Candace and Cyno present, Kaveh doesn’t quite have to worry about management of resources and information he shouldn’t have and shouldn’t have access to getting. Kaveh uses the tokens and coded language with a little more frequency than he would if they were around, on both the travelers who are still coming through the village bearing news and on the few lucid and relatively healthy persons who are rescued. 

Kaveh hadn’t even though to try the tokens and phrases on some of the recovering captives until one of them approached him.

She was, he thinks, a member of the Mahamata. The woman herself wasn’t quite sure, her memories were unclear but recovering slowly day by day. But she approached him, pointed at his box and said, “Mond makes the best tobacco. Would you happen to have one to spare? If not, a strong, stiff drink. That might be easier to find in these parts.”

Unsure of whether this was just a conversation or a conversation, Kaveh replied, “I’m afraid tobacco is rather thin. The liquor is being saved. I don’t suppose you’d take some poetry to soothe a weary soul?”

She looked at him, eyes unclear, gaze drifting away from him as she swayed on her feet. And then, abruptly, she slapped herself. Kaveh startled, rising to stop her but she grabbed his wrist, sharp broken nails digging in into skin and catching on the cuffs of his sleeves. With considerable effort, she focused her eyes on him and pushed out, “It’s a disease. They’re targeting people with some sort of disease.”

“Eleazar?” Kaveh asked, confused. It was the only disease he could think of that anyone would want to research and pay attention to.

But she shook her head violently. “New. Unnamed. Has to do with the mind. Headaches. Vision anomalies. Auditory disruption. Migraines.”

Something in Kaveh’s head clicked into place, but before he could quite solder it there to hold steady and ask more questions, the woman’s grip on his arm slipped and her eyes unfocused again. She was covered in sweat and swaying dangerously. Kaveh quickly caught her as she fainted and carried her to one of the doctors that another village had managed to spare for them as Maruf is quite overwhelmed with the numbers.

Al-Haitham’s symptoms flashed to mind. Would Al-Haitham end up among the ledgers and lists and coded messages that they’d been recovering? Or would he be among the graves?

But this causes Kaveh to question the categories of people who went missing again. It’s a loose thread that bothers him as he works through the multiple problems of the day.

From a few lucid others Kaveh gets similar conjectures, but not always. From some he gets proof that these experiments were also being used to get rid of people who knew too much or said something to the wrong person on the wrong subject.

A middle-aged man who responds to Al-Haitham’s codes and looks at Al-Haitham’s token with broken, open relief, says that he’s actually a locksmith. He never went to the Akademiya and before he got entangled in this he didn’t really get into trouble. 

Al-Haitham really only brought him into the network because he had a pretty good business going in Port Ormos. Sometimes Al-Haitham would send him lock schematics or would ask him if he’d taken a job from a specific person. None of this was particularly incriminating information. He’d turn over his records to anyone with cause without fuss. Al-Haitham never asked him for details, just yes or no answers. But Al-Haitham had helped him several times in return for what he thought were relatively simple favors. Usually by directing business to him or by giving him helpful tips on new types of locks the Kshahrewar were going to unroll, or advance notice on physical security measure regulations and standard changes a day or so before they were officially unrolled through the message boards or Akasha.

The man confirms that he had none of the symptoms the woman warned Kaveh of, the ones that aligned with the things he’d already heard in fragments from Al-Haitham and in passing whispers. 

But he also confirms that he thinks that the reason he was targeted and taken was because he had taken on what he thought was a relatively simple request to make copies of a key for a warehouse typically used to hold foreign shipments while they wait for clearance to disperse their goods. He’d seen inside of the warehouse, he told Kaveh. And the goods inside bore the mark of the Fatui.

And that is a whole new detail to add onto the veritable mountain range growing. One that Kaveh doesn’t think they have the resources to look into when they’ve got the rest of it going, but it’s something good to know all the same.

When Kaveh tells Cyno and Candace of that detail he’d found out they agree that while it’s definitely important, it doesn’t connect very easily to the convoluted mess before them. Before bringing in other details they needed to sort through what they had on hand. The matter of Fatui would have to wait for them to finish raiding the experimentation sites and rescuing as many people as possible.

Kaveh goes out to check the caches, finding more in goods to trade but not very much altogether. But he’s grateful to whoever is stocking them. Kaveh uses everything he gets the best that he is able. 

Kaveh arranges promises of extra supplies to come through the village—traders and merchants and all sorts of travelers who just happen to be coming through and need to dump excess goods. He manages to even find places to hide some of the captives. As much as he would love to be able to send them home to their families, until this whole conspiracy of corruption is yanked out by the root there’s no point in any of them going back to the place that threw them under the wheel to start with. 

If Candace or Cyno think it odd that they’ve sent dozens upon dozens of incredibly ill people to him and yet Aaru Village hasn’t seen a worrisome loss in available housing and supplies they don’t have the time to question it.

Meanwhile, now that Cyno and Kaveh’s purpose in the village is clear, Kaveh is approached with a lot less suspicion and reservation than before. Offers of help and information come freely and the entire village puts itself to work in doing what they can with the limited supplies they have available. As captives recover they put themselves to work in assisting Maruf and the other villagers as they make food, clean linens, prepare medicine, and portion out supplies for those being transferred out to other villages.

One evening when Cyno and Candace are both back from the raids and are taking a much needed break to plan their next moves and catch up on what Kaveh has managed to put together Kaveh brings up that loose thread that bothers him.

“Our earlier classifications of the types of people going missing needs to be reassessed,” he says. 

“What have you heard?”

“A lot. Two of our previous categories still stand. Those who, for whatever reason, have some sort of suitability for the unknown experiments going on.”

“The experiments related towards this new disease.”

Kaveh nods. “If it’s even that. Those are most likely the ones being targeted for this. So we can keep that category. And there’s the category of people who were taken because they were witnesses or had simply discovered something they were not meant to. That category also still holds.”

“Then what else is there?”

“Our final category, we had hypothesized, that they were random. People who were neither predisposed towards the experiment in any way nor were they political or practical targets. We assumed that these were just numbers to create a baseline, to check against other findings. Data points.”

“And what have you found incorrect with this assumption?”

“Not necessarily incorrect. But perhaps more…vague. Inaccurate.” Kaveh pulls out a sheaf of paper bearing his notes on names and places. “Let us put aside the fact that we’ve only found a small handful of the previously declared missing Village Keepers. That entanglement, like the one of the Fatui, is one we can’t address just yet. Let me read out some information for you. I managed to gather these from those who had recovered and were able to speak, as well as extrapolated some of it through some of the shallow readings I did on the documents and communications we’ve managed to recover and put back together.”

Kaveh reads out the first set of his notes, which he had taken the very day they came back from raiding the Eleazar hospital, right before he fell dead asleep.

“Razak. Haravatat Darshan. No known affiliations or accolades. Low ranked employment within his Darshan’s offices. No ongoing duties or projects. Only child. Parents come from the north-east countryside. Farmers. No history of debt or legal trouble. No enemies. No close friends.” Based on this alone, Kaveh thinks that they should be getting the picture.

But he reads on to an account he got from a woman who was rather reluctant to talk until Kaveh used the Investigator’s code and symbol with her. She was still reluctant to talk, but reluctant in a tired way rather than a defensive one. She’d been brought in because she did have some headaches and went to the Bimarstan to seek treatment for strange spots in her vision that were giving her headaches and nosebleeds. In the laboratory she was in, she along with several other test subjects were kept together at once. Most of the others there admitted to having similar symptoms as she did, more or less.

However there was one rather old man who had not experienced any of those symptoms. He was retired, his children had all moved away to other countries as part of their work or their studies. His wife passed away a few years ago. He mostly stayed home, kept to himself. He has—had, bad joints. So he would only leave his house every few weeks to get the supplies he couldn’t have delivered or couldn’t grow and keep himself on his small little property. He was not a scholar of any sort when he was a working man. One of his children is a Dastur that had been stuck in Inazuma for the past few years. The other is an apprentice jeweler in Fontaine. 

Kaveh goes through his notes, voice getting harsher as he reads out loud the information he had pieced together over the past few weeks.

A young man with terminal cancer, living under Akademiya sponsored hospice care in one of the retreats in the countryside. No family. He’d been living with cancer since he was young, most of his other friends were also terminal from the same hospice or hospitals. Only really knew his treatment team. Would have died within the year even without the conditions he’d been thrown into.

An foreign student who had recently arrived in Sumeru from Fontaine, just enrolled into the Spantamad and was having trouble settling into his dorms and classes. Homesick and experiencing something of a culture shock. He was determined to push through it, though, because his parents had used what little they had to get him here and he wanted to do them proud so he’d stick it out even if he was feeling terribly alone.

A woman, recently widowed, who’d found herself slowly retreating from her community. No children. No relatives living close by.  At her friend’s advice, she’d gone to seek mental help at her local Bimarstan branch. She’d gone to a few counseling sessions for grief, and then when that wasn’t moving along as the doctors thought it should have been, they’d prescribed her something. The next thing she knew she was on some sort of transport beyond the Wall of Samiel.

Kaveh reads out a few more but doesn’t bother to complete the whole list, which is also an incomplete list because he got to a certain point and just couldn’t anymore. He couldn’t.

“The vulnerable,” Kaveh says, slapping the pages with his hand. “The weak. The ones on the fringes. The ones who would not be missed until it was far too late or if ever at all. The ones who put their trust in their communities, their doctors, their leaders. They’ve made up a damn profile. A list to check off.” 

As he was compiling this information slowly, carefully over the course of the past few weeks Kaveh did so with dread building in his gut. Like something he couldn’t quite swallow. Because it was something he couldn’t swallow. The idea that all of these people were let down, betrayed, in such a way by the society that was supposed to protect them, support them, work for them was so unbelievable. It was, in Kaveh’s mind, one thing if the Sages were corrupt and using their power and wealth to bully their staff and the Matra and official working members of the Darshan offices around. Yes. It was still terrible, still distasteful. It was still something that outraged him and shamed him to inadvertently be part of through his own previous ignorance.

But this?


This?


This was an entirely different beast. Monster. Abomination.

People snatched out of hospice, out of hospital, drugged by their doctors or otherwise. People taken right out of their homes. People who were in some of the most helpless situations being quietly erased. Foreigners, elders, orphans, the terminally ill, people isolated from their communities or otherwise just simply doing their best in their own way.

How many more people were used in these experiments that they don’t know of? People not marked missing but simply…gone? People who were documented as having passed away due to illness, or people who are through to have moved away or ran away from home? How many people just disappeared and those who would care to know about them never having heard about it at all?

Now, reading it out loud, laying it before them, Kaveh feels all of that dread, all of that incomprehensible horror at what was unfolding right beneath their noses to their most vulnerable of people. It’s all still there. Still heavy. Still impossible to choke down and comprehend.

But there is also, as he speaks the crime, rage. A powerful rage. A great and tremendous rage that moves through him violently, roughly. Like it means to bruise him from the inside out. As though it means to rip him apart starting from his veins. It is a rage that feels like it should be too much for any one person to hold. And that he will not be able to hold it.

“It’s not random,” Kaveh concludes. Light of the Kshahrewar they call him. Well. Here he is about to combust. Go up into a pillar of flame with the wrongness of it all. “It was not random at all. It was all planned from the very beginning. What we are dealing with is not just a threat, a corruption. What we are dealing with is a hunter among us, not just a predator but also a parasite. We had known that this conspiracy was nation-wide and deep. We knew that the stakes were high. But what we did not know was that it had already spread and devour the common folk, the base of our society. Sumeru being bled dry from every artery and if we do not figure out how to stop it now there will be nothing left for us to return to, even without the Sages pulling the trigger on their great master plan.”


Author’s Note:This won’t make sense unless you’re logged into this website, but this is my 789th fic on Ao3. That’s hilarious to me.






7. The Recounting and Recollection: Part IV

Summary for the Chapter:
“What is it?” Cyno asks, eyeing the machine dubiously. Candace Kaveh can understand not knowing what it is. Cyno he can be a little lenient on because this really is only the barest bones of the machine and it’s got a long ways to go before it resembles anything like what most people would recognize.

“This,” Kaveh says, placing a hand on the blank screen, “is a master access terminal for the Akasha system.”





Kaveh reapplies himself to the active searching of locations along with Cyno and Candace. There are enough hands, now, in Aaru Village that things can stay organized without him overseeing things. And the people working with them—villagers, quiet members of the Mahamata’s secret network, and recovered captives—all know what’s at stake, as do the other villages that have been thus effected by this plot that had become a parasite to them. With all of these hands combing the sands, more evidence begins to come up.

One village sends word to Candace, requesting further assistance. They had managed to catch a convoy on its way into one of the laboratories they were monitoring. That specific experiment site, that they could tell, did not have any captives and thus they were observing to try and understand movements in and out and what it might have been for.

Aside from the human experimentation, they have found traces of a secondary experiment. At first they were not sure if it was separate or not. The equipment was similar. Cyno had theorized that it was more of a place to create and refine the process of the various drugs and do the adjustments to the formulas. And if it was not that, then they theorized that they were simply experiments on ley lines and harnessing their power.

But now Kaveh thinks he’s begun to find that which ties everything together. With this one supply convoy caught intact and all of its contents neatly wrapped up like a gift.

Before it was as though they had a giant puzzle, but only the border pieces of it. And in they were working around the edges, slowly making their way inwards. But they had no reference for what that whole image was meant to look like or what it even was. To add insult to injury, all of their border pieces looked exactly the same. Progress was being made but it would be anyone’s guess if they were actually creating what those puzzle pieces were meant to make.

Kaveh takes one look at the machine parts in their straw beds and feels the beginning of a great piece slotting into the center to unite several of those border pieces to prove that they were in the right way of things after all. 

He throws the tarp back over the pieces, turning sharply on his heel to face the other guards with him. “We need to break into that experimentation site. Right now. And we need to get as much as we possibly can carry out of there intact before anyone down there breaks anything.”

Kaveh returns to Aaru Village with several heavily loaded wagons traveling at half speed almost a week later than he intended to. Cyno meets him partway, worry heavy on his brow, a demand for an explanation almost out of his mouth.

“Not yet,” Kaveh cuts him off, moving past him, mind racing with all of the things he needs to do, all of the things he’s about to confirm and all the questions he’s going to have to start asking. He can’t be distracted now. The time for explanations can come after Kaveh has raised the proof from where it has been so messily and crudely buried.

Kaveh has all of the machines they’ve recovered from across the sands being delivered to the in the Eleazar hospital, which now has its own standing guard and group of staff that have been picked from most of the recovered captives and the ones they had managed to save by intercepting the caravans before they could meet their final destinations. They sort evidence, restore and copy out documents, or study and repair the machines. The hospital has become the center of their operations here, gathering messages and passing intelligence from one to another.

They all know that the Akademiya has noticed the disruptions to their experiments—the raids, the missing convoys and supplies, all of their surviving test subjects disappearing right into the sands. And they also know that the eremite zealots of the Scarlet King have also taken note of the mobilization of the villages with ties to the Akademiya and their united actions. It is only a matter of time before action is taken by one of these groups and they need to be prepared for it. 

Besides that, they’ve been playing catch up to the plot for too long. It’s time for them to take initiative of their own.

Kaveh shuts himself up in the hospital for a week straight, working on setting up the machine he’d carefully brought back; leaving the sorting of any new information and evidence, and passing on relevant messages to someone who isn’t him to all of the others who have assembled here.

There is a type of peace, a type of calm certainty, that falls over him as he works on the machine parts during that week. 

While Kaveh had known that he was, in some form, helping Cyno, Candace, the villagers, the general cause of unraveling the conspiracy that had caught them all in its greedy mouth with his actions thus far, it did not feel like he did. Sitting around, talking, theorizing, scribbling out copies of notes…all of it, he knows, was important. But it did not feel like he was doing anything important. It didn’t feel like he was actually doing anything.

In a wide and unimaginably vast sea of questions, theories, conjectures, and suspicions, it felt like he was blindly and uselessly flailing about, expending his efforts in the wrong places at the wrong times. It felt like he was trying to find his way to land, towards a boat, towards a stick of driftwood without sight, without sound. No sky or stars to navigate with, not even a hint of what was where in any horizon, to the point where he wasn’t even sure if he knew what was up or down only that he was in it. It, being the great catastrophe that was so large the borders that defined it couldn’t be spotted.

But here, at last, it feels like he’s grabbed onto something—a single bird flying above to signal land, a stationary speck in the far distance, a single point of light in an otherwise monotonous uncertainty.

Here, at last, Kaveh feels more like himself. Kaveh knows machines. He knows building. He knows repairing. Kaveh knows the management of resources and the direction of personnel. Kaveh knows how to step back and analyze pieces to put them back into a whole. Kaveh knows how to look at an unidentified fragment, then through touch and sight name it for the truth of what it is.

As Kaveh worked on that machine it was like he was coming back to himself. And with that returning to being Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar a new surge of energy began to burn within him, bolstered by the clarity that was growing with every passing day as he put the machine and all of the other clues they’d come across together.

Now, if the machine they had intercepted in delivery was any other type of machine, Kaveh’s entirely sure he would have been able to reassemble and repair it faster. Probably even improved it, too, while he was at it.

But this type of machine is not one he typically works with—it is not one most people ever work with directly. He has to request help from some of the Mahamata officers that they managed to rescue, the ones who had suitably recovered. Even with their help, it’s slow going. 

Between machine restoration and repair not being their forte, their own minds not being entirely stable, and the lack of proper equipment requiring them to improvise more often than not, there are some instances where they have to resort to trial and error.

When Kaveh first started putting the rescued Mahamata officers to work, Cyno was dubious about it. But he kept his reservations to himself. After all, these were victims. Even if they were involved in the conspiracy around them, it was clear that they didn’t actually know what was going on other than it had gone very poorly for them indeed. They were not high ranking officers and they would not have been in the know of any details. Whatever reservations Cyno may have about the Mahamata’s trustworthiness, even he had to admit that refusing help from their middle-to-low ranking members wouldn’t do much good one way or another.

By the end of the week, Kaveh has the machine mostly built with its basic power supply hooked up to a temporary generator that he and a few others had managed to cobble together from spare parts and actual use of proper hydraulics. It was touch and go on whether he’d accurately calculated the energy conversion outputs but he didn’t fry the thing when he did his initial test run so he’ll take it as a temporary success. 

If it becomes necessary to finish the rest of the machine set up, it will be be slow-going, done the…well. Not old fashioned way. But certainly the manual way. The way that he’s sure that the old crotchety geezers still tottering through the Kshahrewar halls would call the “way that builds character and experience”, and what everyone younger would just say is “the soul-crushing agonizingly slow way”. Although Kaveh is not a man to shy away from hard work, he rather hopes that just showing them the basic setup is enough for them to understand his point.

Kaveh lets Cyno and Candace into the area of the warehouse he’d carefully walled off. With proper structural integrity and efficient use of materials and space, of course. Let it never be said that Kaveh wasn’t efficient or that he was incapable of multitasking. 

(See? Even with less than ideal conditions and resources and experience it’s entirely possible to set something up to basic standards of lab efficiency. Whoever was in charge of setting up all those other labs needs to get sent back to basics.)

“What is it?” Cyno asks, eyeing the machine dubiously. Candace Kaveh can understand not knowing what it is. Cyno he can be a little lenient on because this really is only the barest bones of the machine and it’s got a long ways to go before it resembles anything like what most people would recognize.

“This,” Kaveh says, placing a hand on the blank screen, “is a master access terminal for the Akasha system.”

That gets both of their attentions honed in on him, though he focuses to Candace to explain it to her.

“Master terminals are what is used to create Knowledge Capsules. Legitimate capsules, at least. And then edit and repair them as needed. Depending on your own security clearance, you can access the portable Akasha terminals we wear with this; you can look at individual lines of code; you can edit the code; you can check access logs; change user permissions; you can do all sorts of things with it. And I can promise you. There is no way that anyone could steal one of these.”

“It doesn’t look…” Cyno, walks around the skeleton of the machine warily. “Was it damaged in transit? Or did the convoy not have all the parts?”

“No. It’s perfectly intact. This is exactly how it’s meant to look fresh out of the box.”

Cyno frowns, unwilling to question Kaveh on the subject and yet also not willing to accept the answer. Kaveh wouldn’t blame him. If Kaveh didn’t have the background knowledge that he does, he’d have no idea what this thing is either. He certainly wouldn’t guess it to be one of the most integral pieces of machinery in Sumeru and one of the most advanced in all of Teyvat.

Here is where Kaveh would really like to be able to talk about the full breadth of what he knows. And how he knows it, from who’s mouth it comes from. Al-Haitham practically lives with these machines. Working on these machines is like breathing for the man.

Al-Haitham has taken these things apart and put them back together, repaired them, done hardware upgrades, software updates, and everything you can think of when it comes to the Akasha systems. The day-to-day of the Akasha, after all, falls directly underneath the office of the Grand Scribe.

Freshly taken out of the box and assembled from its basic component parts, the master terminal looks like a very, very pathetic tangle of scrawny looking metal tubes liable to fall apart with the wrong breeze. There’s more empty spaces between all of the metal bits than there are metal bits to shape that empty space. The metal tubes have more holes in them than metal to make holes out of. There’s a single screen attached the only sturdy and entirely enclosed piece of the entire machine: a metal box that holds the bulk of the wiring and the actual core. There isn’t a single dial or knob or even a button to be seen.

Candace and Cyno’s skepticism is quite justified.

“The Akasha is a machine,” Kaveh begins, not quite sure how to explain this to them. “But it is not just a machine. It is an organism. Sort of. We’re used to thinking of it as a simple machine of circuits and the like. And it certainly does have circuits and metal bits. But those are additions that the Akademiya added on over time after the original Akasha was first rooted. The records the Akademiya’s modifications of the Akasha over time are public knowledge. There’s even entire courses on them in the Kshahrewar. It’s just that it’s such incredibly specific knowledge that no one really goes in for it unless they know that they want to specialize.” Unless you’re Al-Haitham. Or Kaveh because you need to argue with Al-Haitham and you’re not going to argue about something you don’t have at least a basic understanding about. “But most people don’t because why would they? I’m getting off track. The Akasha as we know it now is a machine. But before we had access to the technology we do now, it was something else. And part of that something else still remains in active use in the machines they later became.”

Kaveh starts to push dendro energy into the panel through the little screen causing the terminal to slowly go through its start-up process. Kaveh feels the base-line starter Akasha within the tubes and the little control box start to respond to his touch.

“It’s more apparent to dendro-users. Ever every capsule, every terminal—stationary or portable— has a faint trace of the same dendro signature. This has nothing to do with how it’s connected to the Dendro Archon. It’s because there’s an elemental organism inside of the terminal. All of the Akasha terminals have something living inside of it sharing one signature. I’m not sure what it is, exactly. I’ve never tried to crack a fully grown one open or anything. But there’s definitely something inside living there. How else would the interface be so intuitive and feel so natural to use? How else could it be fast to respond and adapt and change? Or did you think our technology was so advanced?”

The access terminal completes its start up, but it only has basic functions so it projects the start up dialogue where it asks for the user’s portable terminal so it can begin updates and calibration to catch up to the rest of its main body.

“Consider the Akasha, instead of a machine, as a network,” Kaveh explains, cutting the power off because no one here has a terminal for it to use, and they don’t actually want this thing growing and trying to connect to its main body. “An actual network. Like mycelium spreading out from one source. But it requires organic growth which takes time and active investment. The more portable Akasha terminals can ping off of each other as relays in order to eventually reach the main body in the Akademiya. That’s part of why there’s such a lag-time when you try to use the terminal out here. But it’s also why you won’t find terminals like these outside of specific Akademiya strongholds. It needs to be cultivated and it needs access to its main body to finish maturation.”

Kaveh takes his hand away, and from the bare bones of the access terminal and pops one of the panels open. He gestures for the two of them to come over. Inside the panel, where there was once just a simple set of circuits to relay power, are hair-thin pale, almost translucent bits of fuzz starting to sprout out of the wires and an inner coating that was applied to the interior of the machine. Kaveh sends another pulse of dendro through and they watch as some of those translucent parts grow out further, reaching towards him and in the process combining together to form something a little like a root. 

He closes the panel and returns to his explanation.

“You can expedite the growth process with dendro energy, but it takes a lot of it and if done too fast—just like with a regular plant—can cause the plant to fail to establish proper systems of its own to survive without that energy. Most of the terminals at the Akademiya were grown naturally over several decades. The parts that you see, the metal parts, are basically just new things that we add on for ease of use and aesthetics. The real guts of it remain pretty much unchanged since the system was first planted.”

“But why would they be building access terminals out here?” Candace asks. “This is all very eye opening information on the Akasha, but I don’t see the connection to what’s happening here. If it requires access to its main body and if it requires time to grow then why bring it out to the sands where the Akasha doesn’t work at all?”

“I don’t know,” Kaveh says flatly. “But I’m willing to bet that it has something to do with the experiments they’re doing on people. And that leads me to my next point, which is where I think all of this starts to really come together, if you’ll indulge me in listening further.”

While putting this together and in between everything else, Kaveh had taken to sitting with the Village Keepers who had been found and taken back from the experimentation sites they had tracked and the raids of the convoys they intercepted. This happened somewhat inadvertently when he was getting information from the captives who were capable of speaking. He’d end up sitting with them just to sit with them and keep them company for a while. Whether they actually noticed him or not, if it made them feel any sort of comfort or if they just didn’t notice him at all, Kaveh will never know. He hopes it helped even a little.

Kaveh knows what it’s like to be utterly alone and to need someone to just be near as you fall apart and put yourself back together again. Not to talk to, not to talk to you. Just there. A glimpse of land to remind you that you’re swimming in a direction.

So Kaveh sat with them, hoping that he could be just a glimmer of a shore in the vast sea of whatever their minds had become, and he listened. While he listened he compared the things he saw and heard between Village Keeper and the people who became test subjects that they managed to save in time. And, slowly, he began to put together some commonalities.

It was mostly on accident, actually. And entirely to Mehrak’s credit.

Kaveh has always used Mehrak to record little voice notes to himself. He’d tried, for a while, to work on giving Mehrak her own speech system but couldn’t get it sounding quite right. Mehrak didn’t seem to mind being limited to pictograms and spelling out short phrases, and they’d never had a problem communicating with each other so he’d eventually let it be. Instead he gave her a basic audio recording function with limited playback and let her go to town with it. She mostly uses it as intended by throwing Kaveh’s own words back into his face. But sometimes, depending on where they are she catches little bits of other sounds too in her recordings.

She must have been recording him muttering to himself when he was sitting with some of the Village Keepers and recovering patients. She’d raised her audio sensitivity as high as she could to pick up the sound of his voice, which meant that she’d also recorded bits of what others were saying around him.

Mehrak had hit playback on a part of his muttering where he’d tried telling himself that it was stupid to feel guilty about saving someone too late rather than not at all. As he was muttering to himself, so was one of the Village Keepers. And then, in a different voice, the same set of sounds. Exactly the same, intonation and all. But it was not the same person.

Kaveh had her repeat those two sets of sounds, trying to figure out if it was on purpose or not, and then realized he was being an idiot because he didn’t need playback. He had the sources right here in the same village.

 

So Kaveh went back to listen, this time with a solid purpose and goal in mind. While keeping his ears open, Kaveh also looked. Really, really looked to catalog the signs and symptoms of the great horrors that had been done to the one group, and the unknown punishment that had befallen the other. Then he saw the commonalities really start to stack up.

Layer by layer, brick by brick, observation by observation, Kaveh began to assemble a theory.

It was not just the superficial things—the vacant staring, the non-responsiveness, the seemingly involuntary movements. But some of the Village Keepers, the ones who seemed to have had the worst of it, and the freed-from-their-torture-but-not-from-their-minds people they’d rescued would, sometimes, murmur things that almost sounded the same. Now and again the Village Keepers would mutter about something coming, something coming for them. Something dangerous. Kaveh got that in bits and pieces after asking some villagers about it—about what the Village Keepers would talk about when they were not-quite lucid, but also not-entirely insensate. And the people that they rescued, the ones who were not very firmly on the road towards recovery, and seemed to be in the middle-to-late-stages of whatever the experiment was, would huddle up as though afraid, flinching and trying to run from something only they could see. All the while whimpering and crying about a calamity, a great and terrible thing.

Of the ones who did recover, when carefully asked about what it was they remembered, some would just say “It was something bad” but could offer no deeper detail. But one or two of them, with a stare that spoke of nothing but hauntings, would say, “It’s unimaginable.”

This, Kaveh could only take to mean in the most disquieting and unnerving sense. Something happened to them so profoundly terrible that they couldn’t put it to word, and once out of it could no longer bring themselves to remember it other than it was something that should never be remembered. So Kaveh never pushed and he made sure no one else would ask further, either.

Those answers were enough.

“With this technology and the drug experiments we’ve found, I believe that it’s possible that the goal of the Akademiya is to create more Village Keepers,” Kaveh concludes as he presents his observations, including bits of Mehrak’s recordings. “The question is why? The Village Keepers are basically, as Candace bluntly but truthfully said it, the Akademiya’s undesirables. The unwanted ones. We call them Mad Scholars. We send them here in what we literally refer to as exile. The fate of becoming a Mad Scholar is a punishment, although no one knows the particulars on the exact crime other than it being very bad.”

“Thrown away or hidden away?” Cyno asks, arms crossed as he studies the master Akasha terminal. “If we consider your hypothesis to be correct—that the Akademiya is purposefully trying to create Village Keepers—that must mean that there is something the Village Keepers have that the Akademiya wants. Whether that is the end result of what the Village Keepers have become, the detailed process of how they became this way, or some unknown result or byproduct that the rest of us are not aware of does not matter. But knowing that there is something that the Akademiya wants from them changes the rationale of how they’re handled.”

“How so?”

“There is something about the Village Keepers the Akademiya wants. We can assume that this thing is something the Akademiya wants kept secret—why else make them into such a reviled group among those on the forest side of the Wall and such a divisive one on the sand side? The Akademiya does not want them to be looked at too closely. What do you do with something you want kept secret, but still need access to? You hide it. The Village Keepers were not exiled here, they were hidden here. And this trafficking of people—perhaps even the purposeful baiting of extremists into abducting them—is part of how they get recalled as needed.”

“There must be plenty of Village Keepers out here though,” Candace protests with a shake of her head. “Why bother to try and create new ones? We get more of them every year as it is, even without factoring the body count from these secret experiments.”

“Lack of numbers,” Cyno says flatly. “Whatever research or experiment they’re working on has either hit some sort of block or they’ve found a new direction and they need to increase their data pool. But now we must ask ourselves so that we may better understand the countermeasure: what is the benefit of being a Village Keeper that would cause the Akademiya to go to such lengths?”

“There isn’t one,” Candace insists, arms crossed. 

“Isn’t there?” Kaveh says to her. “You call them Village Keepers for a reason.”

“But that isn’t something that anyone can harness,” Candace argues. “The Village Keeper’s powers are as inconsistent as their lucidity. None of them can do it on purpose. They’ve only ever used their abilities in emergencies—and even then it is not always an assured thing. Village Keepers fall to harm just as frequently, if not more so, than any other person. Those abilities only manifest in times of extreme danger or need. Almost always at night, too. All of this is information we keep to ourselves, none of this should be common knowledge.”

This is true, Kaveh and Cyno both only just learned about this after their investigations started and it was not without considerable effort on their parts. The secret of the Village Keepers is one closely guarded. Even the extremists aren’t going around saying anything.

“They must know something about their powers, or something else that we do not,” Cyno says. “Why else would the Akademiya act this way towards them?”

Candace taps her fingers on her folded arm, eyes turned downwards before she shakes her head. Her shoulders loosen.

“There may be credit to this line of thought,” she admits, “This was several years ago. But there was a request from the Akademiya to send back the Village Keepers. Uncle Anpu and I had refused then. Many of the Village Keepers were not in good states when they arrived here, they were treated poorly on their journey to us. As you know, their mental states… they fluctuate. Some have recovered while here, others have found their own quiet rhythm. But their stability is easily disrupted. We did not feel comfortable sending them back.” Candace turns towards Cyno and Kaveh. “I mean no offense, but I feared that if they were taken back across the Wall they would not survive it to reach whatever final destination the Akademiya had chosen for them.”

“Your fears proved true, didn’t they? Why apologize when you were both justified and entirely right? But why did the Akademiya want them back? What was their reasoning?”

“This was a long time before the current issues we face now arose. At the time, we thought that our requests for more funding and supplies were taken poorly,” Candace replies. “So they told us that they would take them back.” Her mouth twists, expression turning bitter. “As I recall it, that particular bit of news—to those who we shared it with—caused something of a stir. It felt like we were being chastised. Several of us thought that the Akademiya was acting like a child, huffing and puffing like an aggravated Anemo Shroom, and wanted to call their supposed bet. Cooler tempers prevailed and I am glad now more than ever that they did.”

“You know,” Kaveh says, raising a hand to his head to pinch the bridge of his nose. It does nothing to relieve his rapidly growing frustration but it’s something to do with the hands. “I have a feeling that if we look at the timeline of things that have occurred they would start right around the time you refused that request.”

“And that would be more evidence that the conjecture here is true,” Cyno says, “that the Akademiya needs the Village Keepers for something.”

“If they need them for something why test upon them until they die? Why paint them as targets for human sacrifice? You can’t get something from a dead person. Most of the Village Keepers wouldn’t be able to answer any questions, not even under interrogation or threat. And we’ve spoken to the rescued people who’ve recovered. They don’t remember details of what things were like aside from incredibly, powerfully awful.”

Candace’s head rises up, eyes wide with thought, arms falling to her sides. “What if the need is for them to die? The care given to your Mad Scholars, our Village Keepers, has never been good on your side of the Wall or during transport. Many of them arrive to us so frail that we fear they may never recover.”

“That contradicts the earlier theory of them having something that the Akademiya needs.”

“Does it?” Candace raises a hand to her chin as she thinks. “Or are both outcomes acceptable to the Akademiya, especially now that they seem to be mastering the process of creating new Village Keepers? Ones that are directly under their thumb and have no public record? Cyno, you said they wanted to add numbers to their research. With the addition of a new population to use for their experiments, is there truly any need for the originals? The ones we can only assume happened by independent accident?”

“Helpful data points of comparison, I’m sure.” Kaveh starts to pace. Candace is onto something. “There is something the Village Keepers have or had access to. The Akademiya wants it. They are experimenting to create new ones. This has something to do with the Akasha system, otherwise they wouldn’t be bringing out a master access terminal to a place where the Akasha is known to not work. What do all of these things have in common? I need paper.”

-

The next few days are ones spent deep in thought even as Kaveh works on assembling the other machines that they pulled from the experiment site that was expecting the master access terminal. Several of the machines are similar or the exact same as ones found in other locations, so those he leaves to others to handle setting up. They’re more than familiar enough with it by now.

This great leap in clarity had given Kaveh a fresh breath of air. After spending so long drifting in place with no direction, having this was something to hold onto. But now Kaveh feels as though he is floating again, drifting and unmoored. They’ve narrowed down the scope of their theories by quite a lot in the time they’ve been investigating here. But a narrowed scope is still a range, and if they’re to take action against the Akademiya there can be no room for error.

Kaveh holds onto the pieces that they have, trying to understand how they come together.

Village Keepers. A subplot that involves fanning the flames of discontent among desert dwellers and getting them to kill or lure out Village Keepers. The Akasha system. A related plot or perhaps the exact same one that involves experiments that have a specific target category of persons with a new disease that Kaveh is sure is entirely related to the Akasha glitches and anomalies.

What is the commonality here? What is the vital evidence?

“Master Kaveh,” one of the villagers who’s been helping to arrange the boxes of supplies and equipment that they’d intercepted or taken from raided locations calls out to him. Kaveh blinks himself away from his thoughts, turning towards the sound of his name. “We’ve called for the General and for Sister Candace, but this is something you should see.”

Kaveh follows him out of the hospital and back towards Aaru Village. Cyno and Candace join up with them as they walks towards the warehouse where the more innocuous pieces of evidence and also helpful supplies are being kept. The area around the warehouse is, noticeably, empty of people.

Habachi stands right in front of the main warehouse doors, arms crossed, looking like he was carved right out of the stone to stand there. Upon seeing them he nods, stepping aside.

“We were sorting through boxes that had been labeled as dry goods,” the villager explains, leading them to the back where crates and sacks of grain, packaged spices and tea, and medicinal ingredients were being sorted and put away. He points at a box that looks like it had been opened and then immediately abandoned. The entire warehouse looks like all work stopped immediately and everyone left, leaving whatever they were working on sorting or unpacking right there.

They approach the box.

“Canned Knowledge.”

Inside the box, visible but slightly obscured underneath rolls of gauze, is an empty shell of a Knowledge Capsule. Cyno reaches in, gingerly taking it out to examine. Of all of them present, he is the one most familiar with the capsules.

“It’s empty,” Cyno says, “But I can’t tell if it’s a blank or if something was extracted from it.” He turns towards them, “We need to search the other supply shipments.”

They call back some of the more discreet hands and set to work. Every capsule they find is empty or drained, but they find a sizable amount. Not every supply container has one. But by the time they’ve finished going through all of the unsorted supplies they have at least twenty capsules sitting in a neat pile.

“Mehrak, display our map.”

If Knowledge Capsules were being smuggled around like this, they would have noticed it in previous shipments. Something is different about the ones here.

“Was this from the same area that we got the master access terminal from?” Kaveh asks.

The answer is yes and no. Yes in that it was in the same area. No in the sense that while it was in the same area, it didn’t seem headed towards or away from the experiment site that they had found. It looks like a coincidence that it was in the area. Unless caught in the act of smuggling, it would be difficult to confirm one way or another if the two are related.

“But why go to the effort of hiding the capsules like this?” Kaveh asks Cyno, “I mean. They were transporting all sorts of much more dangerous and questionable things out in the open with Akademiya seals. Of all the things for them to be transporting, Knowledge Capsules seem like one of the more innocuous things. And there’s a lot of non-sanctioned Canned Knowledge knock-offs that get shuffled around anyway.”

“There was something specific about these capsules that required an extra layer of discretion,” Cyno concludes, turning towards the others helping him. “Was there anything else unusual when you found this in the supplies?”

“Well,” Nermin begins, exchanging a look with her fellows, timidly stepping forward, “We weren’t sure if it was important or not. But the person who originally found the capsule was one of the people who was rescued.” Nermin quickly raises her hands up. “She was fine before! She’d been helping us with the sorting and unpacking of goods this entire time and sometime she gets a little out of breath, but the doctors said she was fine and she never seemed to notice any problems herself. But…”

“But?” Candace prompts.

“She opened the box and went…away.” Nermin gestures towards her own face. “I think she’s with Maruf right now. I went to check on her after we were all dismissed, before you called us back to help. He said that she was in shock and that he was going to have her rest for the rest of the day.”

“Thank you, Nermin,” Candace says, gesturing for Kaveh to come with her.

They find the person who found the capsule resting in one of the temporary shelters. She’s pale, looking like she’s been sick, but she looks up towards them when they approach and gives them a weak looking smile.

She speaks before they can even ask. “I don’t know what happened to me. I just. I saw it—the capsule—and I felt so afraid. It felt like my stomach dropped out of me and my entire mind went blank. I don’t remember what it was or where I went…I just. I think I went away for a while. When I came back, I was so cold. Master Mastuf was handing me a cup of tea and telling me to take the rest of the day to recover. It’s so strange. That’s never happened to me before.”

“I don’t think you’ve ever gone through such a traumatic experience before,” Kaveh points out to her. “We’ll leave you to your rest. I’m glad you’re doing well.”

They meet up with Cyno at the Eleazar hospital. He’s busy sealing the empty capsules, activating runes drawn in chalk right onto the wooden boards of the crates.

“The capsules are part of the experiment,” Kaveh tells Cyno, describing the symptoms of shock and what the woman told them. 

Cyno nods, not looking too surprised by it. “Why else would they want a master terminal? They’re either creating or accessing capsules. Something in these capsules was either taken or shown to the test subjects. Kaveh, can you get the main access terminal functional for us to look at these empty capsules? Even if they’re empty we should be able to get something of what might have been in them, or access logs and time recordings. Even proving that they’re complete blanks will be useful.”

“I can work on it, but it will take time,” Kaveh replies. And then, because Cyno is still intently focused on the boxes he’s sealing, but not in a way that usually means Cyno is specifically focused on what his hands are doing, Kaveh continues by saying, “You have an idea.”

“It’s a thin theory that barely holds any weight,” Cyno nods, “But to level the accusation is a heavy blow that cannot be taken back once spoken. I would rather not speak it and give either of you suspicions that may easily be proven wrong in short order.”

“Speak it and leave us to minding our own perceptions,” Candace replies. “We have little else to go on at this juncture. Just further attempts at recovering more information and intact documents. There is only so much longer we can do that for before the Akademiya escalates or they find their success and move onto the next steps in their plans.”

“It is a wild leap that brings the root of this from mere corruption to something more.”

“There’s a level beyond this depravity?” Kaveh’s already trying very hard not to think of the breadth, the scope, of this. If he does he just gets so furious that he can’t focus.

Cyno finishes with the last crate of capsules, turning to face them, leaning on the stack. He holds a hand up with his thumb and first two fingers up.

“Mad scholars or Village Keepers. Knowledge Capsules. The Akasha. Put aside the Akademiya’s interest and experiments as the connection for a moment. What is the other, more intrinsic, commonality between these three?”

“That’s the question we’re all trying to answer, you have it? Don’t keep us waiting.”

“Dendro,” Cyno answers. “The Village Keepers’ miracles are noted to have touches of dendro. The lures used on them have a time-based dendro energy release function, possibly keyed to the specific type of dendro energy that the Village Keepers have themselves. This would explain why it only works on them. The Akasha, as Kaveh explained to us, is a living organism—a dendro based being. Correct me if I’m wrong, Kaveh, but the Knowledge Capsules are also living organisms as they’re created through the same or similar processes the Akasha runs on.”

“From what I recall you’re correct. There are some other details in there but the essential point stands. But what does the dendro energy have to do with anything? It’s the country of dendro, we’ve got that in abundance.”

“It’s the type of dendro energy,” Cyno corrects. “And the Akasha, that we know if, is also connected to the Lesser Lord. Isn’t it?”

“Are you suggesting that these experiments are related to the Lesser Lord?” Candace crosses her arms, brows furrowing as she glances towards Kaveh. Kaveh’s not quite following, either, though. After all, the Lesser Lord Kusanali’s presence in Sumeru is so quiet. He’s pretty sure the only time he hears about her is in children’s basic history lessons that briefly cover Sumeru’s history and around the Sabzeruz Festival.

“Do you mean…like they’re trying to grow the Akasha system out further? Spreading her power?” Kaveh asks, but even as he asks it, he knows it’s not the right answer. Why go through so much secrecy if so? And the original establishment of the Akasha wasn’t so violent. Was it? 

“The opposite.” Cyno taps his three fingers into the palm of his other hand. “The Akasha and the Lesser Lord Kusanali are related to each other, yes. But they are not one and the same. If we consider the type of dendro energy that lingers in the Akasha and if we were able to analyze the dendro energy released by the incense and the Village Keepers, I am sure that the signatures would not be the same. The two may have started off the same but they diverged over time. Or rather, I should say they may have been encouraged to diverge. Here we bring back the thread of Akademiya’s interference and interest. In short: politics.”

“Our favorite,” Kaveh mutters under his breath, getting a soft nudge to his side from Candace.

“The Lesser Lord Kusanali stands above all of Sumeru. But there are no edicts in her name. There are no laws, no regulations, no proclamations passed down from her. Who is in charge of programming the Akasha on a daily basis? Who is the one who initiates all changes, all upgrades? The Sages. You called them the highest seat in the land, Kaveh.”

“And then you corrected me. Semantics and pedantics.”

But Kaveh returns to his thoughtless remark from before. If one is being technical, Lesser Lord Kusanali is the highest seat in the land. It doesn’t get much higher than Archon, after all. But when one considers the details of how the day-to-day is run… The Sages are the true highest seat of power in Sumeru. Lesser Lord Kusanali has not been heard from in centuries. As far as anyone knows, she’s in seclusion. Meditating on something godly or what-have-you that no mortals can understand. Enlightenment or something like it. The greatest pinnacle for any scholar to try and achieve. What better goal for the Lord of Sumeru to aim for? And who were they to try and come between their god and the pinnacle of erudition?

“In the spirit of things you are correct. They are the highest power in the land, the one we think of before we remember the Lesser Lord. So what would stop the Sages from turning the Akasha against the Lesser Lord? Or rather—who could? Who was watching them to guard against such a thing?” Cyno asks. “Slowly. Over time. Upgrade by upgrade. Modification by modification. Until what we have today, as you explained to us, was something new. Related in origin, but separated by modifications ranging the span of centuries. And this new system is entirely under the control of the Sages in a process so opaque that not even I’m comfortably versed in how it’s meant to be. In this day and age, the Lesser Lord Kusanali’s main relevance to the people is through her birthday festival and her role as the Akasha’s maintainer.”

Kaveh frowns. Calling it a festival at this point is generous. Every year there’s less and less preparation for it. Kaveh doesn’t think he’s even heard of preparation for it this year. If there was any talk of it, it was overshadowed by the murmurs of people going missing and the Akademiya’s paper processing slowing down and no one being able to get onto any work projects.

“And if the Lesser Lord loses control of the Akasha entirely…” Candace falls silent, hands slowly opening and closing as she wets her lip. “Cyno. If what you’re saying is true…  you speak not of just a conspiracy.”

“The key is what was in those capsules,” Cyno continues. “There is something in those capsules related to the Akasha, Lord Kusanali and her powers, and the Village Keepers. The Akademiya is trying to get that information and use it to finalize their plans. Meanwhile, they weaken the government they lead in her name with incompetence and internal divisions. Once they have what they want, including the ability to shut her out entirely, what stops them from taking power entirely and officially? Not as the second highest seats, but as the officially acknowledged highest power?”

“It’s a coup. You are talking about a coup,” Kaveh says. And then is shocked by the words that came out of his own mouth. He blinks, stunned as he looks towards Cyno and Candace, waiting for them to correct him But Candace is staring intently Cyno, expression solemn as a clenched fist. “Cyno. Tell me it’s something else. It…it can’t be. Against an Archon? No.”

Once more Cyno begins to speak, each word out of him lining up to connect all of their disparate pieces to create a raft in rapidly-turning-horrific waters as the unknown becomes known and all the worse for it.

“If I am wrong and the Akasha is still fully under the Lesser Lord’s control, and this was about expanding or enhancing Lord Kusanali’s power it would be a matter of growing new Akasha terminals over time as Kaveh said. Why need the duplicity? The Akasha doesn’t need anything special to grow that we know of. Just time and adequate resources as you has shown us. There is something in these capsules or in the process or in the result of the Village Keepers, that is giving them insight on how to further seize control from her with finality. And after several hundred years of this, they’ve reached their ending stretch before all of Sumeru falls into their hands. This is what the Sages are trying to hide, control, and get rid of.”

“I don’t understand. Why?” Kaveh throws his hands up into the air. “They’re already at the top of the chain, why aim further? Why does it have to be official? They’ve got their hands controlling everything as it is. Why do they need to go through all of this? This conspiracy? The violence? The duplicity? The active harm? They have the Akasha. They have our entire government in their hands and they’ve had it for centuries. What else could they possibly gain? There’s nowhere else to go, no power the don’t already have.”

Cyno and Candace’s expressions turn sorrowful, almost pitying.

“You are a good man, Kaveh,” Candace says, like it’s a burden. “And an honest one.”

“Too honest,” Cyno says softly. 

“Do understand that I loathe it when people take that tone of voice on me. As you might understand, you two are talking about a coup against God, not just a god, but an Archon. You are talking about the government installed in Her name joining hands over generations for literal centuries in order to shut her out and take her power. Do you understand how absurd that sounds? She already gave them her authority over their fellow man. They were already ruling. What would it matter who’s name was officially called for what when it’s their seals, their words, and their actions at the helm of it?”

“That’s exactly why, Kaveh,” Candace says. “They hold the power. All of the power. And they’ve held that seat for generations, handed it down from one to another. Building upon that base of power with every passing of hands. They’ve worn down the honor of the office, like patina.”

“I don’t follow. How are we all speaking the same language? Beautiful language, yes. But I’m not following. Are we speaking the same language?”

“It means they have forgotten their place,” Cyno says, back and shoulders straightening and pulling back. Wisps of shadow and sparks of electricity flow over his hands and up his arms. “It means that in the beginning, the Greater and Lesser Lords charged their Sages with a duty of office. But over time, as the titles and powers were passed down, as Sumeru grew, as times changed, that sacred duty to lead and protect was twisted into one of greed. The power stayed in their hands unchecked for too long. They became comfortable. They forgot from whom they draw their power and authority. They have begun to think that the power is theirs by right. And now, so too should the title.”

“You’d have to be delusional to think that you’ve got more authority and power than a god several times your senior.”

“A god that no one’s seen or heard from to the point where her presence is all but forgotten. A god who’s powers seem to be related to a machine directly under their control. A god they only have access to, in a building under their lock and key. Kaveh, when is a sanctuary not a sanctuary?”


When it is a prison.






8. The Recounting and Recollection: Part V

Summary for the Chapter:
Kaveh stood at the top of the house, leaning against the raised borders around the flat portions of the roof. The sky was not yet clear, everything was slightly hazy with sand that had not yet settled and was in the middle of being unsettled. The sky was a strange shade of dust, like the sand had managed to stick to it. Even the light was ashen and dull.

The sandstorm had begun to circle around again. Below him, Kaveh could see all the others who’d left their shelters to get some business out of the way or stretch their legs start to head back. Mehrak chimed, and nudged his shoulder, repeating Candace’s warning of how long they’d have to be out and about before having to return.

He didn’t move. Or rather, he couldn’t.

Because faintly. Just faintly. Kaveh could see the Divine Tree. Past the jagged Wall of Samiel, past the treetops of the Dharma Forest, Kaveh could see home.


Home.






The next day, as if to spite them, sandstorms kick up all around Aaru Village. In the face of such a calamitous revelation, it seems only fitting that the weather would throw in to suit the mood. And as rainstorms and floods aren’t in any form of abundance in the desert, an overwhelming wave of sand will have to do in its place. Sand, given adequate incentive, is just as much of an incessant and unrelenting abrasive torrent as any drop of water.

Kaveh and Cyno spend their time shut up in their borrowed house, trapped in their own quiet contemplation and disbelief of that which they have uncovered. They do not, yet, know the exact how of it. But they have a very, very, very strong theory on the motive and end goal. And now they must figure out how to thwart that goal.

In the middle of this brainstorming is a literal storm of sand, stopping them from leaving the village to investigate more, stopping Kaveh from going to the Eleazar hospital to continue the work on establishing the Akasha access terminal, and also stopping them from storming back to Sumeru City with nothing but outrage to back them. Perhaps the storm is fortuitous in that it stops them from doing anything rash. Or perhaps it’s just another thing thrown in their way to keep them from progression. Both can be true. Kaveh can’t tell which side he wants to be on, pessimist or optimist because the stance of a realist forces him to look at something so grotesque that he loses most rational thought.

In the span of a single conversation, that which Kaveh had thought he had known was horrifically and irreversibly shattered.

Over the years he’d thought known and learned all about the political plays between people who have any form of power. It is present in every interaction across every social class and every type of grouping you can think of. Even children have their own strange forms of playground politics. But ultimately, Kaveh had thought that he—like everyone else with sense—had learned the basic tenants of existing with other people.

Play nicely. Share. Don’t do onto others what you wouldn’t want done unto yourself. In short, don’t be a bastard to anyone.

And in a society where basic medical care is free; education of certain subjects and fields is free and required up to a certain age; higher forms of education are valued and encouraged; and the housing of people is routinely reviewed for safety, affordability, and accessibility; would it not be the natural conclusion drawn that this was a society understood that they must work together as a community to lift themselves up? Were these not the actions of a society that knew and understood that it is only through the elevation of standards for the most disenfranchised, the most vulnerable, the most limited in options of a population that the overall standard of living could be raised for the whole.

Were these not basic conclusions that could be gathered from looking upon the world and using basic common sense?

There are those who would argue with him, citing corruption and wealth disparity to be proof of how the world would not work the way Kaveh thinks it should. But so what? Be content with the world you have and leave it all the poorer for it, so long as you get your own? If it was within your means, why not reach out to help others so that they, in turn when their own fortunes stabilized, would be able to help another? What could possibly be so wrong with that? Of course, like anything, if taken to an extreme it could most certainly be damaging. But within a person’s own scale of means what was the harm in it? Why would anyone want to choose to do otherwise?

And now, here, Kaveh has to marvel—why would someone actively put in the effort to do the exact opposite of holding out a hand to those in need by actively reaching out and snatching what little was left? Where did the shame of the country go? 

Some erudite, some scholars, some people of insight their entire people have turned out to be when their very leaders never learned something so basic as guilt.

Kaveh turns towards the shuttered window. Mehrak, knowing that there was nothing she could do to lighten anyone’s mood, has been occupying herself with tidying up all of the sand that’s managed to sneak its way in.

In an earlier break in the sandstorms Candace had come to check in on them before she went to check the perimeter of Aaru Village and look in on some villagers she was worried about. Cyno went with her to stretch his legs. Kaveh climbed to top of the highest point inside of Aaru Village that he could get to before the storm returned.

This was the top of the Uncle Anpu’s house and it took him some quick thinking to avoid being seen. Not that there would be a problem with climbing Uncle Anpu’s house. Candace and Cyno and a lot of other guards do it all the time when they need a good vantage point. Or when they just want to, he supposes. What Kaveh wanted was to just avoid being heckled.

Kaveh stood at the top of the house, leaning against the raised borders around the flat portions of the roof. The sky was not yet clear, everything was slightly hazy with sand that had not yet settled and was in the middle of being unsettled. The sky was a strange shade of dust, like the sand had managed to stick to it. Even the light was ashen and dull.

The sandstorm had begun to circle around again. Below him, Kaveh could see all the others who’d left their shelters to get some business out of the way or stretch their legs start to head back. Mehrak chimed, and nudged his shoulder, repeating Candace’s warning of how long they’d have to be out and about before having to return.

He didn’t move. Or rather, he couldn’t.

Because faintly. Just faintly. Kaveh could see the Divine Tree. Past the jagged Wall of Samiel, past the treetops of the Dharma Forest, Kaveh could see home.

Home.

Kaveh felt something in his chest lurch. Punching his heart into his ribs. His throat began to itch and close. His eyes watered. It had nothing to do with the sand in the area and he would say that readily, easily. Because it was the truth and an important one at that.

He wanted, in that moment, nothing more in the world than to just go home. Yes. He had given his word twice over, thrice even. Once to Cyno. Once to Al-Haitham. And once to Shani. He would leave only to return with answers, with solutions, with proper recourse. And he would stick to it because Kaveh is, before anything else, himself. Kaveh. Son of Faranak. His mother did not raise an oath-breaker. He may be a fool in over his head, he may be someone who routinely handicaps himself with his own honesty and morals and actions, he may be a dreamer and artist in a land of rationals. But he is a man who says what he means and stands by his words. And so he would stand by them.

But good god. Gods. Any god. All of them. By the Seven, Kaveh wanted to go home. Could you blame a man for the temptation? The weakness of the heart? Who, in Kaveh’s position, wouldn’t want to go home?

Kaveh’s seen Cyno worrying between his fingers a little green scrap of fabric that he knows comes from a Cuilein-Anbar, braided with a turquoise cord that matches Tighnari’s outfit, and a bit of purple dyed fabric that he supposes must be from Senior Minci.

Home, in the distance, through the grey sand and dust, lay waiting. 

Home, where Kaveh was free to build and dream and experiment with his own ideas with his own motivations in mind instead of having to deconstruct and reassemble someone else’s despicable visions.

Home, where Kaveh walks through hallways that hundreds have walked before him and sees their work pinned behind glass for all those who come after them to see. A copy of Kaveh’s schematics for the bridge at Port Ormos is behind one of those glass panels. Kaveh’s old professors wave him over and try to get him to take on a more permanent teaching role and in the same breath tell him to hold out as independent because while private commissions can be stressful and such a pain, if you get that one good client it makes it all so worth it. Kaveh sits in the break room of the Kshahrewar faculty even though he isn’t one of them because they all know him and he spends hours helping to grade and talk about lesson plans and just catch up on the fresh blood of his Darshan and take the pulse of his own fellows. 

Home, where Kaveh can walk down any street and never be lost or turned around or find himself at a dead end because his feet know the many paths of Sumeru City and each of its buildings like he knows the sound of his own voice, the beat of his own heart. And everyone on those streets knows him back. 

Not in the way the people of Aaru Village or Caravan Ribat or Gandharva Ville or any other place knows him. But in the way that the aunt who runs the takeaway restaurant out of her own kitchen window will spot him coming from a whole block away and either wave at him to take leftovers she hadn’t sold at discount or warn him that he ought to really cook at home more. Known in the way that the aunt running the fishmonger’s stall and the uncle at the butcher both know him and can tell exactly what he’s looking after upon seeing him. The aunt will look at him and say, “You need a nice, hearty and flaky white fish to be lightly fried” even when he’d just been passing by for some shrimp and then she’d give him a fantastic fillet of soft flaky fish, melt-in your mouth soft and yes. Actually. He could really, really go for a warm and heartily filled plate of seasoned rice and a fish seasoned with saffron and turmeric with herbs on top. Known in the way that the uncle at the butcher won’t even need to look at him, and will ignore Kaveh trying to point at the cut of meat he wants and instead start doing something else entirely, weighing a slab of lamb or quartering a chicken that he’ll wrap up in wax-coated paper and hand to him, saying, “You need something more filling.” And lo-and-behold, Kaveh would get home and find himself suddenly ravenous for something to just sink his teeth into.

Home. Where Kaveh walks into a house and feels the weight of Master Architect Kaveh of the Kshahrewar flow off of his shoulders, where he kicks off his shoes and runs frustrated hands through his hair and flops down onto the nearest flat and clear surface to scream his frustrations out into a pillow or blanket now that there’s no one to see him and be disappointed by it. There, in that house where Kaveh knows where every single cup and spoon and sprig of parsley is kept, where he knows where the sewing kit and first aide kits are tucked away. There in that house where not everything is good or perfect but it always was exactly what it was and nothing more, nothing less. 

Home. Where Kaveh’s books, which he had been afraid he would have to sell, have found new places among others of their kind that he has slowly familiarized himself with one title at a time. Whether that was through pulling them off the shelves to clean or sitting down to actually go through them. Home, where piles of laundry mix along with piles of dishes and piles of mail. Home, where sometimes all the doors and windows are open and Kaveh can hear the sound of a spin crystal player from clear across the house even though the volume is low. Home where even in the dead of night when all is still and sleeping except for Kaveh, he could feel, despite the distance, the steady reassurance of someone there in the night close by. Not there to talk to, not there to talk, but somewhere in the dark there all the same.

Home. Where a man waits for him with answers, with questions, with a story to tell and a story to listen to. Home which houses a man with a promise that Kaveh has to keep him to, and was in turn given an oath for Kaveh to keep. Home, where a man is waiting with a key for Kaveh to keep that oath while the man himself walks into the very lion’s den to buy them all time.

Home. Where the corruption is at its most dense, most arrogant, most confident and entrenched. Home, which in a more broad and upsetting sense, may have never existed as Kaveh and the rest of people of Sumeru thought it did, but must have in some capacity all the same… because there was peace there. There was peace to be found in that place, despite all of the rot it had been built upon. There was joy. So much joy. So much wonder. So much love. And Kaveh refuses to believe that all of those good things are invalidated by the rot they unknowingly grew upon.

Home. Home that must exist for Kaveh to return to, to fight to return to.

A fight that, the longer Kaveh fights it, seems to become harder and harder to end. That goal of returning, of going back, seems to be slipping farther and farther away with every passing moment.

How is it, Kaveh thought as he stood up there as the wind began to pick up and the sky began to darken once more, that the more I know, the worse it gets?

For every single piece that Kaveh assembles to gain purchase and agency in the chaotic sea of all of the information thrown at him from all sides, it seems like another floats away—or some new great and terrible wave comes along to smash all of his progress to bits. Every time Kaveh thinks that they’ve reached the peak of the ruin, the rot, they look up and see through the obscuring fog of the mystery an even greater ruin to overcome.

So close, and yet perpetually further and further away. All progress made rolled back by one demoralizing wave one right after the other.

In how many ways can a person’s view of the world be so thoroughly and unilaterally dashed, then put back together once more? What is the limit to the heart’s resilience? Because, in all honestly, Kaveh fears the day that his heart runs into its limit. After everything he’s been through—he fears it. The tipping point. And then, there, looking out into the horizon as the sand began to roll in, as the faint trace of the Divine Tree that marks home began to disappear, Kaveh wondered if he had reached his.

Kaveh pressed his hand to his heart, and felt through the fabric of his shirt the press of the tokens. His hand closed into a fist over them. Al-Haitham’s favor had gotten him through so many doors, assisted him in figuring out how to overcome so many hurdles. But that one final door remains locked to him, even with these. What Kaveh needed, needs, is not a favor or a token. But a key.

Kaveh looked out towards the vanishing home and felt his heart tremble, then scatter like the many grains of sand caught up in the rapidly rising wind that had started to stir his hair and his clothes—carried away beyond his fingers. Out of reach once more.

With monumental effort, Kaveh managed to tear his eyes away from the direction of home even as it faded from view. He climbed down, retreating in the face of the incoming wave of wind and sand.

And now here’s Kaveh watching Mehrak push around grains of sand in a sandstorm which seems uncannily appropriate and suitable towards what Kaveh has been feeling for the past several hours.

“There’ll be a break soon, a short one,” Cyno says, one hand worrying at the woven braid of fabric, the other listlessly flipping through some ledgers he’d gotten from someone to work on decoding while they had nothing else to do. Kaveh doesn’t bother to ask how he knows.

Sure enough, light begins to flicker through the edges of the windows and the door, bright and brighter still. In the distance a guard sounds the all clear. All three of them immediately head for the door, ready to push away the sand and snatch some fresh air.

Kaveh, this time, goes to check on one of the houses with some of the people they’d rescued who were, in as polite a way as he could say it, in a bad way. Maruf had said that it may possibly be kinder to… let them go. Kaveh wasn’t sure if it was kinder or not. If it were him he knows that he would never want to give up, never want someone to give up on him. But it isn’t him in that position and ultimately it was Candace and the village elders who had to make that call. It was their village, their people, housing and caring for them after all. Perhaps it was not right to put them in that position, perhaps it was not their right to take it. But who would have that authority here? Who among them could claim to have the greater authority to speak?

The victims themselves, who are no longer in any state to be saying anything about their futures one way or another?

“Forget. Forget. Forget,” some of them mutter when they surface from their catatonic hazes. “Forget, forget, forget, forget, for-“

Forget what? Did they want to forget? Did they want to be forgotten? Who was doing the forgetting of what?

So far the decision is to hold out and wait. There is one choice that can never be undone, and so long as it was feasible, they would try and keep that final choice delayed.

The break in the sandstorm is meant to be a brief one, so Kaveh hurries over to the small house next to the clinic where the catatonic cases are being kept pending final decisions. But before he can raise his hand to knock, he hears his name being called.

“Brother Kaveh! Brother Kaveh! Brother Kaveh!”

He turns to see Hilmi running towards him at great speed. Kaveh turns and the boy tries to skid to a stop, but ends up colliding right into Kaveh’s legs.

“What are you doing out?” Kaveh asks, straightening the boy up. Even during the smaller breaks like these the children are meant to be staying indoors, just in case. Kaveh can’t imagine anyone letting excitable Hilmi running about during a sandstorm break, let alone dashing clear across the village unless it was incredibly important. “What happened?”

Hilmi sucks in a great deep breath and then unleashes a torrent of sounds that, given a little bit of a delay, resolve themselves into words in Kaveh’s head.

“Sister Candace went out to check the gates and the outer walls just in case for monsters or anyone stuck out there, and while she was doing that she saw someone approaching the village, and it’s Sister Dehya and she’s brought with her an outlander and a fairy, and they had some very important things to say so they’re all gathering at the warehouse at the back of the village with the rest of the other important things and they needed someone to go find you right away so they sent me because I’m the fastest runner, because I train a lot and you need to go right now before the storm comes back.”

And then Hilmi sucks in another great deep breath and darts off back the way he came.

Kaveh, squinting off after him, muddles through that explanation before turning and running towards the back of the village. Mehrak, clever Mehrak, is already several yards ahead of him and impatiently flashing her display.

“We cannot,” he huffs at her, “all be as quick-witted as you. Have pity on my poor organic ears and brain for being slower than yours.”

-

Kaveh arrives at the warehouse just as the storm starts to settle back in over the village. As soon as she lays eyes on him, Dehya walks over and gives him hard, but friendly, punch to the arm that has him swaying in place before she grabs his shoulder and steadies him.

“Kaveh of the Kshahrewar, who knew you had it it in you?” Dehya says, mouth splitting into a grin, although her eyes remain sharp. “Good men know no rest.”

“I hope you’re not terribly mad about the deception.”

“What deception? You told me no lies,” Dehya shrugs, easy as anything. “Also, you’re really bad at not being suspicious or standing out. You were clearly up to something strange but who was I to question it? And if you were entirely clear with me from the start I think things might have played out a lot differently, which is really damn lucky for all of us here that the dice fell as they did. Come on, I’ll introduce you. There’s a lot that we need to catch you up on. Sumeru City has left the pan and is about to enter the fire.”

Dehya introduces Kaveh to the outlander Traveler and their companion, a silver and gold floating fairy named Paimon. The two of them were being interrogated at speed by Cyno and were, surprisingly enough, holding up quite well on their own. By which Kaveh means that neither of them had swallowed their own tongue out of fear and were managing to get out whole syllables instead of fighting off death-swoons. The two of them look understandably relieved for the reprieve.

Kaveh remembers news of them filtering in through the Mahamata’s network, but no details were ever given and Kaveh didn’t really have enough care to ask about it because of everything else going on. He didn’t think that they were part of this.

News from the Mahamata network, as the weeks went on, actually, got thinner and thinner. Kaveh had still been checking the caches, which were more frequently filled with things to trade rather than actual mora. And the items to trade were more practical in nature—less in terms of small precious stones or jewels, but more in the lines of things like pure, refined white sugar, salt, chemical tablets to make potable water, anesthetics and mild doses of drugs for pain relief or just… relief. Things in that nature. 

As the elderly man and his sons from the early days of this venture told Kaveh, the orders of the various networks were entirely in unison with one another: run. All of the people that had come through to deliver news and possibly fill those caches were on a one way trip away from Sumeru until things concluded. None of them have come back. If they did it was not through Aaru Village. Eventually there was going to be a stop to those travelers and a stop to the news. Whoever is left of the Mahamata leader’s secret network is whoever who has chosen to go against their orders to stay and hold their ground, and are most likely entirely absorbed in whatever machinations are going on within Sumeru’s jungles and greener cities.

The last Kaveh had heard of Al-Haitham was weeks ago. Al-Haitham had been dispatched to Port Ormos. But no one could say why.

“We have something to give you and a message,” the Traveler begins, hesitating as they look between the three of them. “But you’re going to need to know some things first. This might be a better conversation sitting down.”

Dehya puts her hand on their shoulder, stepping forward. “There’s a lot that goes on, and it’s a damn mess to listen to. But I can attest to most of it. The Traveler, Paimon, and I witnessed and took part in a lot of it together.”

They all drag crates out of their stacks to sit around in a circle. 

“I know you are all scholars or at least value the scholarly stuff very highly,” the Traveler begins, “but for the sake of fully understanding and explaining this as quickly and simply as possible we’re going to have to throw out a lot of the formal stuff and start with a conclusion then work our way back to how we got there. Build backwards.”

“You’d be surprised at how many scholar’s projects work backwards,” Kaveh says, getting a brief smile from the Traveler and a relieved sigh from Paimon. 

Cyno nods, gesturing for the Traveler to speak, but it is Dehya who picks up the explanation next.

“The conclusion is shit,” Dehya says flatly. “We’re in a tight spot. The basic thing you need to know is that in as less as a month, maybe even sooner, the Sages and the Fatui are going to pull the trigger on something underneath Sumeru City that’s going to outright kill hundreds, if not thousands of people within the span of less than a single day. One single swoop.”

Paimon is quick to speak after Dehya before anyone can say anything, “And that’s not an exaggeration at all. There’s proof and evidence and everything. There were a lot of math equations involved. And an entire trial run that went on to prove it.”

Cyno can’t be stopped from interrupting at that, and if Cyno didn’t Kaveh certainly would have. Cyno’s voice is sharp, as sharp as his eyes and the claws that the spirit that lives within him grants him to deal justice.

“There was a trial run to kill hundreds of people at once and it was pulled off successfully?”

Candace brings forth her staff, tapping the end against the ground with a burst of hydro energy.

“We cannot begin to ask questions here. As the Traveler, Paimon, and Dehya have said they need to get through things at their own pace for us to understand things clearly. I assume that there will be time for questions later, after they’re given a chance to explain themselves.” Candace turns towards the Dehya who nods. “Let them continue.”

“The Akasha,” the Traveler continues, “is not a machine in the way that you think it is.”

Kaveh’s eyes narrow. So do Cyno’s and Candace’s. This, they already knew. But why would an outlander who’s only been in Sumeru for a few months know that, when it was Kaveh who had to reveal that to the General Mahamatra? When it is something most people of Sumeru live their entire lives without knowing?

Sensing another interruption, Dehya summons her claymore with a flicker of flame, hitting the blunt end of it against the ground like Candace did just moments ago.

“The Akasha is a learning machine,” the Traveler elaborates into the tense silence, frowning as they struggle to find the correct words. “Well. No. It’s not a machine at all. It’s a mind.”

Now that, Kaveh thinks, leaning forward, is quite different from his own understanding of it. An organism, a network, while living, is not the same as a mind.

“Sentient?” Kaveh says, risking both Candace and Dehya’s ire because this is a very important distinction.

The Traveler nods. “Yes. It’s sentient. But that’s something we’re going to talk about later. First you need to understand that it is a mind. When you ask the Akasha for something, it is an actual mind doing the recall, all of the processes and calculations, and whatever else you’ve been asking it to do. But it needs energy to do these things. Just like anything else. The more complex the calculation, the more convoluted the question, the more energy it needs. More than it can create and passively gather on its own. The Sages have come up with a way to feed it that extra energy. This process, upon being launched fully, will kill almost everyone in Sumeru connected to the Akasha. It will be slow. It will be torturous.”

“The trial run for that was run in Sumeru City during the Saabzerus Festival,” Dehya explains to them. “At least twenty deaths can be attributed to that trial. None confirmed, of course. They were all given other causes of death. But when we looked into it, we could trace them all.”

 

“The next thing you need to know is that the Fatui are deeply involved. There are dozens of false projects and reports and all sorts of other transactions that, on paper, appear to be going to scholars and projects inside of Sumeru. But they’re fronts for the Fatui to move in and set up to work with the Sages on this project. There are now two Fatui Harbringers physically present in Sumeru: the Doctor and the Balladeer. The second one we know is here for the project that involves the Akasha energy harvesting, but seems more interested in whatever the energy is being harvested for. The Doctor, however… he seems to be involved in the actual research and development of this project. The Sages have given the Doctor authority to use the Akasha for his purposes, and he has used it to lure out and then trap Lord Kusanali.” The Traveler’s expression, which had already been quite solemn, turns grave. “When we left, he had her captive in the Sanctuary of Surasthana. She was able to somewhat escape on her own and act previously, but now with the Doctor directing the Akasha to trap her, she is unable to do anything. They need her for their experiment.”

“She was able to help us get out in time and sent us here,” Paimon adds on, “so that we could get help from you.”

“And how,” Cyno says turning towards the fairy, who squeaks at the sudden attention, “did the Lesser Lord Kusanali know that we were here for you to get help from?”

Here, apparently, is where the things get complicated. Convoluted, even. Kaveh has to signal Mehrak to start recording so they keep track of key points along the way. The story goes backwards and forwards, skipping and turning around in on itself. 

“You have the conclusion,” Dehya says, “Step back from your questions and let us walk it around to the beginning so you can see where we’re coming from.”

But this time, when the Traveler begins again, it is with a story instead of a conclusion. 

And so the first story begins.

It begins with a strange smell leading to a stranger scholar, asleep in a cave. Or rather, meditating. In search of connection to Irminsul.

As the Traveler speaks of the scholar named Haypasia , of going to Gandharva Ville, of facing the Withering, Cyno, Candace, and Kaveh meet eyes. An incense capable of triggering some sort of deeper reaction? Possibly showing strange visions or illusions to those under its effects? Sounds familiar, but not quite. The incense they’d found has no smell. And theirs only targets people of a very specific criteria.

“Would you happen to have any information on this incense specifically?”

“Not much. Tighnari said it was strange for me to be effected so strongly,” the Traveler says as they shake their head. “Most people can’t smell it and people don’t normally faint or have weird visions. But he did say it wasn’t an uncommon one. Scholars use it all the time to try and make contact with Irminsul.”

“I am familiar with the practice,” Cyno says, nodding slowly. “If I burned a sample of incense for you, would you be able to say if it was the same or similar?”

“It was a distinctive smell and feeling,” the Traveler replies, “I wouldn’t mistake it.”

Cyno pulls out a sample bag with a small piece of incense coil still inside of it—relatively intact. Earlier when Cyno was reviewing his notes he must have put it in his pocket to keep out of the way as he spread out his papers. Candace volunteers her shield, holding it face down between them as Dehya carefully, gingerly, heats one end of the coil with her fingertip.

The incense begins to burn. Kaveh, if he strains, can feel the beginnings of the release of dendro energy. But he smells nothing. The Traveler, on the other hand frowns and covers their mouth and nose. Kaveh reaches out and pinches the incense out. Candace lets the ash and bits fall off of her shield. There’s their confirmation. And now, a tie to something new: the secret, the information, that the Sages seek is not just a matter of the Archon’s purview, but that of Irminsul’s itself. 

“From what we’ve found, this incense—when used on most people—really is just a meditation tool,” the Traveler explains. “But sometimes Lord Kusanali is able to reach out to some of the people in that meditative state if they get deep enough and act through them.”

“The Village Keepers,” Candace says, “that’s the source of their miracles.” She turns towards Kaveh and Cyno. “We were correct.”

Kaveh turns towards the Traveler and Paimon to explain, “Village Keepers are what Mad Scholars are called on this side of the Wall. In times of danger they’ve been able to access powers of dendro to save people and themselves. It is not all the time, though. And the Village Keepers aren’t really in a meditative state.” More like near comatose one, for some of the worst cases.

“No. But they’ve forged a permanent connection to a specific portion of Irminsul and, through that, the Archon,” the Traveler says. “We’re going to get to that too, eventually. But first, let me conclude the story of Gandharva Ville.”

The Traveler goes on to discuss, briefly, the escalation of the Withering which causes Cyno’s expression to grow tight, the edges of his eyes tensing. Especially when Collei and Tighnari are brought up. In a rare moment where Cyno’s private heart allows itself a moment for the man instead of the figure, Cyno asks as the Traveler finishes explaining how Tighnari directed them to go to Sumeru City, “But when you left, they were…well?” 

The Traveler, then, exchanges a complicated look with Dehya and Paimon. Candace and Kaveh both immediately reach out, each of them putting a hand on Cyno’s shoulders.

“That question, it seems, is best left for the end,” Candace says softly, but her grip on her spear is tight. And her eyes are on Dehya, who just shakes her head. Candace’s grip on both spear and Cyno’s shoulder tightens even further. Kaveh’s free hand is on top of his own knee, squeezing hard to stop himself from asking any questions.

“The point of this part,” Paimon says, floating next to her partner, “is that you have to remember that there’s something connecting the Mad Scholars—sorry, Village Keepers—and Irminsul. And that sometimes the Archon of Sumeru can use the same connection.”

“And now here’s the next part of the story,” the Traveler continues, and brings them to Port Ormos on a search for an object of high importance that the Akademiya lost.

While Kaveh wouldn’t say his attention was lacking though the previous portions of this story, it would not be untrue to say that he was more focused inwards on his thoughts and how the Traveler and Paimon’s story aligned with what they had learned. But the moment Paimon says the words “Port Ormos”, Kaveh feels himself drawn back out—analysis and conjecture and all of the things that make a good scholar put the wayside to just listen and hear.

Al-Haitham, Kaveh wants to ask, what did he do? Because Kaveh knows Al-Haitham wasn’t quiet this entire time. He was most certainly involved and the last Kaveh had heard Al-Haitham was also headed to the port city. But the Traveler speaks only briefly of their time there, stating that the missing item was a knowledge capsule. 

“Here is the second thing of importance you need to know and the key to most of this. The missing item is a Divine Knowledge Capsule. This same capsule was found in Port Ormos and made its way to the leader of the Ayn Al-Ahmar, Mizri.”

“He doesn’t still have it, does he?” Candace interrupts herself this time, looking quite rightly concerned. The Ayn Al-Ahmar are devout to the Scarlet King and are one of the factions of the eremites that’s been supporting human sacrifice and increased violence against people from the green side of the wall.

“He doesn’t,” Dehya reassures her, looking bitter but strangely satisfied when she answers, “he doesn’t have much of anything anymore.”

“The Divine Knowledge capsule made him crazy. The matra took him away,” Paimon explains. “He totally lost it.” As she describes what happened to Mizri, Candace, Cyno and Kaveh turn to look at each other. These are the same symptoms of the Village Keepers, the Mad Scholars, the catatonic and slowly healing people that Aaru Village has been carefully sheltering as they prepare for their next move. Here is another piece of the puzzle that they have assembled that proves itself true.

The thing that the Sages are after for is within a Divine Knowledge Capsule. But all of those who’ve touched one are in no position to speak of the knowledge gained.

“Where is that capsule now?” Kaveh asks.

Again, the three story tellers turn to look at each other.

“Let me guess, save that one for later?”

“You’re a smart man,” Dehya answers. “There’s one last story you need to hear before we can start explaining stuff and answering detailed questions.”

The three of them, together this time, begin to speak of the event that provides the background information on the mass energy generation experiment. Here they explain the disturbing events of a strange dreaming cycle—strange because adults in Sumeru do not dream. Except, the Traveler and Paimon reveal, that they do. They simply never remember. The dreams are taken to be used as fuel for the Akasha’s computing and smaller data file corrections. 

The two of them along with Dehya begin to weave a tale of a dream of the same day happening over and over again, never ending—until it was finally terminated by forcibly being broken from within, with the minds trapped within slowly fading one by one, lost forever to the Akasha and the Sages.

Kaveh listens on in horrified disbelief. Here is another theft that has occurred in the dark, the entire country ignorant of the crime. Was anything they were told true? Adults in Sumeru do not dream because it is a gift from their Archon. Was that ever so?

The Traveler and Dehya go on to explain the conclusion of that story, which involves them going after the Grand Sage’s secretary, Seteria and how they found out that the Akademiya is purposefully inciting the zealots of the Scarlet King into violence, baiting them to act. This, among everything else the Traveler and Paimon have said, somehow seems so normal that Kaveh would almost brush it off.

But there is something particular that Kaveh cannot brush off at all, and it is something he knows Cyno and Candace are waiting to ask as well.

How does the Traveler know all of this? Several of the things the Traveler has spoken of certainly draw from their own experience and speak of how they put together information on their own. But there are quite a lot of details and key facts that should not have come from an outsider. That detail on the Akasha being an organism and not a machine aside… how does the Traveler know so much about the Sages? About the Divine Knowledge Capsule? How does the Traveler know of the politics between the two sides of the Wall, and even the internal workings of the Akademiya which are confounding even for people like Kaveh and Cyno’s jobs are to know those inner workings?

And that earlier question—How does the Lesser Lord Kusanali know about the investigations being done beyond the Wall, where her power is scant and all of the Akademiya’s visibility into things is tenuous at best? Especially when, based on the initial facts stated, she’s being held captive by the Fatui and Sages with no communication outwards?

“I repeat Cyno’s earlier question, which isn’t at all answered by what you’ve told us,” Kaveh says, foot tapping on the floor, restless with the need for clear answers. “How did the Lesser Lord Kusanali know to send you here? You said earlier you have a message to deliver. I assume it’s hers.”

The Traveler meets Kaveh’s gaze and for a moment, Kaveh almost flinches. He wasn’t expecting it. But there is something incredibly intense in the Traveler’s eyes. Something old. Something ancient. Something quite literally not belonging to this world. It reminds him of staring into the sky, except without the joy of feeling like it was opening into an embrace. Instead, a void. An ever expanding emptiness that fills itself with the incomprehensible, with age. With centuries.

“She knows,” the Traveler says, not turning their gaze away from Kaveh’s, and Kaveh not willing to look away from the truth that they’ve been desperately trying to assemble to save their country, “because the Akasha has told her these things.”

“Back to another topic from earlier,” Dehya says, “the Akasha system is sentient. It’s got its own mind. And the Sages have been trying to keep that mind under their control just like they’ve got the Archon under their control. Except it was mostly working. The Akasha’s managed to slip through with some help, and is now trying to actively help us work against the Sages and the Fatui where and when it can. It’s a little weird, actually. But its…heart or whatever it’s got in place of one is in the right place. It doesn’t agree with the shit going on.”

“It’s been being us find clues and hide us from the Sages,” Paimon adds on. “But there’s not a lot it can do right now. Especially with the Doctor messing around in it. The Sages were really terrible about keeping it under their control. We’ve been able to free it a little bit at a time but if we do too much at once the Sages will notice.”

“And who,” Cyno asks, “is we?”

The three fall silent once more, before Dehya speaks. “I know we’ve been talking about a lot of stuff at once. A lot of heavy stuff. And it’s a lot to take in—Lord Kusanali being prisoner and the Akasha being sentient and the people in charge of the country apparently entirely alright with killing hundreds of people just to power up an experiment. The details of it…somehow make it more impossible.”

“We’ll tell you. Just. Just keep in mind that you’ve been with us so far, and you’ve kind of agreed with what we’ve been saying, right?” Paimon hovers nervously between Dehya and the Traveler, looking into each of their faces for reassurance. Her gaze settles on Kaveh and he slowly nods at her. Yes. Many of the things they’ve explained so far make sense and line up as neat missing pieces to the puzzle that Kaveh, Cyno, and Candace have been putting together here. 

“Keep that in mind as we go through this one more time,” Dehya insists, her own gaze locked on Cyno.

In the first telling of things, there were solid facts. Conclusions. Statements. This is what happened. This is where things stand now. They were being told things.

In the second telling of things, there was more color to it. The statements and conclusions were preceded by context and series of events. The telling of these events was brief and shallow. But the chilling summaries were enough for Kaveh, at least, to understand that there are several things at play here; numerous plots and conspiracies working together in a great machine to build and expand and solidify the main trap that has encircled the citizens of Sumeru over several generations. Which, again, is nothing that he didn’t already know.

Kaveh is pretty sure that no matter what anyone else brings to the table, whether it be new evidence, a new conclusion, some brand new previously untouched fact or detail, one thing will remain the same.

Overall, at the end of the day, it is a story of corruption. It is a story of gross violations of bodily and mental autonomy, centered around experimentation for the further ambitions of a singular handful of persons at the cost of hundreds, thousands. It is the exact same story as the one that Cyno, Candace, and Kaveh have been chasing after through the sand and the storms.

But here, in this—what Kaveh hopes to be the final retelling—is where the story evolves and fully comes to colorful, vivid, lived life. If before the things they were being told were like laying down the foundation, the scaffolding, here is where the walls are raised. Here is where the doors are attached to frames, where glass is set into its panes, where the coat of paint goes on, and the house becomes fully ready to be moved into.

Here is where a recitation of fact becomes the recounting of experience and the recollection of the memory, still fresh and glistening-soft. Here is where it becomes a tale.

And this tale is a tale of illusions, trickery, maneuvers of politics, plays of tongue and ingenuity. Here is a tale of a dozen, a hundred, moving pieces working in concert to slowly attempt to chip away at the monument that threatens to crush them. The tale gains themes, faceless people gain names and motivations, a dozen different side plots weave together to become integral to understanding. Kaveh feels, as he listens to this, as though he were plucked up off the ground and thrown head-first into a whirlpool. 

There are just so many things to keep track of, Kaveh has no idea how Dehya, Paimon, and the Traveler are all speaking of it so easily. Perhaps it helps that they are some of the characters within that story.

Dehya and the Traveler’s tale is also a tale of spies—or rather people who are not spies acting as them in the face of a great and unknown danger to their lives. People becoming something they normally aren’t in the face of abnormal crisis, taking up arms and choosing paths that they can’t wait to put down once more once they are able to. 

It is a tale of foreign elements worming their way into their homes, displacing all that was once familiar turning what was once safe into danger. It is the story of an unknown number of incredibly different people cast adrift in a violent and hostile sea joining hands with strangers in the same lack-of-a-boat against the tides to hold fast to each other and persevere. 

In this tale there is improbable talk of a god, powerless except in dream. And dreams turned to nightmares turned to pure calculated resource.

Theirs is a tale of what a god gave away, and lost, of what mortals have taken, and found.

And within this tale are independent verifications of their worst theories made true.

Finally, at the end of it—the conclusion.

The Sages are trying to use something involving Irminsul from within the Divine Knowledge Capsules in order to complete the project that they’re working on in conjunction with the Fatui. This actual start-up of this project into its final, active stage will kill hundreds through the harvesting of minds through the Akasha system. The Lesser Lord Kusanali and the Akasha both play a role in it, but what that exact role outside of the Lesser Lord’s connection to the Akasha and Irminsul, and the Akasha’s ability to hold the Lesser Lord and harvest minds, is unclear. The end goal has something to do with the Irminsul and the divine.

“This,” Cyno says at the end of it, hands on his knees, nails digging into his skin—his shadow on the ground flickers and seethes, “is active maleficence towards God. What you speak of enters the territory of the Six Cardinal Sins. This is not simple defiance of a god’s mortal authority, but a defiance of the mortal against divine hierarchy—tampering of something beyond mortal ken. Human experimentation in order to usurp and control natural world order.”

“But,” Candace says, eyes keen and unmoving from Dehya’s face, “you have yet to answer the question. Who is we, Dehya? Who sent you to us in Lord Kusanali’s name?”

Dehya, not looking away from Cyno answers with the name Kaveh has been waiting to hear this entire time, “The Grand Scribe. Al-Haitham.”

“The Grand Scribe of the Akademiya,” Cyno repeats slowly, voice worryingly level, expression alarmingly composed, “who is in charge of programming the Akasha with every edict and control the Sage’s dictate, as well as looking through every single official form that gets processed in Sumeru, is the one who helped you gather all of this information and then told you to come here.”

“He’s fully aware of what it looks like, if that counts for anything. He’s a super shady guy and I think he kind of thinks that’s funny,” Paimon says weakly, retreating behind the Traveler and away from Dehya.

“He’s a member of the Mahamata and leader of the scribes, yeah.” Dehya remains unmoved in the face of Cyno’s skepticism that stands on the border of something much more pointed. Fanged, even. “But I’ve worked with him. He was with us for many of these events. Just as frustrated by them as we are. He was, even, part of the Samsara cycle that the rest of us went through. He’s part of this, yeah. But that’s because he needs to be in order to undo it. He’s on our side.”

“Al-Haitham is the one who’s been working on freeing the Akasha from the Sage’s control,” the Traveler adds on. “And he’s also the one that’s helped connect everyone working against the Sages together. He’s the one who we met in Port Ormos who told us about the Divine Knowledge Capsule.”

“Because he was also there for the same capsule, I assume. Most likely under orders from the Sages,” Cyno replies flatly. “Tell me. Does he have the capsule?”

Here the Traveler and Paimon look a little sheepish.

“Yeah, he did say that, didn’t he?” Paimon laughs nervously. “And he only kept the capsule to make sure it stays out of anyone else’s hands! Lord Kusanali’s the one who told him to take it!”

“And did Lord Kusanali tell you that, or did Al-Haitham?”

“Look. He’s not working for the Sages on this. The Sages don’t know about what he knows,” the Traveler insists. “If you need proof of his trustworthiness and cannot take our word or the trust that the Archon of your nation has put in the man herself, then know that he’s not the only one working on this with us. Here is another name you will recognize and hopefully put more trust in: Tighnari.”

“You expect me to believe that Tighnari is working with the Grand Scribe, god, and the sentient Akasha in order to thwart the Sages. Two of this list are directly under the Sage’s command and the third is imprisoned.”

“Tighnari and Lord Kusanali are the ones who directed us towards Al-Haitham to begin with. They’d been working together on this before we ever entered the picture and they’d gotten pretty far along in it too. Most of the information I just told you is what they’d found out on their own,” the Traveler says, “Although the process of me figuring that out was…a little convoluted because Tighnari and Lord Kusanali weren’t entirely sure about us and wanted Al-Haitham to weigh in on it.”

“And why would Tighnari trust his judgement over his own?” Cyno’s skepticism is earned.

But here is where Kaveh must speak. For he is, as everyone has said, an honest man. It is what Cyno had originally needed him for. That reputation. And Kaveh, like so many others on that list of people that the Traveler, Paimon, and Dehya mentioned in their final telling of their story, is not naturally inclined towards the duplicity, detective work, spying, and all the rest of this. It is not his nature. 

Here is Kaveh’s nature in all of its cumbersome and often uncomfortable glory.

“Because I told him to,” Kaveh answers laying out his truth, drawing all eyes onto himself. Kaveh sits, back straight, shoulders proud, unrepentant. “I told Tighnari to go to Al-Haitham.”

And Kaveh, unlike literally everyone else here, does not need to be prompted to get to the truth of something. Even something as undoubtedly as unpleasant as this is going to be.

“And the reason why I told Tighnari to go to Al-Haitham is because I couldn’t leave Al-Haitham alone in the middle of a conspiracy that literally had you going rogue and asking me of all people for help because you didn’t have anyone else you could trust to watch your back,” Kaveh continues, turning to face Cyno entirely. “And there’s no one else I could trust except Tighnari, who went to you with his concerns and therefore probably already knew something was truly amiss, to help Al-Haitham with this.”

Cyno’s eyes gleam in the low lights of the warehouse, but his mouth holds still, waiting to reveal his judgement and giving Kaveh the chance to present his case.

“Al-Haitham is half of the reason why I was able to get here to help you,” Kaveh continues. He cannot risk speaking of the Mahamata’s network, and it isn’t his secret to share. But Kaveh can speak of this. “Cyno. After you told me what you had found in Sumeru City and asked me for help, I turned to Al-Haitham. Yes. I did it knowing you don’t trust him. But I do. I trust Al-Haitham. I didn’t know if he would be able to help or if he had anything he could give me that would, but it wouldn’t have hurt to try. And quite frankly this entire thing, even before we learned what we know now, seemed very much like something one walks into and doesn’t walk out of. I couldn’t leave him without telling him something.”

“So you told the truth.”

Kaveh nods. “I told the truth. And here is the result. Me, here, with you. All of this,” Kaveh waves his hand around them, “evidence coming together.” Kaveh gestures towards Dehya, Paimon, and the Traveler. “Them coming here to give us information and a rundown of the situation currently going on in Sumeru City and the other side of the Wall that we can’t get. Before I came here, Al-Haitham helped me uncover as much data as he could get his hands on without tipping off the Sages.”

Here, Mehrak begins to display files of summaries of the hundreds upon hundreds of notes that he and Al-Haitham worked on in those few nights before Kaveh left.

Cyno’s eyes flick to them and back to Kaveh.

“As you once said, Cyno. People talk to me. Al-Haitham, whatever you may think of him, is also, people. And he’s well connected people. Would you blame me, Cyno? What we have always needed most is information. And who better to ask information from than the man who’s office sees more information in a single day than most people will even process in a week?”

“I would say you have lied to me, but you did not,” Cyno says slowly, the edges of hurt lining the words, as well as anger. “Kaveh, the honest. I did not realize that the very asset I had seen within you and asked to borrow would be one you would also turn against me. Especially as it is one you didn’t seem to realize, or want to realize, you had.”

Kaveh meets the hurt in Cyno’s tone evenly. “While I’ve recently made utilization of this reputation that I was not consciously aware of until now, you must know that this sort of manipulation and deception is not something I would be entirely comfortable with. I did not do this on purpose to slight you. If I had told you of what Al-Haitham knew, of what we had found together, you would not have believed it and outright ruled it as duplicity. And yet those are the same facts we have confirmed twice over, including the further evidence gained from the Traveler’s words.”

“You have called him a selfish egoist, focused only on his own self and betterment. And these are some of the more polite things you’ve said about him,” Cyno says bluntly. “In the time I have known you, I have not heard one single positive remark about him that was not tempered with something bitter, something harsh, something full of censure and resentment. I have often wondered what business the two of you have that binds your lives together like so, when all you do is complain of him. So tell me, Kaveh, why you would actively choose this of all things to turn towards him with when you claim him lacking in terms of morality, ethics, and overall attitude. Tell me, Kaveh, why you would go to the Grand Scribe with this, when it is public knowledge that the two of you had an extreme falling out several years ago and are still continuing that falling out with every single message board exchange and rally in public journals. You are not friends, Kaveh. The fact that you two live together and have not yet torn each other to pieces is one that Tighnari, Collei, and I have often worried about. And you ask me to trust him.”

“Archons,” Dehya mutters under her breath, “harsh.”

Kaveh looks back at Cyno. It is true. He has said all of those things and most of the time he’d stand by them. Except, Al-Haitham is not always those things. Not all the time, in every situation, to everyone, to everything, equally. Al-Haitham, as any other person, treats everything differently depending context and relevance.

Is that not how it is for everyone? For everything? As much as Kaveh would like to say that everything is fixed and can be understood from head on for what it is—that if it walks like a duck, quacks like a duck, it probably is a duck—that is not so. And there is proof of this subjectivity every day. Every moment.

Kaveh thinks of Shani, who most people would have called a coward and a selfish one at that. He thinks of how people would look at her and see either someone of the sands or someone of the forest but never both. And how this became people seeing her a recluse or standoffish, or timid and glum. Shani was some of those things, certainly. But if you were to ask Shani, she’s just a very frightened woman who wants to be left alone—she doesn’t want trouble, and if anyone just listened to her they would know that and understand. Shani just wanted to find some peace.

He thinks of Razak who was neither particularly memorable in any way other than in how unremarkable he was. Most people would consider him a hindrance and not much of a great loss to anyone or anything. Razak probably knew that about himself. But there he was, until the unfair and unjust end the Sages deemed fit to make use of him with. Living his life, doing what he could, where he could, to the best of his admittedly average ability. And to Razak, this was probably a good life, until that horrible end.

Kaveh thinks of all of the members of the network that have passed through Aaru Village and have traded and spoken with Kaveh, all of these people who did it just because they could offer something to help and the ones who did it in exchange for small sums of mora or bandages or sugar. From certain angles, one could call them selfish too. Those people, in certain moments of their lives to others, may have been called selfish and worse. Maybe those people in the context of their regular lives aren’t particularly nice or kind. Or maybe they’re pillars of their community. Who knows? Kaveh doesn’t. 

And so, who would Kaveh be to make that call? That is the same fault here, that Cyno’s words fall under. That is to say, Kaveh’s fault.

He was too honest. And yet, he was not entirely truthful. Kaveh said the full truth of the worst parts, or… Well. Not the worst parts. The worst parts Kaveh has kept to himself, unable to share even with Mehrak. The worst parts are the ones that haunt Kaveh, and piled up high on that night before he was about to leave, wanting to escape him and be made known so that if he never returned there would be no regret to linger. The worst parts are the parts that Al-Haitham neatly and cleverly shut back up again, and made Kaveh swear an oath to return to release.

What Kaveh told Cyno was all true. Those were all Kaveh’s true opinions on Al-Haitham. But they were only parts of them. They were unflattering parts, unhappy parts.

Kaveh has never told Cyno of the good. The uncountable good, the immeasurable good. The good man. The good man who is not a kind man or a selfless man or a particularly gentle man, not always. But sometimes can be depending on the context.

Because Al-Haitham can be kind. He can be selfless. And he can be gentle.

Kaveh has told Cyno of their arguments, their disagreements. He’s told Cyno about all of the slights and injuries that they’ve inflicted upon each other. He’s told Cyno about all of the frustrations that Kaveh has with the man. And maybe Kaveh did slip in there mentions of how clever Al-Haitham is, how capable, how astonishingly fast he can be with thought and word and hand. 

But did Kaveh ever speak of the rest of it? Those private moments, that Kaveh, over time, seems to have taken for granted? The ones that here, facing down the end of Sumeru with the knowledge he might never return to a single one of those moments again, he misses most ardently?

No.

Kaveh has never told Cyno of how sometimes, when Kaveh’s entire body is heavy with grief and stress and the weight of just being himself, unable to move to even raise his head from his folded arms as the night shadows grow long and the candles and oil lamps are burning down to nothing, Al-Haitham will quietly walk into the room. And without a single word, Al-Haitham will unfasten the clips and slide out the pins holding Kaveh’s hair in place. He will move the feather out of Kaveh’s hair, and if he can reach them, slide the earrings out and place them all in a neat pile next to Kaveh. Al-Haitham will slowly undo the knots and the braids with his fingers, easing the tension in Kaveh’s head, arranging the unbound length of Kaveh’s hair down his back or over his shoulder, and leave. And that would be enough. Enough for Kaveh to, eventually, find strength to raise his head, put away the dying lights, and go find a real bed. And why would Kaveh speak of that?

Or what about when Kaveh has run up against several brick walls in the forms of unrealistic revisions, deadlines, supply shortages, changes or breaches in contract, or the many hundreds of things that can go wrong in his field going wrong at once, and he’s got to figure out a way to pull a whole miracle out of his ass for four different people at once? What about those times, when Kaveh is running around the entire city trying to put things together and barely has time to get back to the house, make himself presentable again, and dart back out into the fray? Has Kaveh ever spoken of how in those times, there has always been something waiting for him on the table? 

Small things. Simple things. Just those little touches that make you think, “Ah, at least there’s this.” A small takeaway cup of that good pomegranate or pear raita from that one aunt who’s got a takeaway only shop. That one really good ink of his that always gets misplaced and never has time to either find or replace. Bread, freshly made sometime that day and probably by Al-Haitham’s own hand. A single plainly written note with a reminder of something Kaveh definitely forgot but definitely needed to remember. An electric lamp left on the window, even if Al-Haitham was already asleep. Kaveh’s mail sorted with the bills and anything from his mother right at the very top.

And after those deadlines have been cleared, and Kaveh has a moment to be absolutely furious about how the situation got that bad, Al-Haitham will sit there and let Kaveh rant and rave at and around him. Sometimes with his headphones on and sometimes, more frequently now, without. And usually Al-Haitham will fire back with a comment on how Kaveh brought this on himself or all of the ways Kaveh could’ve handled things more efficiently, but not necessarily politely if Kaveh wanted to have further employment with the same people, and then pointed how how Kaveh probably shouldn’t work with these clients anyway. Sometimes Kaveh will acknowledge these points but usually not, even if they’re rather practical.

But lately, with increasing frequency, in the same way Al-Haitham will sit with his earphones off, he will simply listen and let Kaveh vent all of the indignant exasperation without a single word. And when it is over, Kaveh will flop down onto the sofa or divan near him. But more and more recently… next to him. Nearer and nearer. Closer and closer.

Has Kaveh, even once, alluded to or hinted to those quiet, small moments between them?

Or what about the quiet, large ones? The ones that happen when neither of them is in a good mood, for reasons that usually have nothing to do with each other at all but maybe sometimes do, and it causes them to clash heads as though they were just waiting for an excuse to let the poison fly. Or maybe they let it simmer, seethe, underneath the skin and just behind the teeth. And it’s this fourth presence in the house: Al-Haitham, Kaveh, Mehrak, and the bitter-dark. 

But then, with teeth grit and hands curled into fists, they reign it in. Walk it back. Agonizing step by step, until they are at the borders of civil again and mutually retreat to tear the flesh off of something else until they’re able to be bearable to stand in the same room as the other again.

Has Kaveh ever talked about the fights that they avoided? The things they agreed about?

Has Kaveh ever talked about how, Al-Haitham, at the end of everything, is a good man? And that this is a fact of the universe that was true then even when they had that first monumental and incredibly public split, is true now in the midst of a national crisis of morals and ethics and literal mortality, and will be true when everyone in this room is dead from either natural causes or when that which the Sages have been aiming for succeeds and kills them?

No. Kaveh has not. And the onus of that terribly poor image that Cyno has is now on Kaveh. And Kaveh will own that mistake with all the rest of them.

“I did say those things,” Kaveh nods. “But I do not tell you everything. It’s not possible to give an entirety of a person through story alone. But let me tell you this truth about Al-Haitham, Cyno. This fact of him is so essential and integral to him that I sometimes forget other people don’t know it. It’s like the color of his hair or how tall he is. At the end of the day, Al-Haitham wants most in the world is to live peacefully.” Kaveh remembers his talk with Shani and is quick to say, “Whatever peaceful means, and the ambiguity of this goal often makes him come across as difficult and frustrating. However it truly is an earnest and sincere goal that he actively strives towards with every moment of the day. I think it’s probably one of the greatest and most difficult things to do of all—finding and maintaining personal peace. Gods above knows that I’ve never been able to. And I think part of that personal peace that he’s worked so hard to build and protect is making sure he has somewhere to go home to. Which should be something that we can all here relate to. At the end of the day, all of us want to go home. To have a home. A chance to return to it.”

Here Kaveh must pause, before he tips his head and admits that which he has known and in turns felt a great confusion, a great shame, and a great and ponderous gratitude for.

“And Al-Haitham gave me that place and that chance. And sometimes, it is even a peaceful home. Which I have to admit here, honestly, as it’s probably biasing my opinions by quite a lot, but I don’t give a damn.”

Cyno’s brows raise. Kaveh knows that his descriptions of his life living under the same roof don’t exactly line up with anyone’s mental image of what home or peace would be like. But again, that’s Kaveh’s fault. After all, what would Cyno know of the shared laundry duties, the tiny little garden they’re both mutually attempting to keep alive despite their busy schedules and relative lack of experience gardening, or the way that their collection of books has merged together into one great incredibly illegal monolith that’s going to bury them all alive if an earthquake ever hits?

“If you cannot trust that he is doing this for moral cause or through the nobility of character, then let me give you a selfish motive that you can trust in: he wants to live. He wants his home, he wants it to be safe, and he wants it to remain exactly as how he’s made it with his own two hands with all of those other actions that I’ve previously called selfish or indolent. And what’s so bad, so damning about those things in comparison to what we’re facing now? Selfishness? Indolence? In the face of ambitions that seek to topple the very world order? I’d rather the man who’s greatest ambition in life is to have as much time on his hands as possible to chase after whatever weird thought has popped into his head be it figuring out how rainbows work or doing a deep dive word-root similarities due to diaspora. 

“Yes. He’s talented. He’s smart. He has a high ranking position. But I think anyone who actually knows him can agree that he’s wasting said talents and smarts, and that said high position doesn’t actually have that much authority or prestige or any chance of upward movement if you actually think about it. The world would probably be in a very different place if he chose to apply those talents towards more ambitious goals that serve the greater whole, but he doesn’t nor does he particularly care to. Al-Haitham can’t care for the faceless world but he can care for the faces that make up his own world of himself and whoever he’s included in that world. Is this a particularly comforting thing? No. But we’ve got to acknowledge that this is just how some people are, and if the end result still gets us where we need to be we can’t exactly complain about a selfish motivation. So. Are we good or are we going to argue about this and throw out our all of our findings because they came from the actions of a selfish man who doesn’t want to see his home get demolished by other selfish men?”


Notes for the Chapter:
-“warm and heartily filled plate of seasoned rice and a fish seasoned with saffron and turmeric with herbs on top.”: a Persian dish called Sabzi Polo ba Mahi. Basically rice with herbs and fish. usually a white fish of some sort.


Author’s Note:This won’t make sense unless you’re logged into this website, but this is my 789th fic on Ao3. That’s hilarious to me.






9. The Recounting and Recollection: Part VI

Summary for the Chapter:
“Come on, Rahman. You mean to challenge the Akademiya. Steel yourself. The arm of a fellow eremite of good standing is nothing compared to what you mean to do.”

“Your faith in your allies is commendable and speaks volumes in their favor, I take your terms. Both you, Kaveh of the Kshahrewar and Dehya Flame-Mane of the Blazing Beasts.” Rahman turns and gestures into the distance. “Tonight we retreat and part ways. Tomorrow we meet at the entrance to the Mausoleum of King Deshret and conduct the exchange.”

“Every Village Keeper you have, Rahman,” Candace says, the power of hydro limning her limbs, making her look like a wraith of the sands as his people begin to fall back. She points the end of her spear in the Travler’s direction. “And those two are ours. You do not take them with you.”

Rahman nods at her, gesturing at his people to let the Traveler and Paimon go. “On the word of the Flame-Mane and the Master Architect of the Kshahrewar, yes. Every one we have. Tomorrow. Noon.”





At some point while he was talking, Kaveh has stood up, Mehrak gleaming to his right and his Vision gleaming to his left. He didn’t even realize it until Dehya and Candace both had a hand on his shoulder and were pushing him to sit back down again.

“Easy there,” Dehya says quietly to his ear. “Deep breaths. Come on.”

“The sandstorm is about to break,” Candace says, squeezing Kaveh’s shoulder as she turns to address the rest of their party. “We’ve all just learned several enlightening things and have much to think on. Perhaps we all ought to take a moment to ourselves.”

Cyno, past Candace and Dehya, looks at Kaveh with bright eyes and clenched fists, mouth pressed into a fine line. Kaveh can’t tell if he’s angry or disappointed or… or he doesn’t know what else there is to be. He just knows that this isn’t over and they are going to have to come back to address it somehow before any real progress is made. And the Traveler and Paimon still aren’t done with relaying their full story. Plus they on the desert side haven’t even given the other three a fraction of what they’ve found out. Unless the Lesser Lord Kusanali managed to parse that and tell them.

Kaveh doubts that, based on the holes in their story that are perfectly shaped to the machinations that Cyno, Candace, and Kaveh have uncovered on this side of the wall.

There is, as always, further yet to go. They have just barely begun to wade into the surface of the miserable sea within these past few hours of stories and telling and memories.

Several tense minutes later, the sandstorm begins to break, and they break apart from each other into the early evening. The sky is only partway clear, the orange of dusk taking on a strange tawny look from all of the dust and sand. Candace and Dehya both squint up into the sky in the direction of the storm.

“That might be it for now,” Dehya says slowly. “Probably headed out further west, or it’s going to break on the rocks to the south.”

“If it comes back it will won’t be as a storm,” Candace concludes. “I’ll go confer with the elders and check in with the other guards. Cyno, come with me. We have to find lodgings for our new guests.” Cyno follows after her, conceding to the order that it is, Paimon and the Traveler nervously trailing after them as well. The Traveler looks over their shoulder towards Kaveh and Dehya, but Dehya waves them off, putting her hand on Kaveh’s shoulder and pushing him in the opposite direction.

“Do you two think we’ll fight if left alone?” Kaveh asks, somewhat amused. “We aren’t children, you know.”

“Maybe,” Dehya answers, “but also I’ve heard some really amazing things about your temper. And there’s something else you want to ask, isn’t there? Something you can’t ask with the General Mahamatra around.”

Kaveh’s stomach swoops, he tries to turn towards her, to stop walking, but the Flame-Mane firmly pushes him by the shoulder, pulls him by it, guiding him away from the warehouse towards somewhere quieter. Dehya and Kaveh walk through the sand-clogged streets, drifts of it coming up to the knees that they almost have to wade through before they find a secluded area at the edge of the town overlooking the gorge below.

Here, Dehya finally lets Kaveh go and he immediately bursts out, “Is he alive?”

Dehya blinks at him. “He did not say that you were a pessimist.”

“Look at the enormity of what we’re facing and the fact that he’s go the eyes of every single Sage, Matra, and probably Fatui officer right on him at this very moment. The last I heard of him was when he went to Port Ormos and then nothing. Is he alive?”

“He’s alive.” Dehya reaches out to squeeze his arm, this time in comfort. “And even relatively well.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that being one of the organizing minds for something on this scale is pissing him off majorly and it shows,” Dehya replies. Mehrak, hovering next to her makes a series of soft and sad beeping chimes. Dehya turns towards Mehrak, confused, before slowly explainin, “He’s mostly just angry. The Sages have him on a short leash, and all of the pretending and trying to work around them isn’t exactly making him a delight to be around.” Dehya’s mouth flickers up into a smile as she turns back to Kaveh. “You two are a lot alike. I can see the resemblance now.”

“And what does that mean?” Kaveh scowls. The scowl deepens when Mehrak’s display turns into a smile and she bobbles in place, flashing 100% in the air above herself. Dehya laughs.

“Ah, see, we’ve got three votes for yes, and two votes for no. It’s a yes.”

“Who’s the third yes and who’s the second no?”

“Tighnari and Al-Haitham. When Al-Haitham and I met each other in the Samsara, one of the first things he said to me was, ‘Is he intact?’, which is a really funny way of asking about someone. We didn’t have much time to go into detail then. But by the Gods did he make good use of the time we did have. I swear that guy could’ve been Matra if they were smart enough to snatch him for their own. Interrogated me for a whole hour and a half on how I got you past the Wall and everything you did and said, down to the last minute. There were fish in Mondstadt less grilled than I was. You can’t imagine what I felt when I found out that you were part of this whole operation to tear down the Sages and their corruption.” Dehya shakes her head. “I knew you were up to something, but it’s you, so it wasn’t going to be anything bad. But damn.”

“I am sorry, again, for the duplicity.”

“Is that why you were so insistent on paying me for a stroll?”

“Part of it. I also really did just want to pay you for your time.”

“What’s an evening of leisurely walking between friends?” Dehya pauses. “You know. It’s really interesting. The way you two talk about each other is so…different than what anyone would expect after uh. Well. I think you know your own reputations and how they intersect. I can’t tell if you two are friends or enemies or something else.”

“It’s complicated, which is the most appropriate answer for the two of us at any given time,” Kaveh replies, earning a rough snort and shake of the head from Dehya, and Mehrak’s display switching to her exasperated face. “I can’t answer you. And if you asked him the same question I don’t think he would have been able to answer you either. How can we answer others when we can’t even answer ourselves?”

Dehya’s smile is soft. Warm. Like sand, like a breath and a heartbeat.

“The Traveler did ask… when he sent us to you. He asked if you were his friend. He answered.”

Kaveh probably should feel a little nervous. Or even curious. But in the back of his mind he already knows how Al-Haitham answered with a not-answer that is, actually, if they were to speak it to each other, an entire complete answer. The language that the two of them have built with each other over years of knowing each other is a confounding one. It is also one of the most natural ones in the entire world for Kaveh to speak in. It is a language built upon their most vitriolic and brutal, raw and vulnerable, careful and intimate selves.

“He said I was Kaveh, and that I am a man of my word,” Kaveh tells her. “And I would help you.”

Dehya stares at him, shock and awe on her face as her smile broadens into a grin. “How do they make them like the two of you?”

Kaveh asks a few other questions, mostly about Al-Haitham’s involvement in all of this—which parts of the story were Al-Haitham but they didn’t bring up because of the clear and obvious trust issues between the two sides of what should be matching halves of an operation against a single enemy. 

“Tell me about the sentient Akasha, how did you lot figure that out if it was already under control of the Sages and the like?”

“Ah, that’s also Al-Haitham,” Dehya says. “Apparently it really liked him and kept giving him headaches whenever it tried to talk to him because it doesn’t quite understand how human biology works after all those years being locked up. I don’t really get it myself. The actual details of how all of that got sorted wasn’t exactly my priority at the time. You’d have to ask him about it.”

Kaveh mentally adds it to the list of things that they’re going to be talking about.

“The headaches then… the visual and auditory anomalies and symptoms. Those were the Akasha’s sentience taking form? Not the Sages tampering?”

“Mostly. Again, I wasn’t there for that part and neither was the Traveler or Paimon. The explanation is probably way over my head and the context of it wasn’t important to me.” Dehya shakes her head. “If it helps any, he hasn’t had any headaches or the like afterwards that anyone’s noticed. Aside from the ones he’s getting from having to play the Sages, the portions of the Akasha still under the Sage’s control, and all the other agencies that are keeping tabs on him.”

He’s about to ask how bad it is, exactly, and if she happens to know anything about the other Mahamata department leaders when the alarm over Aaru Village sounds. The two of them are immediately running, turning to sprint towards one of the watch towers to get to a vantage point.

“It’s Isak’s grandfather—a Village Keeper named Khalil,” Raef says, “When the headcount was being done to check on people he was missing.”

“Wasn’t he with Isak or any of the other Village Keepers?” Dehya asks, “How did he disappear in the middle of a sandstorm?”

“Not disappear, abducted,” Kaveh corrects, turning to scan the area for the colors of Candace or Cyno. 

“That doesn’t make it any better of a question,” Dehya groans as they quickly head towards the main gate.

“Cyno’s gone ahead to check the usual places,” Candace informs them. “Split up and search the area around the village. He can’t have gotten far. Isak’s family didn’t notice Khalil missing until after the recent sandstorm ended. They had opened the doors for fresh air and to start clearing the sand away. He was there as they were doing that and checking their livestock, but afterwards he was gone. They estimate it was only a ten, maybe fifteen minute window. No one noticed anything suspicious. No signs of a struggle.”

Kaveh has met Khalil before. Khalil is not the worst of the Village Keepers in terms of lucidity. Khalil mostly keeps quiet and to himself, occasionally muttering or pacing, but he’s usually somewhat present in his own way. He listens when Isak and other people talk to him, although he doesn’t seem to understand what is being said. Khalil’s only trouble is wandering off but they’ve identified that as being because of the lures.

“The Traveler?” Kaveh asks. 

Candace nods. “I’ve sent them to the house to see if they can pick up the scent of any recently burned incense. Whether or not that was used is a piece of the puzzle for later. Right now we have to find Khalil.”

They split up to search the sands. Kaveh sends Mehrak into the sky to see if she can spot trails or notice anything unnatural while he manually looks for footprints or recent disturbances in the freshly settled sand. Mehrak chimes from above him, he glances up in time to see her streaking off like a little star. 

Guided by Mehrak’s light, he follows after her, meeting up with Cyno and the Traveler who are examining something in the sand.

“What news?”

“Incense was used. The Traveler noticed it. There’s an inside man in Aaru Village,” Cyno says, not looking up, but waving him over, “Kaveh. This machine—do you recognize it?”

Kaveh kneels next to them, Mehrak drawing closer as they look at it.

“Akademiya made for sure based on the quality,” Kaveh says, pulling the metal and circuitry out. “How did this get here?”

“It’s recent. During or after the sandstorm,” Cyno answers. “The abductors must have been caught in the storm when it cycled back. They had to get rid of anything weighing them down to make speed and seek shelter.”

“It certainly took a beating,” Kaveh mutters, frowning down at the metal. “Are there any other pieces nearby?”

“We’ll get to looking,” the Traveler says, getting up to walk ahead with Paimon.

Before Cyno can go off to look also, Kaveh quickly grabs for his arm. Cyno allows it, turning to face Kaveh.

“Are we alright?” Kaveh asks.

“This comes first,” Cyno replies. “And then we will talk. There are many questions and answers that we must get through, between the two of us. And apologies.”

Kaveh nods, letting Cyno go as he lays the bit of machinery out on the sand for Mehrak to complete a scan of. If it was freshly broken just earlier today, it shouldn’t be in this bad a shape. Whoever dropped it here must have had it for a while. It looks like it’s part of some sort of Akasha-related device, but he can’t what based on this part.

Soon enough the Traveler, Paimon, and Cyno return with more parts that Kaveh is quick to lay out and start arranging.

“Hm, yes,” Kaveh says as Mehrak beeps and chimes her comments and suggestions at him. “No, no. Look, see here. Repairs done recently. Ongoing supply. But they didn’t quite understand…not Akademiya trained. Good work for someone without the insider background, but it wouldn’t have worked in the long term. Ah. Ah. That is clever combination. Scorch—? Oh. Hm. Blowback. That would have rendered the entire thing useless. Well done, you.”

“Kaveh, care to share with the rest of us who don’t speak Kshahrewar or machine?”

Cyno looks a little exasperated, but Paimon and the Traveler are staring at Kaveh blankly. Kaveh coughs, waving his hand in front of his face. “Sorry, sorry. It’s a manual capsule extraction machine. An older model, we don’t really need them because most modern portable Akasha are capable of doing most types of extraction. The manual extraction devices are mostly used for capsules that have heavy data loads, high security measures, or older capsules with suspect data integrity loss. This one was already broken before they tossed it. You can see where whoever had this thing was fixing it as it began to break down over time, but they didn’t have access to adequate repair parts. It’s not a case of obsoletion because—“

“Kaveh,” Cyno interrupts, even more exasperated than before, which gives Kaveh a little hope that whatever hurt feelings and qualms may be between them over the whole Al-Haitham thing isn’t something they can’t work around. “We have a missing scholar on our hands. The abridged summary.”

“It was broken before the storm and the owner of this before it was abandoned was probably from this side of the Wall.”

“Eremites?”

Kaveh nods. “But this doesn’t help us figure out where Khalil is.”

But even as Kaveh says this, Cyno is tipping his head, frowning. He raises a finger to his lips, eyes closing as he strains his hearing. He points, gesturing for them to follow him quietly.

They move fast, running across the sand, sticking close to the growing shadows as night falls. Mehrak flies close to the ground, dimming her display as darkness settles in. Soon enough, the rest of them start to hear the sounds that Cyno had caught. Kaveh’s surprised that Cyno caught it. It’s the sound of people arguing rather loudly.

Candace is already there, eyes gleaming, spear and shield at the ready, crouched low behind stones with a large buildup of sand. They fall in with her, listening as Dehya argues with someone. Cyno scratches out some marks in the sand. Candace shakes her head, erasing his question and writing an answer, which she writes once in desert script and then wipes over and writes again in Sumeru standard: Rahman. Deshret supporter.

Cyno scratches down: Blacklisted?

Candace’s expression turns dark. She traces out the words “Neutral terms” and then strikes it out of the sand. That explains who the insider was.

Kaveh tips his head to listen in as Dehya speaks. It looks like she’s in the middle of getting Rahman to explicitly say what his involvement here is. Kaveh gestures for Mehrak to try and record. The open space and the distance between them will make it difficult. But she should be able to pick something up for playback later. 

“You don’t know as much as I do,” Dehya says, “You’re too bold. These are too many scholars. You think the Akademiya isn’t onto you?

“Onto us? Who do you think gave us the resources to get to them to start with? Besides, what does the Akademiya care about them? They threw them out here, with the rest of us undesirables, their barbarians and uncivilized embarrassments.”

“There is no way this is an official Akademiya sanctioned operation.”

“And how would you know that, Flame-Mane?”

“Because anyone with sense could tell. You were a man I thought had some of that, Rahman. You disappoint me. I thought you a good man. We may not worship the same gods in the same ways, but I had thought you to be a man I could work with. A man who wasn’t dragging down the name of the eremites with such foolishness. What do you even intend to do with all of these people? You aren’t keeping them away somewhere to feed them and coddle them.”

“You’ve heard the rumors. Even across the Wall of Samiel, I know there are those who have spread the word of the Scarlet King’s return. And these scholars are key.”

“Again, where are you getting this from? The people of the Scarlet King have had a hundred, a thousand whispers of his return but they have never held true and none of them have ever moved any of us to action. Rahman, speak plainly. We aren’t like those soft-handed scholars in the east. Talking around like that just isn’t us.”

“If I’m going to speak plainly how about you? Call your friends out, Flame-Mane.”

Candace and Cyno exchange sharp looks.

“I am a man of sense. And I know we cut it close when we took this one,” Rahman says. “And I know that you’re not alone. Aaru Village has become a center of something—the Mad Scholars that we’d been taking were being taken back by someone. The Guardian of Aaru Village and the General Mahamatra have been sighted in this area. And that’s been going on for far longer than you’ve been here. You spend this time of year on the green side of the Wall, Flame-Mane. I know there’s no way you’d be this on top of things within a few hours of crossing back to the sand.”

Dehya curses. Cyno sighs, adjusting his helm, summoning his spear as Candace stands and swiftly rises to walk around the sand and stone they’d been crouched behind.

Kaveh gestures for the Traveler and Paimon to wait with him and Mehrak. Rahman only listed two of their party by name. It’s possible for Kaveh and the Traveler to be of use from the shadows.

That plan is quickly dashed when Rahman adds on, “And the Master of the Kshahrewar? Is he with you?”

Kaveh scowls, looking up to where Cyno had leaped up to crouch on the top of the stones.

Cyno glances down at him, tipping his head. Kaveh sighs, following after Candace, but still gesturing for the Traveler and Paimon to stay where they are.

“I’m here,” Kaveh says, scowling as he takes in the sight before him. Rahman has several others with him, and among them Kaveh sees Khalil being held with a knife to the throat. Khalil holds still, blinking placidly. He’s possibly still dazed from the effect of the incense that lured him away from his home. “Why do you have a knife to his throat? He’s not struggling. We’re not fighting.”

Rahman looks amused at that. “It really is Kaveh of the Kshahrewar, huh? Heard the rumors, but didn’t think it would be true. You don’t seem the type to be involved in these kind of plots.”

“And yet here I am.”

“And yet here you are,” he nods before turning to address Dehya. “Like I said, the information we’re getting is from an inside source at the Akademiya. We’ve found our way in after decades, centuries, of waiting. And we’ve finally found our chance to return Sumeru to how it was meant to be.”

“What chance?” Dehya presses. “What chance are you talking about?”

“The Akademiya has been infiltrated by our own. It took years of us waiting, laying low, biding our time. But the Akademiya sometimes takes our own as charity cases if they show enough promise. We have given them our brightest, our best, and now they are returning to us with fruit of the labor,” Rahman says. “They have found information on the revival of the Scarlet King. They have found evidence of the Akademiya’s purposeful suppression of our god, of our people—evidence. Hard proof. And they have found the tools we need to succeed anyway. Most importantly, our own have managed to create a hole in the armor of the Akademiya. Surely you have noticed how…poorly the Akademiya has been handling itself.”

“You think that’s because of you?” Cyno asks. “That all of this is because of those who left the sands and crossed the Wall to join the Akademiya?”

“Don’t sound so disbelieving, General Mahamatra. You were once one of our own, and you may have gone soft with the luxury of the forests. But there are those who never forgot where they came from and who they truly are. They held true to their origins and have made an opportunity for their brothers and sisters left behind in the dirt to break through that Wall and take back our order.”

“Rahman,” Candace says, shield humming at her side and scattering bright, sharp light over the sand. “The Akademiya controls everything across the country. Ineptitude and strange behaviors aside, their powers surpass whatever group you’ve managed to gather underneath your banner. When the ants gather to bite the giant, do you think the giant cares to notice?”

“Guardian of Aaru Village, your people are complacent after being fed by the hand that withholds for so long. When the ants gather, they may topple giants.”

“At the word from which ant?” Kaveh interjects. “Tell me. Is your insider a woman in the Grand Sage’s office by the name of Setaria?”

Here, Rahman’s expression for the first time since these talks began, seems wary. But he rallies quickly.

“Even if Setaria has been compromised, our plans are already in motion. It is too late for the Akademiya to stop the rot.”

“You’ve got that right,” Kaveh snorts, wrinkling his nose. “The Akademiya is filled with rot, but it isn’t the rot you think it is. Setaria is not one of you. She was a triple agent. You thought she was reporting to you, but the Sages were having her report to you what they wanted you to hear. They were using you to do their dirty work out here so they’d have a neat and tidy scapegoat while they went on with their own plans.”

“It’s true, Rahman,” Dehya says. “I heard her confess myself. Setaria was only doing what the Sages were telling her to do. If you move in now they’re just going to close the trap in around you and whoever else you bring with you. You’d put your people through that? Say you make it out alive—the Akademiya would never let any of you go again. They’ll break up your bands, your tribes. Your families. They’ll force you to scatter. They’ll take your young ones in the name of education, in the name of forgiveness and goodwill. You know how this story goes.”

Rahman’s face looks grave at that, his voice is solemn when he replies, “That is the risk we all take. That is the sword the Akademiya has held over our heads and brought down at a whim for centuries since we lost our god to protect us, since we were forced under the care of this absent Lesser Lord. We have our chance, we must take it. For those very same children we risk losing. It is not just a matter of faith to the Scarlet King, Flame-Mane. Even if the chances of success are one in a million…don’t you see? The sun and moon no longer shine here. We live in a poor, desiccated and desecrated land. We beg the Akademiya for scraps. They take our technology and call us uneducated, taking away all of our chances to be better than what we are. They forbid us books. The Akasha does not work here. Our children are held to standards that half of the Akademiya never try to meet, and then our children don’t come home again. Or they come home in shame with broken hearts—lost to us in all the ways that matter. They return to us without their mother tongues, their backs bent and their eyes clouded as though strangers. It is for those very same children that we must take this chance where we can.”

Rahman turns towards Khalil. “Look. Isn’t it a mercy anyway? These Mad Scholars…no one wants them. And half of them don’t even know what’s going on anymore. Aren’t we putting them out of their misery? And if we can save our children, our people, while we do it…isn’t it a good trade off? You called me a reasonable man. Do you see my reason now? After hearing that, can you really say that I’m unreasonable?”

“Yes,” Kaveh says bluntly. “Because this is a trap. It was never going to work. None of it was ever putting you and your cause forward, only ever backward. But if you’re not going to listen to me then how about this. A trade to prove our intent.”

Everyone turns to look at him. Dehya gestures at Kaveh to shut up.

“You aren’t helping anyone with your actions. Not your god, not your people, not your future. You’re just feeding into the Sage’s hands and more of that same cycle will go on, this time with even more people stuck under that same giant’s heel. But you won’t believe any of us. Believe this then. I’m worth way more than some Mad Scholars in terms of bargaining. Even if the Akademiya was paying you to do this, you’ve got to know based on my reputation they’ll pay way more for me than some scholars that they just want to get rid of.”

“Kaveh,” Cyno hisses, moving to leap down but freezing in place when the man holding Khalil presses the knife. “Kaveh, what are you doing?”

“I’m Master Architect Kaveh of the Kshahrewar. Teacher, mentor, consultant, and one of the most highly decorated graduates of my Darshan in recent generations,” Kaveh says. “What’s worth more? The man who built the Port Ormos silhouette as the world knows it today, the man who built and revived the land of a Withering Zone into a literal palace that people pay to see, a man with more patents and intellectual property credits to his name than other people have friends, or a handful of Mad Scholars they’d want dead anyway? Trade me for them. Use me to get beyond the Wall of Samiel and see with your own eyes how things play out.” Kaveh’s mouth quirks up without humor. “It only seems fair, I guess. I got through the Wall with the help of an eremite, I might as well return in the company of more of them.”

“You cannot be serious,” Dehya snarls, “Candace, shut him up.”

Rahman laughs though. “Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar you prove your reputation a hundred times over! Truly an honest man to end all liars and frauds. It’s a shame that there aren’t more like you. Fine. If it were anyone else making such an offer I’d call them on being untrustworthy Akademiya scum. But your reputation precedes you. I’ll take that bargain. You’ll keep to it, Master Kaveh?”

“I am no oath-breaker. If you’ll return Khalil and the other Village Keepers in your custody unharmed I’ll go with you freely.”

Rahman looks from Kaveh to those around him. “You speak honestly, Master Kaveh. And I’m inclined to believe it. But what’s to say that your friends aren’t going to break trust the moment the exchange is done? The General Mahamatra and the Guardian of Aaru Village have carved a vicious path into the desert to reclaim their Mad Scholars in the past few weeks. And you have not been entirely honest. Have you?”

Rahman turns and nods. One of his men nods back and whistles once, sharply.

Candace hisses through her teeth, head snapping towards the darkened sky. All of them look up, having missed it because of the night shadows and the lingering sand obscuring the moon and stars, but high above several hunting birds are circling.

“Hey, hey, watch it! We’re coming out already!” Kaveh looks down and sees that more of Rahman’s men must have circled around to ambush the Traveler and Paimon. Paimon looks nervous but the Traveler looks annoyed.

“Sorry, I didn’t want to risk them doing anything to the Village Keeper,” the Traveler says, hands in the air.

“Fine,” Dehya moves to stand between Kaveh and Rahman. “I’ll give you tangible proof of our resolve. I understand we’ve proven ourselves untrustworthy it’s our actions before you. I’ll vouch that we’ll hold our and Kaveh’s word. You can’t trust Candace or the General, but you can trust me, can’t you?”

Rahman nods. “Current situation aside, yes. I do trust you, Dehya. We’ve worked together in the same circles, more or less. Even if our gods and allegiances are different. You are a sword of her word and an honorable opponent.”

“Then I vouch that we will hold to this bargain. Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar for the Village Keepers under your care.” Dehya raises her right arm. “I vouch with my own arm as collateral. Should anyone on my side break their word and attack or try to cheat you, may you cleave this arm from my flesh with your own hands yourself. Hell. I’ll extend that even further. Should the Akademiya refuse to barter for Master Kaveh, should anything we have said prove to be false then you may take this arm for it will be useless to me as I will be the one proven as the fool and the misguided. Let it be forfeit along with my word as honorable truth. I will no longer deserve to wield my sword anyway.”

Now Candace is the one hissing, “Dehya, what are you doing?”

Even Rahman is shocked, gaping at her in silence.

“Come on, Rahman. You mean to challenge the Akademiya. Steel yourself. The arm of a fellow eremite of good standing is nothing compared to what you mean to do.”

“Your faith in your allies is commendable and speaks volumes in their favor, I take your terms. Both you, Kaveh of the Kshahrewar and Dehya Flame-Mane of the Blazing Beasts.” Rahman turns and gestures into the distance. “Tonight we retreat and part ways. Tomorrow we meet at the entrance to the Mausoleum of King Deshret and conduct the exchange.”

“Every Village Keeper you have, Rahman,” Candace says, the power of hydro limning her limbs, making her look like a wraith of the sands as his people begin to fall back. She points the end of her spear in the Travler’s direction. “And those two are ours. You do not take them with you.”

Rahman nods at her, gesturing at his people to let the Traveler and Paimon go. “On the word of the Flame-Mane and the Master Architect of the Kshahrewar, yes. Every one we have. Tomorrow. Noon.”

-

As soon as they all retreat far away enough, Candace grabs Kaveh by the face in one hand and shakes him, eyes boring deep into his face. “You do not risk yourself like that. Not when I am present. What were you thinking, Kaveh?”

Kaveh grimaces, prying himself from Candace’s grip, only to have Cyno turn him around and give him a vicious shake.

“Kaveh this is not the sort of listening and talking I asked you for help with,” Cyno says.

“Woah, woah, woah,” Dehya quickly extracts Kaveh from between the two very worried, very angry pair, although the metal tips of her gauntlets do dig into his shoulders a little painfully in her own form of reproach. “I disagree with the man’s actions but we can’t deny the result. So what’s the plan? Because there’s no way this is going to go well. Come on. You can yell at this one later when all is said and done. Right now we have to figure out what we’re doing. Even if this exchange goes perfectly, if they really do move forward and try to take Kaveh past the wall to storm the gates as it were, that’s where things will go to shit. Not to mention we still have the Akademiya and Fatui’s own plot about to kick off.”

Dehya turns towards the Traveler. “Do you think anyone on the other side of the Wall could do something if we go ahead?”

The Traveler shakes their head. “It was bad enough when we left. I think they’re going to have their hands full doing damage control. We came out here to get help, I imagine us going back to ask for help rescuing our help won’t go well.” They turn towards Kaveh, pained expression settling over their mouth and eyes. “You’re really everything people say you are, aren’t you?”

Kaveh lets his own grimace show. “Well. Ideally not everything. I’ve been called some pretty unsavory things.”

“I’m going to call you a whole list of them,” Cyno hisses. “You—“

“Complaining can happen after we’ve saved the country and everyone in it, extremists who’ve been pushed into a corner included,” Dehya raising her voice over all of them. “Fuck. So we’re going to have to wing it, basically. You and I both gave our word that we’ll honor the deal so we can’t back out or plan some kind of trap. You think you’ll be alright until we can figure something out to rescue you?”

“Just let me get back across the Wall,” Kaveh says. “I mean. They’d be taking me right where I need to be anyway, right? I think my usefulness on this side of things is done with. You don’t need someone to talk and get answers. We have too many answers. What we need is to meet up with the others working on this on the green side of the Wall to figure out a plan.”

“And your plan to start on that plan is lacking,” Candace says. “But I low war is not my forte. I’m going to inform Isak’s family that we’ve found Khalil and will be recovering him tomorrow. I l trust you to start on some sort of plan better than ‘winging it’ before I return.”

Unfortunately they don’t come up with a plan better than winging it, much to Candace’s displeasure.

All of them split for the night with no plans and no new ideas.

Kaveh lies down in his borrowed bed hand over his heart with Al-Haitham’s token. Wait for me, Kaveh thinks, willing his thoughts to fly across the sea of sand and forest between them. Wait for me. I return not with solutions nor will I return in the way either of us thought I would, but I will return and we will do what we do best. Together.

Cyno speaks quietly, but not softly, from the depths of the dark.

“Kaveh.”

“Cyno.”

“Don’t do anything rash,” he says, “Anything else, I mean. It is true that this is a way for you to get back across the Wall towards potential allies. But the rest of us will be right after you. We aren’t leaving you alone.”

Kaveh squeezes the favor in his palm, turning into the dark to try and see Cyno. He cannot. It’s too dark.

“I know,” Kaveh says. “I trust you.”

Cyno is silent in that way of his that means he wants to say several things at once, but cannot. Kaveh has lived with that type of silence all his life. He doesn’t mind it. He waits.

Sure enough, Cyno says, “Thank you, Kaveh. I know I have at times been poor at showing it. But I am thankful that you came to the desert with me. You have been an indispensable part of what we’ve accomplished here. I do not think we would have done as much as we have thus far without you. And I do not simply mean in the sense of your words, your expertise. I mean you, yourself. If it were just Candace and I, I believe this situation would have worn on us much more than it has. And I think that everyone we’ve met would not have felt so much hope, so much determination to join hands and work together to tackle this monumental challenge that looms over us all. Your outrage and your determination to act in the face of it inspires, Kaveh.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Cyno.”

“I know.” Cyno laughs. “Kaveh the honest. There are other things we have to talk about, loose ends that must be addressed. Stay alive, keep your head and keep your temper, and be ready for us to bring you back.”

-

The next day they leave for the Mausoleum of King Deshret, making it there early just as Rahman’s people also arrive with their own hostages to exchange. Khalil is among the captives, but the number is…small. Only five total.

Candace holds her hand out, blocking Kaveh from moving towards Rahman.

“Where’s the rest? You expect us to exchange Master Kaveh for five? We know there are more.”

There are still many missing Village Keepers between all of the allied villages that have been unaccounted for. Perhaps it’s optimistic, but they were hopeful that they aren’t all dead. 

“Are you going back on your word? Am I to claim the arm of the Flame-Mane on this day before the very tomb of the Scarlet King?” Rahman asks, gesturing for his men to hold weapons to the throats of the Village Keepers. None of the Village Keepers are bound, but some of them do look somewhat aware of the danger they’re in and are quietly murmuring to themselves. Khalil just looks blankly ahead.

“Is this your truth?” Dehya asks, “Because it looks lacking, Rahman. Candace and the General may have recovered several of the missing Village Keepers, but we know there’s more. Surely you can’t take us for fools to think that you’ve gotten rid of all of them and that this is all that’s left?”

“Believe what you want, these five are what you’ll get. Unless you turn back on your deal.”

Kaveh’s about to say that they should just go ahead anyway, when the Traveler suddenly shouts out, “Wait!”

They turn and see a small shape dart out from between the shadows and the sand, running straight for the eremites, yelling— “Don’t hurt my grandfather!”

“Isak?” Candace exclaims, eyes wide even as Rahman shouts — “Don’t shoot!”

But it’s too late. One of his men had already let loose a bolt from his crossbow. Candace moves, viper fast, throwing her shield to deflect the bolt. Dehya runs forward, grabbing Isak by the scruff before he can get further, lifting him clear off of his feet.

“This kid,” she says exasperated, lip curling up as she throws him at the Traveler. “Hold onto him.”

“Isak, what are you doing here?” Candace asks, as Isak miserably tries to escape the Traveler’s grip.

“I heard you talking with my parents saying you were going to save grandpa,” Isak says, “I wanted to go to make sure he was alright. And I heard that you were going to trade him with Brother Kaveh and I got worried. My parents were talking about it after you left. You weren’t really going to leave him, were you? You’d have gone back for him right, Sister Candace? Grandpa wouldn’t have wanted someone else to get hurt because of him.”

The Traveler quickly twists their arms around Isak, covering his eyes and turning his face into the Traveler’s neck as they squeeze the boy tight against themselves, stopping him from running or saying anything else with a sharp, “Hush now.”

The damage has been done, though. Kaveh looks around the assembled faces, trying to figure out what to say, what can be done even as he watches any form of feigned neutrality fade in place of expectant betrayal.

“That’s a good question,” Rahman says, eyes fixed on Candace. “Would you have gone back after him? You really can’t trust anyone from the soft side of the Wall. Flame-Mane, if you’re worth your blood your arm is mine—come forward. As much as it pains me to cut into the flesh of a fellow warrior of honor from the same sands as I am from and shares the blood of the same ancestors, a deal was a deal and the pound of flesh promised must be claimed.”

“I won’t argue that, but that wasn’t part of our terms. We promised an honest exchange and as much as I doubt that these five are all you got, we’ll honor those terms. But could you, a man of that very same honor and blood, feel any surprise that I would go back for my comrades?” Dehya says, drawing her claymore with a crackle of flames. “Would you not think less of me if I did not? For that is what it is to be of our people. We stick together and we protect our own.”

“You are not wrong,” Rahman says with a bitter twist of his lips as he draws his own weapon. “It’s just a shame that you picked the wrong people.”

The two charge each other, Candace and Cyno launching forward to try and get to the other Village Keepers before harm befalls them. Kaveh, turns towards the Traveler and Isak. But in a moment of serendipity, just as Dehya and Rahman’s heavy blades clash, there’s a distinct rumble. Everyone freezes eyes wide as the sand begins to ripple, as though water.

“Earthquake!” The Traveler shouts, grabbing for Paimon. Isak, however, takes the chance to run free, attempting to move towards his grandfather. As sand buckles and rises like a roiling tide, everyone wavers, attempting to stay standing. The rumbling of the earth does not stop. In fact, it seems to grow stronger as though a wenut were throwing a tantrum right underneath their feet, bucking against the ground.

And then, successful, that wenut of an earthquake causes the very ground beneath them to let out a long, low, groaning boom. Kaveh’s eyes’s widen as, at first, a small divot in the sand at the center of their groups begins to form.

“Cave in!” Kaveh shouts, trying to scramble back, but the divot is widening, growing, turning from a little dent into a rapidly descending and spiraling down rush—like a furious whirlpool or riptide. The deep mouth of it opens, gapes, swallows. There is no escaping it.

As people begin to slip down into that widening mouth in the shadow of the Mausoleum, Isak cries out. Kaveh, on his hands and knees, scrambling to try and get upright as the sand washes him down closer and closer to the center of the widening gyre of sand, sees and hears others scream, losing their grip and getting washed away to fall into the dark and growing unknown depths. When he turns to look, he sees Isak only a few meters away, the Traveler trying to hold onto him with one arm and trying to create a dendro construct to try and anchor themselves with the other. Smart, but with this amount of sand there’s nothing for the dendro anchor to attach to. Just as both of them lose their purchase and fall back Kaveh feels a small flicker. Then Kaveh turns away entirely. He has to. He shuts his eyes tight against sand and blinding light as a wave of dendro washes over him, expanding out in a familiar feeling of a barrier being formed. 

And then they’re falling.

-

Kaveh doesn’t know how but he must have blacked out on the way down. His entire body hurts, but not in a way that speaks of broken bones or grievous bodily harm, so that’s some sort of plus. He opens his eyes, squinting up. Nothing but darkness and stone. They must have fallen for a long time. He turns over, slowly pushing himself up and assessing himself for injury as he goes. His hand automatically goes to his chest, feeling the hidden pocket to make sure the three tokens remain. Mehrak, lets out a small sound from next to him. She’s hovering close to him, clearly worried.

“Whole if not hale,” he assures her, groaning as he pushes himself to his feet. “Bruised and battered but I’m still here. What have you learned for me, little light of my life?” 

Mehrak fusses around him a little bit more, scanning him as though she were programmed to be able to asses flaws of flesh as easily as she can in wood and stone and steel. Who knows, she might have figured that out and taught herself. She’s picking up all of these strange habits from somewhere, if she did somehow download and incorporate some sort of Amurta anatomy text program and field injury identification course.

Mehrak leads him to where she found others, and then makes her confused chime, tipping to the side and flashing an exclamation mark and several question marks when they find no one. But Kaveh does see footsteps in the sand and a few droplets of fresh looking blood. So either whoever was here walked off on their own or was, hopefully, carried off by someone friendly. Kaveh draws his claymore and decides to get to the bottom of that comes to him.

They follow the footprints and the droplets of blood, until Kaveh sees people ahead. It doesn’t take very long. Candace is in the middle of carrying two unconscious eremites, one over her shoulders, the other under an arm.

“Ah, Kaveh,” she says, “You’re well.”

“Yes, although I’m not sure how. Do you need a hand with that?”

“No,” she says, tipping her head for him to follow as they fall into step with each other. “What’s the sword for? Did you run into trouble? Thus far I haven’t run into anything down here aside from those of our party.”

Kaveh tosses the claymore up in the air, the metal dissolving into a shower of light as he sighs. “No, but I figured it would be better prepared than not. Is everyone accounted for?”

“Yes, from our side. We’re helping Rahman collect his people from where they fell. Dead or alive. Most, fortunately for them, are alive, but not well,” Candace explains, tipping her chin forward. Kaveh looks ahead and sees several other people huddled together. “Khalil tapped into the powers of the Village Keepers when he heard Isak scream, and put a barrier around those of us closest to himself and Isak as we fell. Although upon impact we were scattered farther away from each other.”

“Any injuries that we need to be very worried about?”

Candace’s mouth quirks up in a faint smirk that she’s not too quick about covering up, “Not on our side. You might have been the worst of it.”

“Ah, lovely. Where’s Cyno?”

“With the Traveler, running some sort of Spantamad test. Cyno says that there’s an unusual intersect of ley line energy here that wasn’t noted on the maps. He thinks it’s unnatural in nature. Perhaps you can make better sense of it than Dehya or I.”

“Where is Dehya?” Kaveh’s question in summarily answered when he hears her cursing ahead of them. Candace sets down the two unconscious eremites she was holding, laying them out straight, shaking her head as she turns away. “I’m going to go back for the rest. If you want to join me feel free, but I think you’ll find the conversations going on here much more enlightening.”

“Al’ama!” Dehya snarls, “Rahman you must have hit your head thrice over on the way down, you stubborn fool of a man. If only you took a few more hits instead of your men, maybe you’d finally have some sense knocked back into you and your people wouldn’t be in such damn poor state. You heard Cyno and the Traveler. There’s dendro energy here. You saw it yourself. The Village Keepers use dendro energy too. You think these are the actions of a god who wants someone dead? If either of the dendro lords had animosity with the Scarlet King why would their energy be so strong here?”

“This is a sign that we are on the right track,” Rahman fires back, eyes bright, expressions vivid. “Centuries and generations of our people trying to track down as much as we can of the Scarlet King and only just now this place becoming revealed?”

“Hey, are you even listening to me?”

Kaveh leaves those two to their yelling, spotting Cyno and the Traveler a ways ahead, heads bowed as they do something. Kaveh sees Isak clinging to his grandfather, sitting with the other Village Keepers. Paimon hovers over them, talking to them in probably the quietest voice he’s heard from her thus for. Or rather, not heard. He sends Mehrak over to check on them before he walks up to Cyno and the Traveler.

“What have you found?” Kaveh asks. The two turn towards him, the Traveler has an orb of condensed dendro energy in their hand.

“The ley line energy here is wrong,” Cyno says, troubled furrow to his brow.

“Wrong how?”

“It’s been guided here, and held.” Cyno shakes his head. “Remember, I told you that ley lines are branches that grow upward and manifest as blooms above ground once they gain enough energy? This one is being kept here.”

“How does someone keep a ley line?”

“The energy is being used and converted so that it can’t build further up,” Cyno gestures ahead, deeper into the tunnels. “There’s a ruin ahead. Fully functional. The closer we get the more the energy becomes apparent. As well as a dendro signature. The Traveler was helping me check on the energy.”

“It’s similar to the Lesser Lord’s, but older. Much older,” the Traveler says. “It doesn’t feel like mine or like yours. It’s closer to that of the Khalil’s.”

“You can tell?”

The Traveler taps their temple. “Elemental sight and a lot of practice discerning between different types of energy sources. Come on, we were hoping you’d turn up soon. We’ve traced the energy but we didn’t want to approach the ruins without the resident architect.”

“Very clever of you,” Kaveh says. “Just us or…?”

Cyno leans around Kaveh in the direction the rest of the group was. “Depends. Are they still occupied?”

“Very much so, yes. But I have a feeling that even if we went on without them Rahman would try to follow, arguing with Dehya along the way.”

“Perhaps it’s better if he comes with us,” the Traveler suggests. “Even if we find something to disprove his belief in the Scarlet King’s return, he won’t believe it unless he sees it himself. And if we bring it to him after he’s just going to say that we all tampered with it. Sometimes when someone is that set into their beliefs they have to wake up on their own.”

“Speaking from experience are you?”

“Too much of it, even,” the Traveler says.

The three of them make their way back to the others. Dehya and Rahman are still going at it. Candace seems to have finished gathering all the surviving eremites, arranging them together and leaving the care and tending of them to their relatively more capable fellows. She stands between Dehya and Rahman, arms crossed, simply waiting. 

When they approach Candace turns towards them and shakes her head.

“No change,” she supplies. “They’ve hit a stall. Rahman acknowledges that it was the power of dendro that saved them from the fall, but insists that it’s the strength of the Scarlet King that’s revealed this place to us. He views it as a contest between gods. What have you found?”

“The ruins here are powered by a ley line and dendro,” the Traveler tells her. “Cyno’s checks of the ley line find it being halted by something deeper inside the tunnels, where the actual ruins are.”

“And you mean to investigate.” Candace nods and then physically steps in between the arguing mercenaries, raising her spear and holding it between them. “You two are going nowhere. Neither of you has the heart to move the other and I’ve no use for two mountains hollering at the other to collapse into the valley.” She tips her head towards Cyno. “Both of you go with the General Mahamatra to investigate the ruin and see what unfolds for you there. I will stay with the injured and make sure Isak doesn’t get any further ideas. Unless either of you is much more skilled in the arts of healing than you’ve lot on and have been standing around as decoration this entire time.”

Even Rahman looks a appropriately scolded for that, going along with them easily as Cyno and the Traveler lead the way towards the entry to the ruin that they had traced earlier. As they get closer to it sprouts of green start to show through the sand. Kaveh can feel the dendro energy that the two of them had mentioned. 

The doors to the ruin open easily enough, if slowly, with a low rumble of stone on stone, sending a shower of sand and dust down. Before it’s even opened Kaveh can see that this is much different from any other ruin he’s ever explored or heard of.

It’s green. Yes, it’s definitely the same architecture as that found across the desert. But the inside, improbably, is filled with living trees, fronds, vines, moss…Kaveh can taste it in the air and he doubts that anyone would need a dendro Vision to feel the energy rich in the air itself.

“Where does the light come from?” Dehya mutters as they walk into the ruin slowly, turning to examine the remarkably preserved area. “And the water? We’re underground aren’t we? It’s a buried ruin.”

“Parts of it are buried, parts must have some exposure to the surface,” Kaveh replies, squinting up at an opening in the ceiling that must have, at one point, been natural but then eroded and widened over time. Afternoon light, although from quite far away, shines down. The air, aside from being rich in dendro, is clearly fresh. There must be some sort of mechanism here that makes this building seem desolate from the outside. Defense or deterrent, possibly. Or maybe it’s something entirely to do with the powers resting here.

“It’s beautiful,” Paimon says, eyes wide as she floats upwards, towards the leaves and the rays of sun. “I didn’t know that there could be something this pretty in the desert.”

“Proof of the Scarlet King’s power persevering despite the Akademiya’s efforts,” Rahman insists. “How else did our ancestors survive? This is the bounty that was once ours. Technology and wealth lost when the Scarlet King perished and the supposed Archon of the land, the Lord of Forest turned her back on us and put her Akademiya to draining what was left of the sands.”

Dehya clicks her tongue against her teeth, sucking in a breath and letting it go slow.

Cyno and the Traveler walk on, both of them taking note of the miracle of foliage beneath the scorching sand, but intent on shooting towards the source of the miracle itself.

“This is only the entryway,” Kaveh says, gesturing for them to go after their, apparently, foremost experts on this. 

“As though anything were ever so easy as opening a door,” Dehya sighs. 

“Or breaking one down,” Kaveh adds on, following after her as Rahman and Paimon go ahead.

Over the next few hours, their group goes through a series of puzzles. This is not unusual for any ruin in the desert. The people of the Scarlet King were incredibly technologically advanced and Kaveh has a feeling that for them, the defenses and the mechanisms that give today’s travelers and archaeologists so much grief were like children’s games. In this way, among many others, Rahman was correct.

The Akademiya sapped the glory of such gifts from the sands and from the people who should have rightfully inherited it.

The first of the puzzles is easy enough, requiring them to simply turn a trio of obelisks so that the worshipers face their god. 

Then, as they progress downward, deeper into the ruin they find remnants of life in the form of Shroom-Kin and scorpions who had tunneled below to make their home—uninterrupted for centuries. That second puzzle was a living one of shifting walls in a breathing and indifferent maze that cut them off from each other multiple times. But it did not account for a Master Architect who spends several months out of the year in voluntary self-study of similar ruins. 

Kaveh knows every road he’s ever walked. He is a master of joinery and calculations of space. It only takes Kaveh a few turns to have mastered the space, and then matched it to the floor above it. Kaveh closes his eyes and the entire room unfolds before him in a series of numbers and within them the prizes of his fellow explorers and the hidden mechanisms that will bring them closer to their goal. Tile by tile, brick by brick, Kaveh assembles and disassembles the entire place as he collects everyone and guides them all back to each other to activate the next elevator, which takes them up again instead of down.

Kaveh can’t help but notice is that no matter which floor they’re on, especially on the deeper floors, is the sheer proliferation of flora. Thriving, lush, verdant flora with their roots that spill over stone and swallow up the innovative order and structure of the civilized man to be returned to the chaotic natural order, stone by stone. And it isn’t just fungi or moss or all of the plants that have learned to thrive in the dark. It isn’t even the plants native to the desert. Just like in that entryway with the light and fresh air, Kaveh means trees. 

Kaveh means tall reaching trees and shrubs grown wild. Mulberry and sycamore, even a few jacaranda that were not flowering but he could tell were in reasonably good health and ancient. He swears that he even found a few carob trees. Kaveh means ground cover in the form of ferns and stouter bushes and shrubs that tangled up with each other. He means vines and ivy crawling up along the available space, digging into the stone walls and the trees as they reached up and summarily let gravity take them to hang down in waves of green and woody brown. Kaveh even means flowers.

And Kaveh knows he is not the only one noticing it. But the conclusions his traveling companions are drawing for it are dividing them more than ever.

On the next leg of this small journey of theirs they face more Shroom-Kin in waves of baffled and confused waves as they try to flee with nowhere to go. That small room has a trick elevator—similar to the ones used in other deep ruins and temples in the area. Kaveh and the others wait for the main platform to lower until it disappears into the obscured dark of the elevator shaft, the shimmering almost invisible platform that marks the end of the elevator’s completed journey taking the visible platform’s place. They step on it, Paimon lingering to activate the elevator’s mechanism so that they’re raised up, before hurriedly floating back in to join them as the invisible platform rises to another room filled with confused and baffled Shroom-Kin.

Once again, they arrange the obelisks so that they are giving obeisance to their god.

The elevator in that room becomes a transport carriage, bringing them deeper underground than the previous floors and pushing them forward through wide hallways lined with a royal purple carpet of flower petals.

Rahman turns to Dehya and says, “Behold. Proof of the Scarlet King’s splendor around us.”

“The Scarlet King was god of skies and sand,” Dehya says, eyes focused ahead, tense for any further combat. “And you think he was preoccupied with interior decorating via flowers?”

“It is a sign of grace. Of bounty. It’s the divine providence of the Scarlet King. Is this not obvious proof of his return? The sacrifices are working. Setaria’s information is correct.”

“It’s a sign that you’re grasping at straws.” Dehya turns towards Cyno and the Traveler. “Any changes?”

“We’re getting closer to the heart of it,” the Traveler says, eyes closed, head tipped in the direction the platform is navigating them towards. Their eyes open, face turning up. “Get ready. There’s some sort of portal ahead. We may face another challenge on the other side.”

But it is not a challenge that awaits them.

Improbably, it is a field. A field of tall reaching flowers, not unlike what one would see in the Ardravi Valley, and tall, ancient mushrooms like the sort seen in the Lokapala Jungle. Grass and smaller sprays of flowers grow lush, thick, and abundant—even daring to grow over the edges of the elevator platform and start to ease itself into the cracks like fine little green hairs. Kaveh can hear the sound of moving waters.

The dendro energy is so overwhelmingly strong here that it makes Kaveh almost want to sneeze.

“Even you must feel it now, Vision or not,” Dehya exclaims, turning to Rahman, who’s eyes are fixed forward. “This is not the work of the Scarlet King, Lord of Sands. How can this be anything but the Greater and Lesser Lords of Sumeru, the Archon of Dendro? Or are you so desperate for an enemy you’re going to claim that this is the work of the Mistress of the Orchard to scrape around for some dignity left?”

Rahman has no answer for her, eyes wide and shimmering with hope and a devotion that Kaveh almost envies.

Their group walks forward, led by the Traveler and Cyno once more. As they walk through the grass, lights flare to life, glowing an eerie blue to mark the path forward. Their goal is obvious. The impossible tree growing in the center of the space, surrounded by a visible gentle rain of petals.

“It gets brighter the closer we get,” Paimon marvels. “It’s so beautiful.”

As they approach the tree the lamps are replaced with the mechanized braziers that are so common among the desert ruins. Except, instead of the typical balls of condensed energy that mimic flames, these stone braziers are filled with dense clusters of lavender-colored flower petals, gently rustling and circling each other in lazy breezes. The smell of them is sweet, but quiet. In turns they mimic the miniature suns and stars they’re meant to, or they unfurl in a sigh of movement to spill out like water over the edges of their stone containers to flow into the cycling winds that surround the tall giant of a tree.

At the very top of the stairs, blanketed by those very same flowers as though it were put to slumber is a giant carving of a dog laying on its belly, head raised, ears alert. It is quite obviously a grave or memorial of some sort. 

Cyno stops them with a hand raised out, eyes not looking up but down.

“Watch your step. There’s a mechanism here,” he warns them.

“These are runes of the Scarlet King,” Rahman says as they turn to look around for any clues as to what this mechanism is, or who’s tomb this is. The Scarlet King’s mausoleum is somewhere above them, but so is his own sarcophagus. Who’s is this one? Hidden below and so obviously loved?

“And does anyone here read that?” Dehya asks. “You and I are both lucky to read common and some of the basic tongues of modern Sumeru. So unless you’ve somehow gotten your hands on some illegal lesson books and weren’t caught by the Matra, what’s next? Cyno?”

Cyno shakes his head. “I never learned it.” He looks, for a moment, guilty. “There were other languages I was required to learn first, in order to gain my post and catch up to the rest of my peers. Afterwards I was able to learn some languages of the sands, but almost all of them are from post-Cataclysm era.”

Who knew, Kaveh thinks with a heavy sigh, that our old project would come in so useful here?

“I can try,” Kaveh says, causing everyone to turn to him as he carefully walks past the glowing mechanism on the ground towards the base of the tomb. “I’m not going to make any promises.”

“You know the pre-Calamity scripts?” Cyno asks, eyebrows raised.

“I’m alright at it,” Kaveh says. “Like you, most of my functional background is in post-Calamity dialects. What, did you think I was going around looking at ruins and not reading what was literally on the walls? How else do you think I figured out so much about ruin mechanisms? Did you seriously think I was just walking into ruins blind and winging it to see what would happen? Most of the ruins in the desert use a hybrid of pre-and-post-Calamity scripts anyway because of all of the changes that happened over time in between the rise and falls of different city-states and the diaspora.”

“You’re an architect, I assumed you had enough background to reverse engineer it without the warnings or instructions. Or that you’d studied it from notes and journals written by your predecessors.”

“Oh, those.” Kaveh wrinkles his nose. “Most of them are pompous asses who wouldn’t know a corbel from a console. Half of them didn’t even go out to do their own research, they just looked up other people’s works and then started having opinions. The audacity of some people who get tenure, I swear.”

“Kaveh, focus.”

“I am, I am. Can I not multitask? It really has been a while since I’ve had to actually read this thing formally with all the right grammar and pronunciation and such. I need to get my head in it. I’m not used to it being all proper.”

“Are you routinely using ancient script?” Dehya asks, exasperated. “You need to stretch and do some warm ups?”

Kaveh coughs into his fist, feeling the back of his neck go warm. Mehrak, above him, does what he calls her exasperated spin which reminds him of a very petulant toddler who just wants to go home and is very tired of her parents talking.

“Kaveh,” Cyno says with a note of warning in his voice, “if you’re about to tell me this has to do with the Grand Scribe…”

“Well maybe I won’t tell you,” Kaveh huffs. “It was part of our original thesis, alright? Our original thesis was on original pre-Calamity languages used in the desert. We had to learn it together to work on our thesis which involved a lot of us practicing it to make sure we were getting it right. And it kind of just stuck as a way for us to send messages we didn’t want people snooping in on. Of course we kind of…added to it over time and we definitely don’t use it like it’s meant to be used. But I still know the original basics of it that we studied.”

“You and the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham have a secret code language with each other that you could have used this entire time and you’ve purposefully inflicted your notice board and journal publication arguments on the rest of Sumeru?”

“Are you able to read it or not? What,” Rahman very reasonably interjects with the appropriate amount of levity for the situation, “does it say?”

“It’s some kind of elegy.”

“It’s a tombstone,” the Traveler points out. “Anything more specific?”

“Here,” Kaveh squints, “lies our faithful…servant? No. Speaker? Priest. Here lies our faithful priest, Kasala. His…” Ugh. Where’s a Haravatat with a point to prove when you need him? Kaveh pauses to read ahead, trying to parse the symbols and accurate translation based on context. “Wisdom is a miracle among the people, deserving of high praise and admiration.”

“That’s all?” Cyno asks. When Kaveh turns to look over his shoulder, Cyno is looking around, searching for something. “The energy here is too concentrated for a tomb. This is where all of the ley line energy is being expended, preventing the ley line from growing upwards. Whatever is here is using all of it to sustain itself. Kaveh, are you sure there’s nothing else?”

Kaveh shakes his head. “Nothing. Just this.”

Cyno raises a hand to his chin, finger covering his mouth as the Spantamad gets to work.

“Well it’s obviously going to have something to do with this mechanism.” The Traveler taps their foot on the ground, indicating the blue diamond on the floor. “The dendro energy is wrapped around all of the other ley line energy, keeping it contained here and centering it on something in the ground below this activation device.”

“The question becomes what is it activating. I don’t suppose you’d have any clue on that, Master Architect?” Dehya asks.

“Not a single one.”

The Traveler looks around them and says, “Then we just have to activate this thing. What do we have to lose?”

“Our lives?” Dehya hedges, eyebrows raising, although she sound a little too lighthearted about it to be truly upset.

“Well give me a minute to actually look at it,” Kaveh hurries on to say, quickly moving to give the mechanism a closer look. “Not all of us are ready to go all in on the mysterious mechanism in a long-hidden ancient tomb. Mehrak, what do you think?”

Mehrak joins him in his examination of the mechanism while the others go off to explore the area. Rahman lingers close, mostly to gaze upon the tomb marker and the gentle flow of flower petals with reverence. Kaveh is not a religious man. Perhaps the closest he comes to religion is when he looks upon something beautiful, be in person or building or vista. For Rahman’s sake, he hopes that whatever they find here doesn’t completely shatter his devotion to his god. Kaveh certainly hopes that it changes the way he expresses his devotion, but he hopes that devotion remains.

There is a beautiful thing about faith and devotion, too, after all.

Mehrak’s display changes into her concentrating face, and then a surprised one as she bullies him side to hover direction over the mechanism. There’s really not much Kaveh can do here unless he starts ripping up stonework to look at the hidden portions and he doesn’t think they have the time for that. Also, it probably would not be the most clever thing he’s done, safety-wise.

Mehrak turns to face him, flashing letters so fast that he has to tell her to slow down.

“Flesh eyes, flesh ears,” he reminds her, “they’re slower than yours by just a touch.”

Mehrak projects an arrow pointing at herself. And then aims the arrow down.

“Same parts?”

Mehrak wiggles, tipping one side to the other in a shrug.

“Compatible?”

Same shrug.

“Helpful.”

The same shrug, with attitude. 

“Can you guess the function?”

Mehrak idles in place, display blank as she thinks, before chiming. Kaveh waits for her to elaborate but she doesn’t.

“Say again?”

Mehrak chimes. Kaveh doesn’t know what those chimes are supposed to mean.

“Having trouble?” The Traveler asks, crouching next to him as Kaveh tries to figure out what Mehrak is trying to say. Those chimes aren’t programmed to mean anything specific. Kaveh explains to the Traveler what Mehrak has learned and what Kaveh is now trying to guess.

“I don’t understand what she’s saying to me.”

“But she is saying something. She’s not just randomly making noise.”

“She’s definitely saying something. Something that her projections and just spelling out would be too complicated for.”

Mehrak nods and repeats the chime. The Traveler frowns and then says, “Are you making that noise to try and say something specific or are you making that noise to say something?”

Mehrak flashes the number two.

“Is the machine here…like that?”

Mehrak tips forward in a nod.

“What do you mean like that?” Kaveh asks, looking between Mehrak and the Traveler. “It’s just here to be here?”

“No. It’s here to say something,” the Traveler replies. “I think that’s what Mehrak’s trying to say.”

Mehrak nods, giving Kaveh the stink-eye the best she can for not figuring out her pantomiming. 

“But how is it to communicate? Is a pre-recorded message or is it like Mehrak and waiting to talk?” Kaveh runs a hand through his hair, pulling at his braids. “Mehrak, do you think you can interface with it?”

The machine lightly lowers herself onto the ground next to the dimly glowing blue mechanism activation trigger, her own display going dark as she tries to reach out and connect. Moments later Mehrak’s display lights up again.

“Did it work?” The Traveler asks.

Mehrak makes a series of sound that manage convey frustration, confusion, and also confirmation at once. Here the Traveler looks at Kaveh for translation.

“So Mehrak can interface with it, it is trying to communication, but she can’t tell us what it is. Whatever it is is something she can’t really process herself. It’s too big for her,” Kaveh answers. “It must be a huge data file or something like that.” Here Kaveh almost wishes they had an Akasha terminal.

And then he realizes they have something close enough. Kaveh pulls his bag off of his back. He’d come prepared not to return to Aaru Village and had packed up most of his things as well as some of the pieces of evidence that he wanted to try and keep tinkering with. Among them were the parts of the capsule extraction machine. He’d meant to ask the eremites what they were using them for and how they’d managed to keep it in such—before this point—good shape.

Kaveh lays the parts out onto the stone. Mehrak rises above him, beginning to highlight pieces and suggest actions. The Traveler, quite wisely, backs away and leaves them to it as Kaveh and Mehrak rig up an extremely questionable adapter circuit. Kaveh’s almost entirely sure that this thing is either going to blow its circuitry upon first use or maybe blow the rest of them up. If it works he’d be incredibly amazed by himself. 

The Traveler, meanwhile, has gathered everyone around.

“We’ve got, at best, one shot at this,” Kaveh explains. “There’s some sort of message or communication left behind here and this is the best I can do. So all of us need to shut up and take it in as it happens and if anyone so much as dares to breathe a word about how shoddy the play through is or anything like that I will personally throw you off the top of the Mausoleum myself.”

“All of us will see it?” Rahman asks, eyes narrowed.

“I don’t exactly have the resources to make it a one-on-one private experience,” Kaveh points out. 

“You would share this information?” Radha an clarifies. “That is not very Akademiya like.”

“Information is meant to be shared, how else is it to be useful to anyone? Besides. I’m not very Akademiya like am I? Now are we all ready? Join hands and gather as close as you can. I don’t know what the range or quality of projection is going to be like.”

Through the improvised relay moving through Mehrak, the six of them bear witness to a strange…message. Mehrak projects what she is able to parse, which is not much. Parts of it are spoken, seemingly through the vast cavern around them and also directly into their minds. And other parts appear in flashes on the back of the mind, slipped in like an intrusive thought that’s gone again before Kaveh can focus on it, slipping through his hands like a fish.

Kaveh is thrown into what is possibly a memory. Or the recalling of a memory. A retelling of it.

At once Kaveh is standing in the shadows of an impossible tree growing impossibly underground. He is under the gaze of the tomb’s guardian statue. In one hand, his palm presses to Mehrak’s rapidly warming and overheating shell. And the other hand holds Cyno’s. He can feel the surprised intake of breath the others take—Paimon’s high gasp, Rahman’s sigh of awe. Cyno’s hand twitches in his own. He hears the scrape of Dehya’s boot heel as she jerks  back, almost breaking the circuit of their hands. The air is cool and Kaveh is surrounded in so much dendro energy he feels like it’s allergy season and he’s just got a face full of cheerful wind right to the face with all of that pollen.

And there’s also a sudden jerk that he feels at the base of his skull, like someone grabbed him by the back of the neck and pulled him straight down. He is weightless and the air is warm, dry. He is above a city. And in between heartbeats, eyeblinks, thoughts, the city corrodes and crumbles into stone and dust and then nothing at all as though he were going through a particularly choppy flip-book.

Kaveh is standing there in that city and he is standing at the foot of a tomb, and he is not standing at all. He’s suspended in a vast void, tossed by invisible currents as a voice moves through him, narrating a fall. A calamity. A devastation. Each current jerks Kaveh around to witness something else, but the vision is gone, slipped just out of reach and comprehension as the narration moves onto the next moment.

The voice which is more words and impressions flashed into his mind, and strange clear but unfamiliar syllables spoken by the machine, speaks of people turning to stone. Madness like a plague, jumping from one person to another. A fertile land going barren. Vegetation petrifying. Pestilence and plague settling as shadows, taking the place of sun and stars alike. Water either drying up entirely or turning foul.

And then, rising above that tumult, an image of Aaru Village. And above Aaru Village, the form of a being of dendro in blazing, furious white as it reaches out over the blackened earth. The blackened earth raises a hand and joins with the determined light and together the two of them contain and seal the madness, the plague, the pestilence, the ending of the world.

The darkness fades, sinking into the sand. And the light dims, turning into a small little star that retreats into a curtain of green.

Gratitude and sorrow flows through Kaveh, and a longing for something loved and lost.

And then it ends. Just as quickly as it began, Kaveh is spat out of the sea of thought back into his body at the exact same time everyone else is. Mehrak, burning under his hand, immediately retreats, flopping down in the cool grass, all of her coolant systems going as high as they can. The wires and circuits Kaveh used to modify the relay are slightly smoking and parts of the metal look distorted.

Kaveh wobbles in place, releasing Cyno’s hand. Cyno quickly grabs hold onto him to steady him. Paimon holds her head, drifting down to sit on the ground. The Traveler’s eyes are squeezed closed and they look a little green.

Dehya, however has turned to Rahman. “There. You see it for yourself. Proof. There was no war between the gods of forest and sand. No resentment. The Lord of Forests helped the Lord of Sands and his followers held no resentment towards her in the end.”

“Then how…?” Rahman trails off, confused and defeated. “But if it is true that the Lord of Forest did not betray the Lord of Sands, that she did not turn on us to bleed the desert dry, then what happened?”

“The same thing that happened to Lord Kusanali and the people of the forests,” the Traveler says, “your people were manipulated into a story. You were all told a story and it was reinforced until it grew legs of its own to stand and it became truth. But you see now—the original fall, not of design by Greater Lord, but mitigated by her to save you.”

“The rest of them need to know this,” Rahman says. “if this is true… it changes everything we have been taught and told. It goes against everything we have known.”

“There might be one or two plays left on this,” Kaveh says, “But I doubt it’d last that long. Maybe if the technology I had was better it’d be easy access. There’s nothing wrong with the mechanism itself, it’s just I don’t have anything appropriate to relay it with. You wouldn’t happen to have a more intact version of the data extraction device would you?”

Rahman shakes his head. “We only had a few of those and the ones we have left aren’t in good condition either.” He puts his head into his hands. “How could this have happened? It doesn’t make sense.”

“You weren’t the only one tricked,” the Traveler says. “It wasn’t just you or the people of the sands who were deceived about your god. The people on the other side of the wall have no idea about their own god, either. The Sages and the generations of those who came before them have all of you pitted against each other, divided. And that’s what we’ve got to come together to figure out before it’s too late.”

“I need time to think,” Rahman says slowly. “Even for me…having seen this. It’s a hard and bitter thing to swallow. Even if I explain it to those most loyal to me, it will be a difficult thing for them to accept. Is there no way for you to replay this?”

“I can try to set something up,” Kaveh says slowly, “But I can’t guarantee it.”

“Give a man time to grieve,” Dehya says before any of them can push Rahman further. She shakes her head. “We have to get back to the others. We’ve spent too long here. And we have to get back to the Aaru Village to let them know how things went. Rahman, I can assume we’re free to go with the Village Keepers, Master Kaveh, and my arm?”

Rahman nods slowly, head in his hands.

“You’re a reasonable man, Rahman,” she says, leaning down to put her hand on his shoulder. “You were determined to lead your people through blood and war, to sacrifice yourself and others to give them the future you thought they deserved. Don’t forget that’s who you are. You are a man of the sand and the sun. You will find your way and your honor.”

-

They leave Rahman there. Kaveh promises to return with more parts to try and set something up later. 

Over the next few days, Rahman releases more Village Keepers and other captives. Kaveh manages to set up something a little more usable down there for Rahman to spread word of the great deception they’d all been put under. It’s much smoother than the initial setup he’d made with Mehrak and the broken parts. But it’s still clearly not what it’s meant to be. The message doesn’t change in terms of main message with the slight upgrade to the relay Kaveh built, but a few more clearer details are revealed. Every time the message replays, Rahman looks more and more tired. 

Kaveh does not envy the man the complete reversal he must now lead with his bare hands. There are, he’s sure, many people who will say that he can’t be believed. That he’s betrayed the Scarlet King to support the Lord of Forests. Or that he’s been tricked and the tomb’s message was altered by the Akademiya’s trickery. There are no solutions Kaveh or anyone else can offer to that. It’s up to Rahman to make it credible and to reverse the tide that had long been rolling in.

“It doesn’t seem fair,” Paimon says quietly. “It’s not like it’s his fault that this got to be so out of hand and what it is.”

“No. He did not sow these seeds of discord and false hope,” Candace agrees. “But he tended to them and fed them all the same. He is a leader. It is his example that others follow. Where Rahman leaps without looking so do his people. And now, with his leap of faith having been proven false, he must gather the strength to lead his people out of the darkness.”

“Rahman is a reasonable man,” Dehya insists. “And his heart was in the right place. He didn’t turn to extremism and violence because he wanted a war for power. He did it because he didn’t want his kids to be stuck with dregs for the rest of their lives. He might not be fine, but he’ll make it through this. He has to. He has no choice.”

“That sounds so painful,” Paimon says.

“That is life in the sand,” Cyno says, eyes distant as he thinks to a life that he left behind, a life that sent him away. “Sacrifice and duty.”

Dehya and Candace dip their heads. “Sacrifice and duty.”

“The people of the sands are practical,” Candace continues. “Devotion and religion can only move a person so far. Survival comes first. That is the greatest way to honor a god—through surviving to carry on their memory. If it becomes known that the supposed weakness in the Akademiya is not as present as it has been made out to be, and this fruit is more rot than sweet and therefore not worth the risk of plucking, they will turn towards more reasonable actions and hold back to wait to see how things unfold. Given an alternative towards throwing everything they have into a single, very much final, gamble, they’ll turn towards those first.”

“The problem was that they didn’t think there were alternatives,” Dehya says, “But now, we have one. And from this one—if it succeeds—a hundred or more new paths we didn’t think would ever be possible, if what we’ve found out proves to be true. If we were betrayed by man and not god, then that…that we can work through. It won’t be easy. But since when was anything easy?”

Rahman sends a message to them in Aaru Village, promising his aide in undoing what damage that has already been done to the best of his ability, as well as the locations for those allied to his banner who will also be of help. With the use of the relay Kaveh had made he’d been able to convince enough people to help him spread word across the sands, but it will be very slow going and will most likely require a lot of people to come and view the record. He predicts more schisms within the eremites and more failure than success. And most of the others who were already inclined towards the violence and isolationism are unlikely to even listen. If he manages to convince anyone towards change it would be the moderates who were only invested in all of this because of more physical, mortal needs than spiritual belief.

In the same note he also provides two new names of the contacts from the Akademiya Setaria had sent them who had been actively working with him and the other eremites: Judar and Morghi.

By the time Rahman and his crew made it back to their temporary headquarters, the two had already fled. Probably suspecting that Rahman and his men had been defeated or fell in the sands.

Cyno turns towards Sumeru City, hands twitching with the urge to hunt as the arrow he’s honed himself to over the years. 

“Not yet,” he says, reigning himself in. “Soon, but not yet.”

“We are missing the final key to understanding how the Village Keepers and the Akasha and Irminsul come together,” Kaveh says. He had thought that his use here was over and it was time for things to move forward. But once again they have been pushed back by a wave of obfuscation and uncertainty. “Once we have that key, we will unlock the mystery of what the Sages have been trying to acquire here while they were paving the way for action in Sumeru City. Once we have that…”

“The door will open,” Cyno nods in confirmation, “And we will enter the final stage of unraveling this plot.”


Notes for the Chapter:
- Al’ama: Arabic curse literally translated to meaning “blind”, but used in the way people use “damn.” I was trying to find information on Amazigh/Indigenous North African languages but was having trouble with tracing sources as the languages are mainly spoken and not written. According to one note I saw curses are done in the same language as prayer, which would usually be Arabic.






10. The Recounting and Recollection: Part VII

Summary for the Chapter:
“Kaveh, your regard and your rebukes are getting mixed again.”

“Then here is something that is unequivocally true: when I asked Al-Haitham for help, he gave me everything he had to give.”





Cyno and Kaveh sit on one of the skyward reaching plateaus that surrounds Aaru Village. The night is clear and the Divine Tree is a distant outline calling them both home in the distance. Cyno worries the braided fabric between his fingers, moving the coil around as though they were prayer beads. Perhaps he does pray with it. Although Kaveh has to quietly wonder to whom he prays. What does Cyno want when he prays? Does he do it hoping for a god to listen? One to take action? Or is it just a habit? One of the few comforts that Cyno has allowed himself to keep? Does it bring Cyno peace?

In the village below them, Dehya organizes eremites that have come at Rahman’s encouragement to speak to them, organizing them to help undo the work of the extremists and to prepare for a potential strike from either the Akademiya or said extremists. And possibly, to move onto Sumeru City to try and unravel the Sage’s plot.

Candace is organizing the other villages to find places for the Village Keepers and to coordinate between them and the mercenaries who had, until this point, been raiding them to make amends and to write agreements for partnerships moving forward. 

The Traveler and Paimon are working with some of the more responsive Mad Scholars, using their own connection to Irminsul and unique dendro energy to see if they can get more information out of them without hurting them.

In the Eleazar hospital, the Akasha access terminal is currently growing under the careful watch of several former Mahamata. Through a combination of Kaveh and the the Traveler’s dendro energy, Candace’s hydro, and carefully monitored release of Cyno’s electro, they’re rushing the growth of the terminal with a mixture of bloom and spread reactions. They do a few bursts of that every few hours for a few minutes, then wait for the Akasha to settle before reapplying the elemental energy. Cyno’s been working with some volunteers to make elemental potions that can be used instead of Visions with more consistency. Soon the Akasha will be developed enough that it could, if they can get it to start without a connection to its main body, read the capsules they’d recovered to check the logs and see if they were blanks or something else. And maybe they might even find traces of what was extracted, exactly.

Kaveh doesn’t have much hope for this terminal to last long. He’s trying to slow the growth process to include as much natural recovery as possible, but it’s not feasible in the conditions they’re working with. It will be a miracle if they can keep that Akasha access terminal alive long enough to resolve everything. Perhaps, someday, when times are better, a real terminal can be planted here.

The real trouble is that they need an actual Akasha to finish the startup process. Cyno still has his, but Cyno’s was compromised. Kaveh eventually did end up telling the others about Al-Haitham’s theory of the Akasha creating predictive programs and how he saw definite records of one for Cyno. This, he knows, did not exactly help Cyno’s opinion on the man, but it was an important detail that Kaveh had been holding onto for too long. And now, with their imminent return to Sumeru City, it was a pertinent one.

The Traveler had backed up Kaveh’s word. In the time Kaveh was gone, Al-Haitham had managed to dig deep into the Akasha, unearthing hundreds upon hundreds of files going back generations that trace and trail every single person of importance in the Akademiya. Files on the Grand Heads of the Mahamata, files on every General Mahamatra, on every Sage…

Some of them had fragments of prediction programs established. Several of the older files had them as well. But it wasn’t until recently that the Sages, as they neared the active launch of their plans, began to work on actively turning the Akasha towards crafting predictive models. Cyno’s was a trial run, apparently. He was just consistent enough for the Akasha to build something, and also variable enough that the Akasha had to be tested repeatedly for accuracy. The Akasha’s predication rates for Cyno, last that Al-Haitham saw a record of, were just barely past sixty percent accuracy. But it was growing every day. And the others—one on Tighnari, one on the Grand Administrator, another on half of Cyno’s loyal Matra staff including his second in command, even one on Lisa Minci, one on Al-Haitham himself—were growing too.

If they use Cyno’s terminal to complete the startup process, they risk this Akasha connecting to its main body and suddenly alerting the Sages to them and everything going on here. Kaveh thinks he might be able to do something like he set up with the Mausoleum and the tomb’s message. But they’re very low on parts and the technologies aren’t exactly compatible. He’d be working too long on conversion and adapters. Dehya has a terminal too, and while the Akademiya might not have a file on her, the risk that it would connect to the main-body that’s under the Fatui and Sage control is still present.

Whatever those capsules were for is the key to this. To understanding what the Sages wanted, exactly. They know it has something to do with divinity. They know it has something to do with the process of becoming a Village Keeper, which also involves Divine Knowledge Capsules. But what is it that those capsules had? And what do they intend to do with it? You don’t just go after that kind of thing to have it. You go after it to use it. 

If you know what someone wants you can take it away from them.

And that is what the Traveler and Dehya came out here for: answers that the Sages buried in the sands. Answers that their allies on the green side of the Wall of Sumeru are fighting to give them time to find and bring back. Along with, probably, people who aren’t attached to an Akasha to help. As the Traveler said, it probably wouldn’t be appreciated if the people that got sent to get help came back empty handed asking for help to get the help.

But in the mean time is waiting with time they don’t have. And so. Here, now, a moment of silence.

It is Cyno who reaches across the somewhat heavy silence between them.

“Kaveh. In the beginning of this journey towards unraveling this conspiracy together, we once clashed heads over the matter of trust. And then as now, I have full faith that you would tell me where and when I have strayed into poorer habits. But in this particular situation, I think you can see where this is not simply a poor habit, but also a legitimate concern. It is not paranoia if there is absolute evidence and prior records proving someone is, in fact, out to get you.” Cyno rubs his thumb over the knot that holds the braid together at one end. “The Grand Scribe’s name has come up too many times for comfort in too many situations. And we both know that while you are honest those around you are not as truthful and unashamed of it as you are. I want to trust.”

“I believe it.”

“But I need reason. I am not a man who can leap as you. I judge by actions. Through tangible evidence.”

“I know it.”

“So tell me,” Cyno says with a long sigh that melts into the night, “of the actions that have built your trust. Tell me of the man. Not the title.”

Kaveh closes his eyes, face towards the distant goal. The softly calling beacon. His hand conjures the shape of a key, invisible but memorized and immortalized in Kaveh’s mind. He knows the shape of its teeth. He knows the weight of it in his palm. He knows the small grooves of its handle. He can feel the indentations of the gear keychain against his palm. He swears he can smell-taste the metal of it from behind held in the hand. He can even hear the jingle of the metal.

“You know him as this figure. This shape that is not a man, not a person, not alive. A shadow upon the wall. I know that’s partly my fault. I didn’t help with that at all. I’m not asking you to like him—you have to understand. There’s a lot about him to not like. And he’s not exactly the kind of person most people would ever try to like, let alone succeed in liking. He doesn’t want to be. He’s got no interest in being pleasing so long as he gets the job done and gets his own end goal accomplished with as little fuss as possible. Yes. I am aware that this isn’t helping you any. I’m just trying to say, this isn’t about whether he’s a likable guy or not. It’s about whether or not he is a trustworthy one. And you have to understand, at the end of all things, in every situation, when it comes down to it…yes. I trust Al-Haitham.”

“Tell me then, of this trust. Earlier in your defense of him you spoke of a man who seeks peace. But this is, also, a man who—when mentioned—is rarely done so by name and instead by the moniker of lunatic. This is the same man that most other scholars who have crossed paths with him, whether it be in official or unofficial capacity, have called him stringent and strange. He is impossible to track down and yet somehow doggedly persistent in being present. The kindest words I have ever heard about him were from you, Kaveh, and you have always made sure to temper them with rebuke. As though everything good must be made neutral by something bad.” Cyno pauses, considering. His hands pause in their silent prayer before slowly resuming. “You have always held Al-Haitham separate and apart from the rest of us. I have known it. Most people who know you and have heard you speak of him would know it.”

“I’m not exactly hiding my opinions, Cyno. It’s in that strange appellation people keep throwing around at me. Kaveh, the honest.”

“Trust, Kaveh, that we are all perfectly aware of this. It is in the way you speak of him, even in passing. You rage against him, and also for him. It has never been my place to question if he is deserving of it, Kaveh. That is your prerogative, to judge who is worthy of what parts of you. But you are now asking me to trust this man with something that not only touches upon you or me, but our entire divided country and perhaps the entirety of Teyvat. You are, indeed, an honest man, Kaveh, and that is often your undoing. But trust is not transitive, and that is my own undoing. Give me something to work with, Kaveh. Anything.” Cyno turns towards away from the home that calls them both in the distance. Cyno’s eyes are like the heart of a torch. And his hand has closed tightly around the woven fabric, no longer praying or thinking but holding.

“Tell me I am not making a mistake,” Cyno says, voice as low as his eyes are bright. 

“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says, “is a good man. And that is why I trust him. I don’t mean good in the way you are good, or Candace is good. Al-Haitham isn’t good because he has a specific cause he’s championing or specific passion that’s been woven into his role. He isn’t good in the way I try to be good, either: with kindness, with generosity, with empathy, with honesty, with equality. But he is good. People aren’t going to go around shouting about it or telling their kids to follow his example. But it is still the good that keeps the world moving forward and stops it from flowing back. If there were more people who were good in the way that Al-Haitham is good, I think the world would be several steps closer to the one that you and I fight for. And if there were less people who are good in the way that Al-Haitham is good, I think we would not have a world at all.”

Kaveh licks his dry lips, eyes closing as he slowly sinks back into the sea of memory, seeking out those memories buried underneath the leaping teeth and blinding slash of claw and injury. Kaveh sinks deep, past the heavy weight of memories that seem to swallow up the others, bullying their moments into stretched out hours to hog Kaveh’s conscious mind to heckle and haunt.

And there, in the current of the mind, Kaveh snatches onto the first tiny little mote.

“Al-Haitham will readily leave his subordinates to do their own overtime and sink under their own deadlines. In his mind and in most other people’s rationales it’s their fault for not properly managing their time and resources. But…” 

Kaveh feels his mouth quirk up at the corner as he remembers Al-Haitham giving a brief synopsis of his day after Kaveh basically had to interrogate him for something other than a bland and route ‘it was a work day’. 

“But,” Kaveh almost does laugh, “Al-Haitham would never leave his subordinates to something beyond their capability. If they are blamed for something that wasn’t their fault—if anyone ever went up to anyone under Al-Haitham’s purview to complain and disparage them for a fault that was not theirs, Al-Haitham would not allow it. Al-Haitham has spent cumulative days, weeks, in the minutes and hours he sets aside training each and every single person who gets assigned to him to whatever task they’re to do. I know that seems unlike him. When I found out he did that I couldn’t believe it either. He says that it’s important to make sure they learn it the right way the first time, otherwise he’s going to have to back later and fix it. So he makes sure they each have the resources to do what needs to be done and that any challenge before them is one that is reasonable, and he makes sure that they’ve learned how to use those resources properly. He’ll only leave them to suffer if he’s already given them all of the tools and proper training needed to complete a task and they still somehow messed it up. I suppose this is what I am trying to say: when Al-Haitham understands and accepts that you’re his responsibility, he will stand by you no matter what.”

Kaveh wrinkles his nose. “Alright. To you and me this might not seem very amazing. But consider the increased strain that the Mahamata has been under.”

He turns towards Cyno and lays all of the grievances Al-Haitham and every single member of the Mahamata would readily begin to list out.

“Rapid personnel reassignments before current people are even trained in their current roles. Steep and sudden budget cuts for daily affairs and previous agreed upon projects that should have already been accounted for in yearly budgeting. The movement of skilled personnel away from where they’re needed to fringe areas of the Akademiya or sending them out abroad with no clear reasons or terms for return. Tampering of physical processes by Sage’s interference. Their own paperwork and personnel being altered and forged and replaced with fakes causing them to have to redo work that had already been done. Assignments to sudden projects that aren’t under their department’s purview and that they have no context on. Most others, in this position, would simply throw their hands up in the air and resort to doing the bare minimum to scrape by, or throw it all at whoever’s under them to figure out. Al-Haitham has stayed with them, knowing that most of his staff will be taken away or leave before he’s ever finished teaching them anything. And so, by sheer determination of will to stick to the duty that he signed up for, the Scribe’s office remains somewhat functional despite the disadvantages and challenges thrown their way. Through the stubbornness of one man, which will, inevitably, cause the others around him to follow his example.”

Kaveh folds his hands together as he looks back towards the sky that stretches up and towards Sumeru City, each star another little torch along the path home.

“I think that both you and I have had plenty of experience to know that while that is how a person in a leadership role is supposed to act, it often is not. Even in times of less stress, most people in positions of leadership let their responsibilities slip and place undue burden on their subordinates without giving them any of the support needed for those subordinates to do their jobs. How many cases have you handled with that exact problem? A frustrated assistant or consultant turning towards sabotage or attempts at personal harm in order to get revenge against a cruel and unjust supervisor who somehow got away with it and technically didn’t do anything illegal?”

Cyno here, has to tip his head in concession to that. “So he is a good man because he is responsible to his post.”

“It is…more than responsibility. Something just to the side of it. Rather than responsible—although he is that—I would say he’s loyal. Loyal to his ideals, his principles, his word, his duties—and all the people who have come to him as part of those things. When Al-Haitham takes something on as his, he puts himself into it. He’s going to do it right the first time and he won’t let it fail. He does exactly as needed without hesitation. It may be ugly work, it may be bothersome and inconvenient work. He’ll definitely be inwardly cursing and complaining about it the entire way through. But by God, if Al-Haitham has decided to do something, it’s going to get done.”

Here Kaveh has to pause and admit, “He’ll probably piss off half of the people involved along the way and send the other half into some sort of mental break and most of them will never want to work with him again. But he’ll get the job done and no one would be able to find fault afterwards.”

“Kaveh, your regard and your rebukes are getting mixed again.”

“Then here is something that is unequivocally true: when I asked Al-Haitham for help, he gave me everything he had to give.”

Kaveh lets that answer hang in the air between them, drifting up towards the stars to be known and understood by the sand and stone beneath them, the forest and mountains ahead of them, and the memorial of time behind them. Let the enormity of that fill the world so all may see it and know it.

“I turned to Al-Haitham, not knowing what he could possibly do to help me but knowing that he would. And in return, Al-Haitham gave me everything he knew. Everything he could find out. He gave me every resource at his disposal that was his to give and even those that were not.” And then, Kaveh adds on, “He sent me to you, Cyno. The reason we kept this secret is because we both knew you wouldn’t trust him. And anything I had that would be useful you’d disregard because of the source. Al-Haitham knew he would be sending me off into some great unknown with barely anything at all to do something I’m not particularly good at. As you can imagine, he was not exactly enthused by the idea. And yet here I am, with everything he and I both have to offer at your disposal.”

“Because he is a good man?”

“Yes. And I knew it. Perhaps I was taking advantage, but I knew it. I would know this about him even if we fought for a hundred years, or if we never spoke a single word to each other again. Despite our disagreements, I know this as fact. Al-Haitham might not like it and he’d make everyone around him miserable as he goes about doing it in the most efficient and probably confounding way possible, but he would do the what is necessary to fill that which he’s taken on as his responsibility.” 

Kaveh, here, must fall silent to rally his thoughts to words. Because while he has known this, neither he nor Al-Haitham have ever spoken of it openly. It is one of those things that they have sworn an oath to speak of when they finally return to each other. It is one of those heavy things that haunts—a regret Kaveh cannot leave undone so he must be successful here in order to return and resolve it and at last lay it to rest.

“I spoke to you of how he pursues a peaceful life. We both know I am not a peaceful man. And yet, there I am in that house with him, when we are each arguably the greatest source of discord the other has ever known. Here is something I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone: it was Al-Haitham who first chose to reach out the hand and open the door. His was the first choice that led us to where we are currently. And Al-Haitham takes culpability for all of his choices.”

“Loyalty and responsibility.”

“Yes. Al-Haitham may disagree with half of my philosophies and decisions. But he would stand with me as I see them through, whether that is to success or to failure. Bearing witness to such a thing is something he has decided is his responsibility. It pains him. I know it as I know his goodness. It frustrates him and it drives us to nearly tearing each other to pieces sometimes. But for whatever reason, he’s decided that it’s something he must do, so he’s going to do it. And just like with so many other things, he disagreed with me coming out here but he knew it was my choice to make and I had already made it. So he did the next best thing which was to throw everything he had at my back so that when I leaped into this,” Kaveh gestures around them, from the distant treetops to the sands below, “I might have a chance to return so he could give me grief over those choices without a sword hanging over all of our heads. Meanwhile, Al-Haitham has never taken well to someone overstepping their bounds, and so while I was out here making my choices that he disagrees with, he’s been back there working to seize control of his own choices from those who seek to take them from him.

“And if you cannot trust in any of that, then can you trust his capability? Look at where he stands, at the nexus of everything. Look at how he’s managed to remain there like some kind of bastion against chaos and keep everything organized. And when I left him, he was essentially alone. I didn’t know if Tighnari would be able to help and any allies Al-Haitham had were probably going to have their hands tied as his were. But look at these results, Cyno. Alone he gathered enough resources and information to send me through the Wall during a crack-down meant to catch you while scholars were actively being made to disappear for so much as breathing funny. And now he’s sent us the Traveler and Dehya. He’s uncovered the truth of the Akasha. He’s gone through a literal nightmare of unimaginable proportions. He talked to God. No one’s talked to god in centuries. Imagine, Cyno, what he could have done here with us. Imagine what we could have accomplished.”

Cyno nods slowly, thumb slowly going through the motions of worrying each strand of the braided fabric one at a time. “I do not know if I can trust in Al-Haitham. Or your trust in him.”

Kaveh lets out a long sigh, frustration and resignation moving through his lungs like unfortunate friends. Cyno’s trust is not something so easily gained, after all. But also…it seems ridiculous that Al-Haitham’s even coming up as suspect at this juncture. Before Kaveh can say either of those things Cyno continues.

“But I do accept this capability you speak of and the proof of it before us. I don’t have much of a choice with the evidence presented. And as a scholar of Sumeru, I must accept and move forward with the proof before me even when it runs contrary to my own hypothesis and established conjectures. So tell me, with your belief that says if there was full and equal trust that he would be instrumental to our investigations on this side of the Wall…what would he direct us to do? If Al-Haitham were here with us, what would he advise to bring this to a close?”

Kaveh’s mind is blank. If he were Mehrak he’d be flashing a great giant question mark over his head.

“You’re asking me to think like him? Knowing and trusting a man isn’t the same as being to slip into his mind. Al-Haitham’s head is a mystery even to me.”

For some reason this causes Cyno to snort, loud and abrupt, the sharp trail of half of a laugh cracking the solemnity of the night and the stars. Kaveh frowns as Cyno shakes his head, snickering as he winds the braided fabric around and through his fingers, before coiling it up again and slipping it into his pocket.

“You are honest with all except for yourself.” Cyno turns in his seated position so that he’s facing Kaveh fully, hands resting on his knees, shoulders relaxed, expression as open as it ever gets when it comes to Cyno when he’s on duty. 

Cyno might have turned his back on the formal posting and he might be in the middle of the desert with no one but allies and taking a break, but Kaveh knows that until all of this is over and done with—whether that means success or failure—Cyno is undoubtedly still Cyno, the General Mahamatra first and foremost. The General may step slightly to the side to let Cyno, the man, come through like in moments such as these. But with the goal of bringing justice to the very government itself hanging over them it is the General who takes the lead.

“What would Al-Haitham do?” Cyno repeats, sounding very much like any of the older professors who’d help you get through a problem by poking your brain very hard and making you think in ways you aren’t used to. Kaveh has to wonder if he got that from Professor Cyrus or if that’s just more of Cyno’s special brand of wisdom.

Kaveh closes his eyes and thinks. What would Al-Haitham do? If Al-Haitham were here, he’d probably take a single glance at all of the pieces they’ve got and through some strange processing of the mind put them all together to create the final image. And then he’d probably say something annoying about how it’s so simple, how could they not have figured it out with this much in front of them already?

In more concrete actions, Al-Haitham would definitely have the Akasha access terminal up and running by now. And he probably could have restored those manual extraction machines better. Both are machines he’s well versed with after all. And if they had those up and running they’d be able to access any of the information inside and any lingering message—

Kaveh’s eyes open as he frowns. “Didn’t the Traveler say that they had a message for us? And something to deliver?”

-

Conveniently enough, the Traveler was in the middle of trying to find them when Cyno and Kaveh spot them talking to Uncle Anpu.

“He was just advising me to go for the highest place,” the Traveler says. “What is it with people of incredible importance always looking for the high ground?”

“It’s because they think highly of themselves,” Cyno says, entirely deadpan dry like the deadest of rivers. Kaveh can’t even tell if that’s meant to be a joke or not. Neither can the Traveler who just stares at Kaveh for help.

“The message?” Kaveh asks, choosing to just avoid all of that in general.

“Uncle, if we may borrow your house?” The Traveler turns towards the village chief who’s so used to Cyno’s questionable humor by now that he’s just nodding along. “This isn’t really the sort of exchange meant to be done in the open.”

Once inside the village chief’s house they sit around the table and the Traveler reaches into their pocket. Whatever the item is fits in the palm of their hand.

“This is from Al-Haitham,” the Traveler says. “When Dehya and I ran for the Wall there wasn’t time for us to get anything or prepare anything. We just had to run. The Doctor had seized control of the Akasha to take chase, Lord Kusanali’s mind and body were both seized, and as far as we knew within moments news us being wanted for arrest would spread through the Akasha to all of Sumeru. We stayed just long enough to make sure everyone was alright. Al-Haitham told us to go across the Wall to get help and the final piece of the puzzle needed to tie everything together.”

The Traveler holds their hand out across the table, and as their fingers open Kaveh feels it. The smallest, tiniest trace of familiar dendro. Two, actually, traces of familiar dendro, wound together tightly.

When the Traveler’s hand opens fully, Kaveh already knows what he is going to see.

An Akasha terminal. 

“I’ve been keeping it alive with my own dendro energy. But it isn’t enough,” the Traveler says as they gently pass it into Kaveh’s palms. Kaveh can feel it. There’s a marked difference between this terminal and the ones he’s used to. It feels alive. The faint mote of dendro in it flutters like the slow inhale-exhale of something asleep. And more than that—it is one grown on Al-Haitham’s dendro. This is Al-Haitham’s terminal.

“It has a fraction of the true Akasha sentience in it. No ties back to the Fatui and Sage controlled main-body at all,” the Traveler explains. “For the most part it’s self sufficient as long as it’s close enough to others like it and and actively integrated with someone. But this far out it has the same issues as regular Akasha and the fault of not having the same internal rigidity that makes it more machine than being. I’m honestly surprised it’s still alive.”

“A terminal,” Cyno breathes.

“No,” Kaveh shakes his head, holding the terminal to his chest, over the tokens in the hidden pocket of his shirt. “A key.”

Kaveh carefully starts to feed it the faintest trickle of energy. Kaveh can feel it, in his hand, the Akasha reaching for him as it starts to wake with the gentle influx of energy being fed into it. It feels almost like a little hand. Or the curl of a fine vine or frond brushing against him. It quietly settles, content. Kaveh closes his hand around it, feeling the three powers of dendro blending together.

“And the message?” Kaveh feels his throat closing, eyes stinging.

“In the Akasha,” the Traveler answers.

Even as the Traveler answers, Kaveh feels the Akasha and Al-Haitham’s energy in his palm briefly flare before going quiet and even smaller than before. As though this were the last thing it was holding onto, waiting to do before going to a long, long rest. Kaveh’s mind opens to both and in a single flash, Kaveh hears Al-Haitham’s voice. Demanding. Urgent. Bold.

“Leap.”

Ah. Kaveh can’t help it. He starts laughing. How typical of him! How ludicrously typical of Al-Haitham to send such a message. It feels, strangely, like all of Kaveh’s worries and fears, which still loom above him with their wretched faces and their grasping hands, have been startled into some sort of hesitation. Within him, his own determination, raises hands against the ominous horizon. 

There is what Al-Haitham would do.

In the face of a mountain, a fjord, a sea, a desert, a storm that must be overcome and crossed, what else would Al-Haitham do? And is it not the same as what Kaveh would do, too? After all, what else can be done other than this? No use dithering. No use in pondering over it when everything that could be known or thought about it has already been discovered and penned. There’s really only one thing left at this stage.

Kaveh has forgotten this. He’s spent too much time out here being an investigator, a negotiator, a sympathetic ear and a careful questioner. This is not Kaveh. Kaveh is a man of actions, deeds. Kaveh is a man who rolls up his sleeves and sticks his arms right into the guts of oil and metal to figure something out. Kaveh is a man who looks at a problem and puts hands on it to untangle it—gnarled and ugly root by rotted root. Enough of this pondering of mysteries. Enough with the wrestling of the intangible and hypothetical!

What would Al-Haitham and Kaveh do?


They would get to work.


Kaveh stands up abruptly, “It’s time to even the playing field. Akasha to Akasha. Let’s see what we’re working with. No more hiding. Let the truth be known.”

-

The Akasha access terminal is grown enough that it looks much more stable than some metal tubes. The tendrils of root have grown beyond the metal that shielded them when they were in their nascent stages of growth, weaving together and changing in color with exposure to open air. It does, now, look much more like the Akasha terminals back in the main Akademiya campus. The roots have begun to dig and crawl along the ground, seeking purchase and access to more energy and its original main body. 

Kaveh has not been trying to train it into any particular shape. He doesn’t have the proper equipment for it, nor do they have the time for that. Most of the Akasha is exposed as it is. The original intercepted shipment did not have the metal panels that normally cover the Akasha body or the adapting circuits to create some of the displays and interfaces normally used. In any case, it appears that the Akasha’s natural inclination causes it to grow in a shape similar to the terminals Kaveh’s somewhat used to seeing today anyway.

The Akasha, on its own, has grown into a half-semi circle outside of its original metal frame. Clear portions of membrane have slowly started to grow and rise out of the higher portions, faintly glittering with traces of light.

The translucent flesh of the Akasha’s body has gained some color and opacity that glows faintly with dendro energy that it’s begun to create on its own. It is not enough to keep the Akasha going and up to full power. But it’s enough that it can grow and strengthen itself without Kaveh or another dendro user present to feed it.

As Kaveh approaches the terminal seems to light up a little, a sweeping wave of lights faintly moving through it as it recognizes the traces of dendro energy it’s most familiar with. And then, once he’s standing in the faint circle of its roots, it seems to shiver—sensing now the faint sleeping thing in Kaveh’s hand. The clear membranes that rise above seem to shiver, wanting to fold down over him.

Kaveh reaches down and opens the metal box that holds the main core systems. The mostly empty box is now quite densely packed with the Akasha’s spongy flesh. As he runs it through startup procedures it repeats again that initial start up request. And Kaveh gently, carefully, tips Al-Haitham’s Akasha into the box along with an encouraging push of dendro. The two types of Akasha immediately start to interface, fine little hair-like roots sprouting from both as they latch onto each other. 

He closes the box, pressing his palm over it and pushing more dendro in to hurry things along. Soon enough the clear membranes that rise above are straightening out, flattening. The edges gain more distinct color as they become display screens. The control box grows smaller membranes of transparent sheets that rise and curl up in a likening to glass and metal interface back at the Akademiya.

Kaveh turns and barks out to one of the gawking assistants who’d gathered around to watch the Akasha bloom, “Unseal and start bringing over the recovered capsules. Hurry.”

While someone is fetching Cyno to unseal the capsules, Kaveh works on moving the Akasha through its startup prompts and encouraging it to prioritize the growth of different features. Stabilization of information input sensors and its item analysis ports specifically. 

The relief is that Kaveh can immediately tell that this Akasha isn’t connecting to its main body at all. Kaveh can’t access any of the search functions and all of its master permissions are blank and waiting for manual programming. That’s not really Kaveh’s wheelhouse, but fortunately, enough of Al-Haitham’s Akasha survived the journey to somewhat take over and tweak the main systems enough to make them usable without the full setup. 

Cyno passes him the first capsule and Kaveh carefully places it down in the divot the Akasha had rapidly grown into its own side. Clear membranes close in around the capsule, gently lighting up with energy that turns the membranes an opaque off-white. On the clear membrane screens in front of them, the Akasha begins to extract the remains of whatever was left.

“Not blanks, then,” Kaveh mutters as the Akasha slowly displays lines upon lines of broken, fragmented information.

“What causes these blanks and skips?” Candace asks, pointing at the screen where the Akasha is jumping back and forth, filling in fragments of letters and numbers seemingly at random. “Is it because our access terminal is still incomplete? Or a general lack of access?”

“I don’t know. I can build the machines fine, but actually parsing them at this level is beyond me.”

“It’s a rough extraction,” Cyno answers. “When a capsule is used with incompatible devices, or is not used with the type of information it’s intended for, the process of download or upload can cause the records to leave what you can consider as scars. The data transfer is so rough and harsh on both capsule, transfer device, and person, that the data loses integrity and damages all three at once.”

“Is that why the Village Keepers are…like that?” The Traveler asks.

“Possibly,” Kaveh says, frowning as the Akasha attempts to clean up and organize the information from the first capsule on a separate membrane. It’s slow going and normally this would all be done invisibly in the background, but this Akasha is lacking in power and maturity. It’s insightful to watch. Judging by the way the others are watching he’s not the only one taking a moment to just marvel. The Akasha moves information around, hesitating and visibly getting something like excited as it discovers a trail of thought to pursue—speeding up and then slowing as it considers its actions, hesitating and doubling back to review parcels of data it just arranged.

“You said that the manual extraction devices were meant to assist with acting as a buffer,” Cyno says to Kaveh, sounding a little distracted as they watch the Akasha in the process of actively learning. 

“There’s only so much those can do though, and it would all depend on what it was connecting to. Remember, those manual extraction devices also showed multiple signs of improvised repairs. I wouldn’t be surprised if those were also adding to the data scarring.”

“What if it wasn’t the extraction?” The Traveler asks. All of them turn towards the Traveler who gestures at the other capsules. “You mentioned that it could also be the type of data that’s causing the scarring. What if the information inside is what caused the scarring itself? Look at the screen. I mean—don’t watch the Akasha as it thinks. Look at what it’s put together already.”

They all turn towards the screens.

The first few lines are basic lines of code. Entry, time stamps, access logs—all of them mostly scrambled and unintelligible and therefore useless. The Akasha’s managed to piece together other lines of code but Kaveh’s not too certain on what they’re meant to be. And then, suddenly, in the middle of the numbers and blank spaces and letters that it’s still sorting, the Akasha has put together the word FORGET.

Kaveh leans forward, frowning, resting his hands over the thinner interface membrane and carefully directing the interface to zooming in on that portion. He enters a command into the Akasha’s dialogue box.

CONFIRM.

The Akasha pauses, all of its other actions pausing as it visibly turns its attention back to the word. The word glimmers, seeming to stand out among all the others as the Akasha examines its placement before dimming, fading back into the strings of other information and returns to sorting out the remainder of the data it had yet to sort.

Kaveh runs through the rest of what it has gone through, not understanding why that one word would suddenly jump out here.

“Wait,” Dehya puts her hand on his shoulder, pointing past him. “There. Again.”

FOR.

The complete word isn’t fully written out, but the Akasha has definitely put it next to a blank and garbled bit of scarred data.

Kaveh’s types again, CONFIRM.

The Akasha, again pauses, highlighting the FOR and examining it before putting it exactly where it was before. While the rest of them are puzzling over that, the Akasha finishes with its analysis of the capsule. The membranes surrounding it turn clear again and unfurl.

“Another one,” Candace says, turning towards the crates.

They spend the next few hours in shifts, placing all of the empty capsules into the Akasha’s data port and watching as it extracts and analyzes each one. With each capsule the Akasha gets faster and faster. Every capsule was definitely used with heavy scarring on its data. Different pieces are scarred every time.

But a certain detail stands out every time. The word FORGET is woven into whatever the capsules used to contain at regular intervals.

At the end of it, the Akasha proudly lines up miniature display windows of each capsule’s summary across its clear screens. 

“Everyone pick two or three Akasha files, it’s fine if we overlap a few. Search for other commonalities,” Cyno orders. “The scarring is consistent only in degree. Not exact placement. It’s possible that we can find further similarities.”

Kaveh picks three from the earlier scans when the Akasha was still figuring things out and reads through them slowly, letting his eyes unfocus a little as he steps back to look at them as a whole instead of line by line. Mehrak, next to him, also starts scanning and recording. Paimon floats over their heads so she can get up close to the screens, muttering to herself. 

Aside from the word FORGET in various permutations coming up frequently enough to be purposeful, Kaveh notices a few key words and phrases. The word stone or references to something of stone. Some kind of descriptor of a black substance—a chemical? Pollutant? Byproduct? Falling or something referring to a change in height. A collapse? 

The data that comes forward is in a mix of modern Sumeru dialects, varying from Sumeru City standard all the way to Port Ormos’ more eclectic mixture that brings in loan words and letters from Liyue and Inazuma. There’s even dialects from the sands that Kaveh can recognize by character shape and general sounds if he tries to speak them, but not meaning. Kaveh mentally notes that as a possible way to identify the minds that touched these capsules. There must have been some sort of translation error when the capsules or relays got overloaded causing the original data to get mixed with the mind’s interpretation record. Or some kind of error with the internal translation programming. 

Dehya is the first to speak. “Are you guys recognizing this or is it just me reaching? One of you scholars who’s more suited to this kind of thing correct me before I start thinking worst case scenarios and about what the Traveler and I just left behind.”

“What?”

“Traveler,” Dehya turns towards them. “When you and Al-Haitham tracked down that first Divine Knowledge Capsule, and when you reacted to the incense that the scholar you first met was using, you said you got some kind of weird vision or something like that. You brought it up before. A message or something.”

“World forget me,” the Traveler whispers, and then repeats, with wider eyes, “World forget me.”

“The Village Keepers say things like that,” Candace remembers. “Forget. We thought they meant they wanted to forget, or that they were trying to forget what happened to them.”

“Those who’ve partially recovered have said that what they remember was that they must not remember,” Kaveh adds on. “We took that in a more…mental health sense of that they didn’t want to remember because of obvious trauma. But what if they literally were incapable of it? No matter what they wanted or not, the knowledge was literally something they were incapable of remembering. Remember, they also speak of something terrible. And some of the ones that are less lucid sometimes try to run from something. Or they scratch like they’re trying to pick something out of their skin.”

“That sounds like what happened with Mizri,” Paimon says. “So all of them—all of these people went crazy because of Divine Knowledge?”

“Not like. Exactly the same as what happened to him. They saw something something larger than them. Something no mortal mind was meant to have. That perhaps, no one was meant to have, not even gods,” Cyno says slowly. “Forbidden Knowledge. Knowledge of some secret or power that, say, brought an entire advanced civilization to its knees. Knowledge that required not just one, but two gods exhausting their power to seal to stop but not reverse the damage already done. Stone. Falling. A black substance. Eleazar. The collapse of the Scarlet King’s civilization. People falling into insensate insanity. The Withering. The Sage’s weren’t just trying to bury knowledge. They were attempting to harvest it and gather what it was so they could use it themselves.” Cyno’s eyes are wide with sheer shock. “We thought we were dealing with corruption. Ambition. A coup against gods to put mortal rule above divine.”

“Close, but not quite,” the Traveler says, leaning heavily on the Akasha as they stare at all of the files. “Mortals usurping gods by taking their power. Apotheosis. That’s why they need Lord Kusanali still. They’re going to take her divinity.”

“Now roll that back a moment,” Kaveh protests even as the rest of their group bursts out into denials, Candace shaking her head, Paimon gasping and waving her arms in refusal of the outrageous, and Dehya starting to pace behind them. “I’ll agree that they’re definitely looking into something with Divine Knowledge. Before we thought they were just cutting it off so Lord Kusanali couldn’t use it or something like that.  But…actually taking it for themselves? Using it? How would you? I mean…I don’t understand. It just doesn’t make sense. Look at how damaged these capsules are just from holding that information. Where would you put it?”

“The Akasha,” the Traveler suggests. “The Akasha can hold it. A fully grown one, at least. The Akasha was made using the Greater Lord’s power and is connected to the current Lord Kusanali. And if the Greater Lord was the one who sealed it…then it probably learned about it from the Greater Lord or something like that, right? Transference?”

“But what would anyone do with it?” Kaveh repeats. “Look at what it did to the Scarlet King and his people. Remember what we saw in the former High Priest’s memories? That wasn’t even the actual knowledge, it was just memories of the fall out of it. It ruined them all. It killed the Scarlet King. And based on what we saw, it looks like even the Greater Lord took some damage from it. What could they possibly unleash aside from ruin? And don’t tell me they’re just innocently looking into it just in case. No one goes sticking their entire face into this kind of thing just because they’re curious. Not when it’s costing literal hundreds upon hundreds of lives.”

“It’s not just to know, they’re taking action on it,” the Traveler says, “This is the piece that is missing, that they’re working on getting and bringing back to their plans in the city.”

“But to do what with it? Look at what it’s done to these people,” Dehya gestures in the direction of Aaru Village. “Mortal bodies clearly can’t handle that. We’ve got evidence here. If just knowing what was in those capsules could make you god then we’d have dozens of them all over the place. We’d be tripping over them. What about these people looks divine? Just trying to review the data made these capsules unreadable. Even if they just stuck it back in the Akasha, what’s the point of that when literally no one, aside from the Akasha and maybe the Lesser Lord, are capable of looking at it?”

Paimon and the Traveler exchange a glance. “The machine the Fatui are building. The Fatui are targeting gods and have much more experience working on this kind of thing. If this is meant to target Lord Kusanali and strip her of divinity, then the Doctor and Balladeer must already have something in mind to use it with. That’s what the machine is for. That’s what all of their preparations are building up to. The use of the full power of the Divine Knowledge to trigger an ascension.”

Dehya swears viciously, hands in slightly smoking fists. “They’ve basically got a bomb of divine power underneath Sumeru City that they’re going to pull the trigger on. That’s what we’re saying? Are we all in agreement that’s what our answer? We don’t have anything less drastic and…this to go with?”

Candace covers Dehya’s smoking fist, creating a soft hiss of steam. “I want to clarify what we’re saying so that we are all in understanding of the tenuous land we find ourselves on. So we can understand, clearly, and without question as to whether we are misunderstanding each other because at this juncture there is no longer a margin for any form of error. The Akademiya has been abducting Village Keepers already in exile to harvest the scraps of Divine Knowledge from them in order to amass it. And when that was not enough, they began their…their plan.” Candace pauses here, letting out a harsh exhale to keep her voice and temper level. “They used the Divine Knowledge fragments they already had to create more Village Keepers from the people they had abducted to propagate the knowledge and see how much more they could extract. All of this, so that they could, somehow, get from all of those minds, the cohesive picture of it. That they will then use to create a new god while stripping Lord Kusanali of her own god-hood. And when this…this moment of creation occurs, the rest of Sumeru will fall. That is what you are telling me.”

Kaveh raises a hand to his head, feeling a little breathless. All of those people—how would you even evacuate them all? Kaveh’s mind, his overly burdened imagination, conjures the images up now. The same fall the Scarlet King’s people faced—Withering, Eleazar, insanity, the ground buckling and the water turning rancid, and everything turning to dust and rot all at once in a sudden and rolling wave of terror. You can’t. You would never be able to outrun it. 

And that isn’t even accounting for the Akasha harvesting that the Traveler spoke of. Who would even survive, be awake—conscious—to know what was happening?

Kaveh imagines it. Hundreds of people asleep as the end devours them without them ever knowing it.

He thinks of the fishmonger aunt and the butcher uncle. He thinks of the sister who lives down the street with the son in the Spantamad that really ought to transfer out and how she swears every few days she’s going to leave her useless family to become a Forest Watcher and they’ll see how ungrateful they were to her keeping them alive then. Kaveh thinks of the nosy but well-meaning aunt who refuses to wear her spectacles and somehow has never cut a finger off while using that terrifying cleaver of hers. Kaveh thinks of his friends in the Kshahrewar who’re complaining about the students they’re trying to cram a sense of responsibility and aesthetics into but also would defend against each other’s less than flattering comments in a heartbeat. Kaveh thinks of the aunt who runs that takeaway shop who always yells at him for eating too much takeaway but takes his money away quite happily. Kaveh thinks of Senior Faruzan and he thinks of Tighnari and he thinks of Collei and he even thinks of Dori.

Kaveh thinks of Al-Haitham. Who would be fully aware that something is coming for them all and has been working tirelessly to figure out what exactly and how to stop it, but would be helpless in the face of this.

Leap, Al-Haitham said in that flickering message through his Akasha. Leap.

There is a key that waits for him to turn it. To return to it. 

“So what are we going to do about it?” Kaveh says, causing everyone to turn towards him. “Whether this is what they mean to do or not, the facts stand that they have Divine Knowledge, the Fatui are involved, and we have confirmation that the Akademiya plans on doing a mass harvesting of human minds in short order. The time of investigation is over and now we must act with what we know, whether it’s complete or not. What are we going to do about it?”

“You got over this one remarkably quickly.”

“There will be time,” Kaveh promises, “for me to be outraged afterwards. There will be time for me to grab these people by the throat and try to shake some sense or shame into them. And I do hope that Cyno won’t stop me. But right now the horror and the fury and the disgust aren’t helping any. So what are we doing? How do we stop this before it’s too late?”

“Whatever that solution is, it can’t be done from here,” Candace says. “You all must return to the other side of the Wall.” Candace frowns. “I want to go with you. But Rahman’s efforts are slow moving and there are those who would refuse to see the recently revealed truth. Having all of us leave would put too much at risk.”

“As valuable as you would be if, when, this comes to a fight,” Cyno agrees, “It would be wiser for us to divide our forces. If something goes wrong we need someone who knows what we know out here to get help from wherever they can get it.”

“I have a feeling that this will not be a straightforward battle,” Candace says. “After this many layers of conspiracy and subterfuge, this is a beast that must be slain with smarts rather than spears.”

“The spears,” the Traveler says, “would probably help though.”

“Sorry to bring all of this to a stand-still, but before we can even think of what we’re doing, we have to be practical and think of how we’re going to get there to do it,” Dehya cuts in. “When we left, Lord Kusanali was imprisoned without any room to try to escape, the Fatui Harbringers were on our tail, and we had confirmation that the Akasha was being actively used to monitor and control people. The Traveler was definitely seen by the Fatui-controlled Akasha and marked as person non-grata. Chances are so am I. I doubt Cyno would be less obvious than we are. Not to say you aren’t discrete, but with every single eye the Akasha is connected to out for you specifically I don’t think you’ll make it very far.”

“I’ll go,” Kaveh says. “As far as anyone knows, I’m just off wandering around doing that thing independent creatives do where they go find themselves or look for artistic inspiration or any other hundred things people think we do when we aren’t being seen. Right? You’re the one who took me across the wall and it looks like you didn’t even suspect anything strange until someone told you about what I was really doing.”

“You are going to tell me how the hell you got that going, because last anyone heard of you, you were on some kind of soul-searching journey north to Fontaine,” Dehya says. “It either involved food or exploring your roots.”

“Let me go back across the Wall,” Kaveh says. “No one’s suspicious of me. I can go over and check on the situation, try to make contact with a friendly face or something like that.”

“Then you’d have to come back across the Wall to get us,” Dehya points out, shaking her head. “That’s too much time. There’s got to be a way we can all sneak in together or something. Maybe avoid the main areas of crossing.”

“We can’t risk all going until we know what’s clear,” Kaveh says.

“It’s risky, but we aren’t completely cut off from them,” the Traveler points out. “Al-Haitham’s Akasha can’t connect to the main system and it’s not very strong, but it’s possible that it can try and connect to the others like it and send a message. Especially now that it’s grown and merged with this larger terminal. I also have my own Akasha. It’s partially deactivated, but if we can figure out how to turn it on and maybe link it with the one here…”

“No. Too risky for the same reason we haven’t used Cyno’s Akasha.” Kaveh shakes his head. “If there’s even a chance for it to connect to the main-body we can’t take it. I almost wish I could complain that he only sent you with the one.”

“Why can’t you must make more?” Paimon asks. Everyone looks up at her. She gestures at the Akasha. “I mean. Look at it. It’s a plant. You grew this. And Al-Haitham somehow made enough of them to pass around. Remember, Traveler? He said he was working on making some for us, too, before we had to leave. So why can’t you just make more of them?”

Everyone looks to Kaveh now. Kaveh lets out a long groan, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“You all realize that it’s a miracle I figured it out this far, right? This isn’t my expertise.” Everyone continues to stare at him. He waves his hand in the air, rolling his eyes towards the hospital’s ceiling. “Alright. Alright. Fine. I’ll give it a try. Let’s see if Al-Haitham’s Akasha has any memories of how he made it…Mehrak, if you would please help me ask some strange questions.”

-

The plan is tentative and it takes them two weeks to test before any of them feel comfortable actually moving forward with it, which brings them entirely too close from the guessed deadline of Jnagarbha Day for comfort. But they only have the one shot at this, and it’s not exactly something they can run extensive testing on.

Al-Haitham’s Akasha, it turns out, managed to preserve a small fraction of the information it had access to when it was closer to its other bodies and was somewhat able to secretly siphon off portions from its main body. But because it was so small and weakened, and also so far away from the rest of itself, it has lost most of it. 

Aside from Al-Haitham’s message, the Akasha has a very spotty map. There’s no key or legend, and the lines of the map are suspect. But according to the Traveler, Paimon, and Dehya’s best guesses, it’s a map of safe zones from the main-body Akasha—places where Al-Haitham and the others had managed to manipulate the main-body Akasha’s sight lines in order to have relative freedom of movement and speech. Most of the map isn’t usable, the Akasha couldn’t save enough of it, cut off from the rest of itself and strained with the travel of being brought across the Wall without a steady supply of power.

Thankfully, the act of propagation and spreading is one that the Akasha doesn’t need to be taught. The Akasha creates small spores which Kaveh can only assume are meant to grow into new Akasha. Cyno has used small doses of elemental potions to try and safely speed their growth to some success. Most shrivel from energy overload but the main Akasha access terminal is somewhat stable enough to focus on producing new spores if they don’t bother it with asking other questions.

They hand several spores to different people in Aaru Village, telling them to go about their day or to leave the area and drop the spores wherever they feel like, observing the main terminal for reactions. Slowly, the main terminal begins to generate its own…map. It’s not quite a map, really. It’s almost like the one of the safe spots that they found in the Akasha’s memory. It has no spaces, no borders, no markers for land or river. It’s just several small specks that seem purposefully placed and thinly connected to each other by the Akasha’s logic. They figure out that it is some sort of visual representation of all of the same-kind Akasha it can sense in a certain area. A model, rather than a map.

Over the next two weeks, they carefully extend that model outwards, little by little. Some of the spores die when left alone, but the few that remain exist as tiny, barely perceived pinpricks that the Akasha can gather energy and information from.

The stronger and healthier the sprouts are, the more present they appear on the model, and in turn, they highlight other struggling spores nearby. And the faster it can relay information back to its own main body.

The plan thus forms that Kaveh will take the most developed of the new Akasha terminals, leaving behind a trail of spores to connect the access terminal currently growing here in Aaru Village to the rest of the independent Akasha body in Sumeru City. The plan has more vulnerabilities and flaws than certainties. There is no one actually confident that this plan will hold.

The connection will be thin, tenuous. If too many spores fail to root and survive long enough for more secure steps and communication to be established the entire plan falls apart. Both groups will remain cut off from each other with Kaveh in the middle. 

If the main-body Akasha comes into contact with any of the independent Akasha-spores their entire group can be compromised. 

The further Kaveh and the spores develop the trail away from Aaru Village, there’s a high chance that the information relay will lag just like how the main-body Akasha loses functionality beyond the Wall without its own relays and terminals near.

But this is the only plan they have short of all of them going in blind. So it must work. They must leap into the situation, eyes closed hoping that those on the other side have uncovered enough and held on long enough to catch them as they land.

In the end, it is a matter of trust. Of faith. 

And are we, Kaveh recalls himself asking what feels like an entire lifetime ago, so faithless to each other?

Kaveh turns towards Sumeru City in the distance. The tokens against his chest almost feel warm. The newly grown Akasha rests as an unfamiliar weight against the side of his ear. It’s only superficially shaped into the familiar shape of an Akasha terminal. Kaveh can feel the faint tendrils of it and the quiet sentience it holds inside: waiting.

That which has remained out of reach for so long is finally in his grasp. That distant silhouette, that oasis in the storm.

Soon, Kaveh thinks at it as he looks towards home in the distance. Home and all of the rot and ruin. Home and all of the promises made that have yet to be kept, all of the things yet to be said and heard. Home and all of the people who wait without waiting. Home and all that it entails. Home and its promises, its debts.

Kaveh will return, a man of his word and his oath. And he will claim that which was promised to him. Every answer. Every debt. Every mystery. Every confession.

Soon.


Notes for the Chapter:
Starting from the next chapter, we return to the beginning.






11. Growing and Unraveling the Sea: Part I

Summary for the Chapter:
“I know that this all started when you tipped off the former General Mahamatra to Sage Naphis’ unusual break in habit,” Al-Haitham replies, skimming Kaveh’s note and flipping it over to see the three dots at the corner of the page. “And that this single observation has managed to bring several other…anomalies to attention.”

“What kind of anomalies?”

“How much time do you have?”

Tighnari’s expression darkens, tail going rigidly still behind himself before he answers, “Enough if you get started now. What do I need to know?”





In the week since Al-Haitham first set himself, or was set by those around him, onto unraveling exactly what sort of mystery of misconduct the Sages are up to, he has found absolutely nothing he did not already know. Absolutely no progress has been made. The most productive thing he’d done this week was manage to send Kaveh off to find and assist the former General Mahamatra. And that’s if that was successful. Al-Haitham has not heard back of any failure. And as far as he’s aware of, the body double that the Grand Investigator was able to find and deploy hasn’t been caught. The Grand Quartermaster sent him a note confirming that his supply requisition would be filled but due to strained resources the delivery would be off-schedule and most likely below what he would expect.

But that is all the progress he’s made, and it was not towards anything immediately pertinent here in Sumeru City or the Akademiya as a whole.

He had meant to begin gathering further background information on Sage Naphis, as it seems that his odd actions are what started all of this. He had also meant to look further into this matter of Masters, Herbads, and Dasturs from all Darshans being unable to get onto any proper projects, and how seemingly none of the established members of the Darshans can recognize any of the names of the people who are. The Kshahrewar and Amurta would be good places to start. The two are the largest Darshans that handle the most projects—and it should have been easy enough.

Looking into the Sage of the Amurta as well as Amurta project records would have been quite efficient. Plus Kaveh had left Al-Haitham with incredibly detailed notes on projects he remembers being complained about and specific people he might talk to. The path forward was practically laid out for him to walk across.

But he has not found the time. And now, he can’t find the energy. These are both excuses, and yet they’re ones that he cannot avoid making, no matter how frustrated that makes him. He is, after all, one man. One man who, apparently, is doing the job of an entire department and now that of a detective.

As a result, the morning of the weekend rolls in and Al-Haitham can’t seem to convince himself to do anything. And there is so much to do.

Aside from looking into the Amurta Sage and beginning to look into all of the project approvals and just who was dong the approving and the submissions if none of the prominent members of the Darshans can claim credit, there has also been a strangle influx of data being sent to his terminal. Al-Haitham doesn’t think they’re from anyone he knows. The other Mahamata leaders have different ways of sending information securely, and no one among his network of informants would ever dare send something to him personally like this. But who else would be sending him anything?

Some of the data files he’s cautiously checked over are missing person notices. Official ones that could be found looking into any public record or even on some of the information boards posted around Sumeru. Several of them are old, already cold or closed cases. 

A few of the data files are just Knowledge Capsule identification codes. Or rather—Canned Knowledge identification codes. While Canned Knowledge is illegal, the Sages and the Matra are most primarily concerned with those that hold dangerous and unverified information. There are several more mundane Canned Knowledge Capsules that the Matra let slide. Like the ones listed in these small messages. One of them refers to a capsule identification code for a rather popular Canned Knowledge Capsule that just refers to common cures around Teyvat for the cold. Another one is for home-made all organic non-abrasive cleaning solutions. If the Matra or Sages ever took anyone to task for possession and use of these capsules they’d be called out across the entire country for being shamless hypocrites with absolutely nothing better to do.

A few of the messages are just…he’s not quite sure. They’re random lines of different combinations of languages. Al-Haitham would assume that it’s some sort of code or cipher, but he hasn’t had the time to check them.

Al-Haitham, after the first few of these strange data packets and messages, hasn’t looked at any of them too closely. None of them had senders and the time stamps for arrival are all random. He’d tried to block the source, but whoever it is must be using multiple data access points or it’s multiple people at once who all somehow have access to his private terminal. Despite the increased restrictions he’d put on his terminal to receiving anonymous and unsolicited messages, they continue to come through.

What Al-Haitham needs is the use of a master access Akasha terminal to manually check these files for identifiers. But Al-Haitham has no way of using one of those terminals without the files he’s checking being logged into the system. And if these are actual pertinent files and messages sent by someone within the network he can’t risk that.

There is an especially disquieting data packet that he received just last night, before he’d ripped his Akasha off for the day, exhausted and feeling incredibly ill. This data packet was, much like the ones before it, anonymous and very short. Al-Haitham had been tempted to ignore it, but he was frustrated enough to take a glance at it just to see what new manner of nonsensical drivel was being thrown at him. And he immediately shut the file, shoving it to the back of his mind. He’d ripped his Akasha off without properly disengaging it, feeling the sharp pain in his temples increase as the device was abruptly disconnected from his mind.

It was a lines from a standard Akademiya report. A report that, based on that one glance, looked like it was about him. That glimpse immediately reminded Al-Haitham of that page he had seen before on the previous Jnagarbha Day. The one about the former General Mahamatra, Cyno. Perhaps he was overreacting. But for such a thing to be sent to him after the revelations of the past week, it seems like too fortuitous timing.

If he had the energy, he would go and track down the other department heads to ask them about this in person. Or he would try and find a terminal that he could potentially…convince into having some irregularities.

There are, now, too many things to think about and Al-Haitham has no idea where to begin. First he had no direction, and now he has too many. All of them, he knows, are connected in a way he must uncover. All of these roads lead to the same plot. But which one to explore first, which is the main road that all the others come to support and widen or branch out from, is the question. Which is the one that he should pursue first, so that he doesn’t end up having to circle back to the beginning?

Al-Haitham wishes that there could have been more done while he was at work at the Akademiya. Just even looking through a portion of some of the submitted and approved projects currently in progress or even some of the recently completed ones to jot down names that he could pass on to have investigated would have helped.

But when would he have done so?

Al-Haitham considers himself quite fortunate in how predictable the growing complications and frustrations his office has. In the few days leading up to sending Kaveh to Caravan Ribat, his office was hit with the promised reshuffle of personnel. As the Grand Investigator told him, the Sages had attempted to flag him down to write a warrant and general notice of the General Mahamatra’s desertion.

But Al-Haitham did not have the ability to attend to such a thing. Or anything else that he had planned.

The Monday he returned to work, he had been faced with almost two dozen entirely useless staff borrowed from the other Mahamata, and most likely plants from the Sages who aren’t even actual Mahamata members that the Grand Administrator hired. He had to set those to work and find someone to train them. Someone who wasn’t him or any of the people he had, himself, trained because there were none of those left. In the middle of putting that together and trying to update their permissions, there was a severe malfunction in one of the Akasha relay rooms. The malfunction took down an entire (apparently) incredibly popular and frequently used reference archive. Everyone Al-Haitham had who was qualified to work on that sort of malfunction had either been sent away to satellite locations, moved to other departments, or otherwise occupied with something equally important and urgent.

The day after that, Al-Haitham’s new subordinates (in what he can neither parse as incompetency or malicious sabotage) somehow managed to override several critical Knowledge Capsules that had just been sent in for review for approval and pending archive upload. Al-Haitham had to personally track down the persons who submitted the capsules, inform them of the situation—often repeating the synopsis of what occurred because the first time hearing something like that was not enough for it to get through—and then listen to the inevitable explosion of useless frustration that occurred. Not even the Sages could pull him from this, considering the rank of some of the people involved.

On the third day, the Sages sent someone to fetch him, but apparently his offices looked like such a mess and every single person he had available looked ready to commit some sort of crime of passion, because they retreated without ever relaying the message. On that day Al-Haitham quite literally elbow-deep in a main access Akasha terminal in one of the most important restoration rooms of the House of Daena, attempting to figure out how its interface got jammed and the entire language module switched itself out of Sumeru-standard and into, of all things, phonetic spelling of an incredibly specific north-eastern pre-Calamity Sumeru-Liyue border dialect. Even Al-Haitham struggled to place that one. That would have been a perfect opportunity to try and check the anonymous messages, except there were at least three other scribes working to assist him in getting that terminal under control and resolving that took his full concentration as whatever glitch that caused that access terminal to behave that way seemed to keep resetting itself every time Al-Haitham got close to understanding the problem. Eventually he had it taken offline and did a hard-manual reset that did solve the problem but also required him to spend overtime hours re-programming the terminal’s permissions and automated functions from ground-up.

This entire time, Al-Haitham’s Akasha anomalies have been getting progressively stronger. More frequent. The resulting headaches have gotten even persistent to the point where he’s surprised when he doesn’t have them. Al-Haitham needs to find time to investigate if this purposeful and if so, where’s the program or code that’s causing it? There’s also the capsules with the strange anomalies that he’s yet to find time to go back to review.

The day that Kaveh leaves, Al-Haitham dragged himself to his offices. His terminal had already started the day acting strange. Soon after he put it on before leaving he house, a persistent floating spot at the edge of his vision that seems to blur in and out developed. He had almost hoped that it was a natural migraine symptom. As soon as he set foot in the archives he was immediately summoned to the Grand Sage’s. The man had the gall to look at him and express sympathy for “these trying times” as though his meddling and manipulations aren’t the reason or at least a solid three quarters of the tangled mess he’s having to work through.

Grand Sage Azar impressed upon him the importance of a severely overdue draft that needed to be written. It is, he was sure to say, incredibly important as mishandling of this information could cause widespread and undue panic if this notice was not worded with a level of discretion and delicacy.

“The General Mahamatra Cyno has gone rogue,” Grand Sage Azar said, hands folded together, expression solemn. The only other people in the room were Seteria and the Sage of the Spantamad, who looked like he was going to spit when the Grand Sage said the former General Mahamatra’s name. 

Al-Haitham pulled up his terminal and his mobile stylus to start pretending to jot down notes for a draft into the air. He was not, actually, going to write anything. He’d already decided that when Kaveh first told him what he found out and of what he and Cyno were going to attempt to do.

Al-Haitham is not going to allow the Sages to announce that the General Mahamatra, the man who’s reputation and strength of will has kept half of the Akademiya in line and most of the general populace feeling generally safer about not accidentally wandering into some unauthorized and incredibly illegal experiment (overarching conspiracy that seems to go back to before the man was even a resident of Sumeru City aside, of course), has left his post. 

“His whereabouts are currently unknown? What are the parameters for acting upon seeing evidence of his presence?”

“The deserter’s current location is unknown, but we suspect he may have found a place to hide with fellow sympathizers.”

“In Sumeru City?” Al-Haitham pretended to hesitate. 

“Is there something you wish to call into question, Grand Scribe?”

“No.” Al-Haitham pretended to quickly write a few more notes down.

“Speak your mind, Grand Scribe,” Grand Sage Azar said, sounding almost amused. “If you have concerns now it would be better to voice them before this notice is sent out.”

“Is the reason why the General Mahamatra went rogue to be made public knowledge? Or at least, mentioned to those in certain positions?”

“It is not a subject that can be disclosed to anyone outside of those with Sage-rank authorities at this time. However there have been multiple instances of confrontation and challenge from the former General Mahamatra to the Akademiya. Meanwhile the Akademiya has found issue with the unchecked actions of his Matra and the amount of cases they’ve opened unnecessarily and the ones they have ignored despite our multiple requests. I am sure that you’ve seen the messages and the official notes on the records for both sides.”

“It may be best to keep his desertion quiet,” Al-Haitham suggested. “Stating that the man has left the Akademiya on less than friendly terms and is currently loose in the public, without giving cause, may cause more alarm than preventing it. Or it may stir other sympathizers to begin to question the Akademiya. It may be more effective to wait until the issue that caused him to leave his post is resolved to release a public statement in order prevent unreasonable speculation.”

“He has a point,” the Spantamad Sage grudgingly conceded, looking deeply upset about it. “And if we keep his absence secret, it does keep the lower ranked Matra under our control.”

“We’ll say he’s currently on leave. A sabbatical,” Grand Sage Azar said after he thought it over. Al-Haitham continued to pantomime writing notes for a draft while the two Sages talked around him like he was some bipedal dictaphone. “Meanwhile his Matra falls to pieces without him and the establishment loses face without its guiding hand. This could work.” And then, remembering that Al-Haitham was present, the Grand Sage dismissed him with a patronizing nod and wave of his hand.

The rest of Al-Haitham’s week was no better, but at least there was no more impromptu calls by the Sages for him to attend to whatever whim they got into their heads. When he could scrape out a few moments, Al-Haitham attempted to flip through the incoming papers and digital requests that mentioned any sort of project approvals or expedition dispatches but no sooner as he would find the files and pull them up to skim for any repeating names, something else was going wrong that required his and only his attention to be resolved.

Last night as Al-Haitham was walking home, vision blurring at the edges from what he could neither positively narrow down to the Akasha abnormalities or exhaustion, he ran into an elderly man, sending him stumbling to the ground. Al-Haitham bent down to help him and the man initiated one of the Sofia’s codes. Al-Haitham escorted him to a quiet residential area as the man talked about his children and their many children. In bits and pieces Al-Haitham gathered that Kaveh had made it past the Wall. Zara and Ying both pulled through to get Kaveh’s body-double in place and supply caches arranged. Kaveh somehow managed to make contact with the Flame-Mane who finished getting him across the Wall as the border crack-down tightened. Meanwhile, Kaveh’s body-double returned to Caravan Ribat after trailing north and then sharply south and disappearing.

The man invites him into his house for dinner to return the favor of listening to “an old man’s prattling”. Maybe he could offer advice to a younger man who seemed to look like he had a lot on his mind. Al-Haitham declined and warned him about watching his way. Sending a message to Kaveh at this point would be pointless. It’s not like Al-Haitham had learned anything, and it was unlikely that Kaveh would have either. Besides, who knows how the situation is with Cyno?

Tangled up in thoughts of what might possibly be going on in the sands—a dead zone to practically all of their networks and therefore pointless for him to even speculate about—and all of the things he had yet to even get a chance to start, Al-Haitham’s patience was remarkably thin by the time he reached home. Just in time to get that portion of a file on himself from that anonymous sender.

Now Al-Haitham is staring a weekend down without the relief forty-eight hours of not having to be the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya would normally bring and all the frustration of the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya bleeding over into every other part of his life in its place. He really should have just become some sort of paper-pusher when he had the chance. His predecessor must have been some sort of confidence-man to have fast-talked him into taking this post.

Al-Haitham puts his head into his hands. He’d woken up without the headache but his eyes felt oddly strained, and he feels unusually lightheaded. When he stood up he felt a strange sense of vertigo, and his muscles twinged like he’d strained them or done something particularly strenuous. Not even eating helped, although he was relieved to find that he wasn’t nauseous like he had been the night before. He ate surprisingly well even though he felt terrible.

He’s made a half-hearted effort to try and arrange the notes that he and Kaveh wrote before Kaveh left, but his head refuses to clear and focus. Al-Haitham finds his eyes drifting closed and mind going quiet every time he looks at the pages for longer than a handful of minutes at a time.

Currently he’s lying down in the front room, resting warmed bags of beans on his arms to try and relieve the strange and lingering ache that’s been bothering him since he woke up. And of course, now that he isn’t looking at the notes his mind is buzzing with ideas that are going nowhere.

It’s while Al-Haitham is considering giving staring at the pages another go while heating new bags of rice or beans that there’s a knock at his door. No one knocks at Al-Haitham’s door. Even the post carrier knows to just leave things there and he’ll get to him eventually. Besides, no one here is bold enough to rob from his front door when the aunt who lives one house over—despite her refusal to use spectacles and her absolutely abysmal eyesight—can sense wrongdoing and ill intent with a keenness that would make any Matra envious.

Al-Haitham waits to see if the knock was, somehow, a mistake. But the knock repeats shortly, a touch louder and firmer.

Of all of the people he might have expected upon opening the door (Zara if she was particularly angry, Azusa is they were exceptionally spiteful, the aunt from next door if she’d found a cause to crusade) he would have had to go a decent number of names down to ever come close to Tighnari of the Avidya Forest Watchers.

The man looks as surprised as Al-Haitham does, which is strange because Tighnari’s the one knocking at his door.

“You look,” Tighnari says, brows raising on his forehead, “conservatively said, under the weather.” He then holds up an envelope. “Kaveh wrote to me saying that you have a specific copy of a reference book I’ve been trying to track down and get a copy of from the Akademiya’s library.”

Now it’s Al-Haitham’s turn to look skeptical as he moves aside for Tighnari to enter.

“I’ve been having a hard time getting anything through the official channels,” Tighnari explains as Al-Haitham leads him towards the set of shelves he’s dedicated towards standard Amurta texts. “And I need this one sooner rather than later for Collei. Kaveh did mention that you have a rather…interesting collection. Although he couldn’t confirm if they were all legally acquired or not, much to Cyno’s exasperation.”

As Tighnari speaks he pulls and worries at his own ear. From what Al-Haitham knows of the man he’s not particularly shy or insecure of his fox features. Most people who meet him for the first time are more peculiar about it than he is. Tighnari looks up at Al-Haitham, intent in his voice as he continues, “Out of curiosity, are any of these official? I won’t tell if they aren’t. I’d be the last person to hold someone to the Akademiya’s restriction of information standards.”

Al-Haitham slides his earphones off, turning his head to reveal the absence of an Akasha.

“I never wear it here.”

“Smart. I only wear mine in Sumeru City. I left mine in the flower pot outside of your door, actually. That should be just outside of range.” Tighnari holds Kaveh’s letter out. “Kaveh sent me. While the reasons are true—I do need that book—he placed three dots on the back of the letter. A particular quirk that I have special interest in noting. Where is he? How much do you know?”

“I know that this all started when you tipped off the former General Mahamatra to Sage Naphis’ unusual break in habit,” Al-Haitham replies, skimming Kaveh’s note and flipping it over to see the three dots at the corner of the page. “And that this single observation has managed to bring several other…anomalies to attention.”

“What kind of anomalies?”

“How much time do you have?”

Tighnari’s expression darkens, tail going rigidly still behind himself before he answers, “Enough if you get started now. What do I need to know?”

Al-Haitham, now, is glad that he left the mess of the notes out rather than cleaning them away. And even gladder that he hadn’t had the energy to start any new investigations because the notes that Tighnari adds on take up half of the paper he’d had the time to buy to replace all of the ones he and Kaveh previously used.

To Tighnari’s credit, he gets over Cyno and Kaveh’s abrupt departure to the Great Red Sands quickly, as well as Al-Haitham’s own recent involvement which is both a matter of Kaveh and his own role within the Mahamata, and his interests in figuring out what, exactly, is causing what was once a relatively simple role to become so complex and difficult to manage.

Tighnari quickly confirms what Kaveh had mentioned. Darshan projects are not going as they normally have been. The Kshahrewar is not the only one going through that specific frustration. Tighnari supplements Kaveh’s notes with his own observations and the informal complaints that he’s heard from his fellows among researchers, doctors, and Amurta administrative personnel. 

Sage Naphis’ unusual letter-writing behavior aside there has also been a sudden, renewed and intensified interest in Tighnari being recalled back to the Akademiya when the problem of the Withering has never been so pressing (this, Al-Haitham didn’t know was a problem. There’s been no official record of concerning change with the Withering in the reports filed on the topic). Tighnari’s own appeals for either research assistance from the Spantamad or the more theoretically-inclined researchers of the Amurta to investigate, or at least for an increase in budget. Tighnari’s been given neither, and no real excuse or reason for why, other than that the Sages have deemed the issue of the Withering one that is under control.

“From my point of view and that of those currently living near areas of the Withering, it certainly is not,” Tighnari says with a pointed lash of his tail, expression scornful. “But I couldn’t really complain because at least I was getting answers. Some of the other projects I know—the public mental health welfare service, the children’s clinic, and the public basic medical treatment course—recently got sudden staff and budget reductions. No reason known and all of the staff have been assigned to posts outside of Sumeru City.”

This was also new to Al-Haitham. Where was this in the reports? Did this lead back to Cyno’s findings of embezzlement and laundering?

Then again, it’s not like Al-Haitham pays attention to any of those projects. And with the amount of meddling the Sages have done in scrambling the Mahamata and all of the physical records, how would Al-Haitham have noticed that among the noise?

“I’m concerned about these Akasha symptoms,” Tighnari says, tapping his worn stub of a pencil against his own notebook as his eyes flick between the different stacks of paper roughly arranged by problem. Missing people. Intentional obfuscation of official information. Akasha glitches being glossed over and excused. Disruption of standard operation procedures. Irregularities with Darshan projects, assignments, and budgets. “This is new to me. It shouldn’t be. I try to keep on top of all medical news and rumors in Sumeru. And these wouldn’t have been kept quiet. If it pertains to the Akasha the Amurta would be all over it. It’s possible that it’s flown under notice as being attributed to something else, but I doubt it. There must be someone in the Bimarstan who’s taken note. I’ll look into it for you. Try to keep a solid record of your symptoms and any other observations. Even if it seems insignificant to you. In the mean time here’s a prescription. Any pharmacy should be able to fill it. It’s a simple supplement—what are you taking currently, but the way?”

Before Al-Haitham can say anything Tighnari looks up, sharp eyes meeting his.

“Do not think to try and tell me to mind my own business. Sage Naphis is my mentor; this seems to deeply involve my Darshan; there’s some form of active interest in me; and Cyno and Kaveh are already stuck somewhere in the middle of it. And from the looks of things, you’ve been thrown head-first into the deep end of what’s probably the worst part of this mess to try and sort this out blind. No offense to you, but I’m not leaving a problem this clearly rooted into what seems to be literally every facet of society in the hands of one guy who looks like he’s one bad day from needing a medical sabbatical.”

“I was not going to refuse the help if you were going to offer it. I was going to ask how we’re going to communicate our findings to each other. Both of us appear to be closely monitored by the Sages for one reason or another. Between your association with Naphis, Cyno, and Kaveh, and my own as someone who works with the Akasha and several important classified documents, neither of us has much of any room to maneuver. Your coming here, I’m sure, has already been noted by the Akasha. It might be permissible to anyone watching because you and Kaveh are close friends, but you and I have no personal connections.”

“Oh.” Tighnari blinks, looking strangely surprised. “You know, I thought there’d be more resistance. Something along the lines of too danger and the complexity of the issue, or something like that.”

“You’re already in the danger,” Al-Haitham says, “In fact it seems you were aware of it long before the rest of us thought to even think there was something to look into. I see no reason to suddenly exclude you from an investigation that you started.”

Tighnari’s tail moves lazily, the corner of his mouth slowly moving up in a lazy smirk. “You know, Kaveh always said you were an unreasonable man. In hindsight, Kaveh calling anyone unreasonable should’ve been a little suspect. It’s refreshing to hear someone talk with actual sense. As to reasons to meet…well. Kaveh gave us an excuse. You’ve got a somewhat dubiously acquired library of physical books. I need books and the House of Daena’s processing and release procedures have been lacking. And my apprentice is being tutored by Senior Faruzan of the Haravatat.”

“I’m not familiar with her. Kaveh is.”

“No, but I imagine that it wouldn’t be too far of a stretch for me to ask you for advice on how to translate Senior Faruzan’s…esoteric expertise into something a little more beginner friendly.” Tighnari’s expression turns mischievous. “You’ve done stranger things as favors to Kaveh, why would anyone think twice of you helping me get my hands on some books and translating my apprentice’s homework notes?”

“I was about to say that’s probably one of the easier favors anyone’s asked of me in recent memory, but now I’m not quite sure if I want to agree to this excuse so easily when you use that tone of voice, General Watch Leader.”

-

Al-Haitham fills the prescription that Tighnari gave him after an extensive questionnaire on his medical history and the man going through Al-Haitham’s cabinets with a certain air of authority that explains everything of how he got the not-entirely-playful title of General Watch Leader and turned the Avidya Forest Rangers into such a commendable force against the efforts of both man and Withering to disrupt nature’s own natural and intentional chaos.

Over the next few days Al-Haitham does notice some relief from the headaches and the general fatigue with the supplements Tighnari prescribed, but the feeling of eye-strain and muscle aches continue to linger. They’re neither better nor worse, but just noticeable enough for him to almost wonder if he’s imagining them. He hears rumors of someone who looks like Kaveh being sighted wandering back up north towards the Wall of Samiel, supposedly to make his way to Fontaine which Al-Haitham hopes to mean that the ruse is still holding.

Work in the office quiets just long enough for Al-Haitham to pull a small sampling of records from different Darshans over the past few months to check and reference with special attention to the Kshahrewar and Amurta projects and official records for change and petitions for resource allocation from previously locked in buckets of their own budgets.

Tighnari sends him a note on other supplements he can take and types of foods to eat that might help. The note is marked with the three dots at the back corner, which Al-Haitham takes to mean as a sign that this is not a simple note from a medical professional (of sorts) to a patient (of other sorts). Within the note Al-Haitham picks up what he’s fairly sure are hints on what Tighnari’s managed to find out, himself. But Al-Haitham is not familiar enough with the man to parse his codes aside from taking shallow guesses. Tighnari seems to be directing him towards looking at certain projects related to the Withering and new medical treatments. Al-Haitham has very little experience with either and would need a somewhat narrower, clearer set of parameters for him to start. 

Al-Haitham writes back a brief letter asking Tighnari about further reference books needed and the time-frame he’ll need them in, and hopes that Tighnari can parse that as a subtle request for clarification and which direction Al-Haitham should start in first. Al-Haitham’s begun to dig in through the Kshahrewar project lists and has already begun to turn up some results. It’s mainly expeditions that were outside of Sumeru City that were denied, and just like Kaveh said, the intent of this appears to keep certain persons close to Sumeru City. Whether this is to have them close as needed, because they’re flagged for some sort of watch list, or because the Sages simply don’t want people in certain areas is unclear.

If the latter is the goal, then Kaveh and Cyno will figure that out on the other side of the Wall of Samiel soon enough.

The same day that Al-Haitham sends that letter, one of the Grand Administrator’s clerks comes by just before Al-Haitham is about to leave for the day and passes him a note. The Grand Administrator has summoned him to his private residence at the edge of Sumeru City. Al-Haitham resists the urge to roll his eyes and nods, confirming he will be in attendance. 

“Do you know if there will be others there?”

“No, saheb.”

Al-Haitham nods, slipping the Grand Administrator’s note into his pocket. As much of a pain as the man is, he doesn’t often reach out to Al-Haitham like this without purpose. Historically these one-on-one meetings have been requested in order for the man to call in a favor, or request one.

There is very little Al-Haitham actually knows about the Grand Administrator, although the man is the most senior member of the current Mahamata department heads. Of them he is the only one who was around from the previous generation and he seems to have no intention of retiring and ceding his position anytime soon. He is unfortunately, very good at his job. If one believes in such things, one could say that he was born for it.

On things of a more personal note, Al-Haitham knows almost next to nothing of actual substance, which is how he thinks that the both of them prefer it. Everything Al-Haitham knows about the Grand Administrator is also not by will, but because the man is a deceptively open book about himself which makes him all the more dangerous. People only ever know and see the parts that the Grand Administrator wants them to see.

His mother is from Sumeru, her family has a farm somewhere to the south-east and they farm harra fruits and coconut. His father’s family are shepherds in Mondstadt. Neither side is particularly rich but they aren’t poor, either. Maxwell was born and raised in Sumeru all his life, but fakes a terrible accent in public to seem like a foreigner to match his looks. 

Maxwell, himself, lives modestly enough. The man does have a small property (calling it an estate is too grand while calling it a mere house doesn’t quite cover it) near the edge of the city. If someone works in that high of a position for as long as Maxwell has, if he didn’t have a property of at least that size people would talk. Maxwell only permits himself to be talked about on his own terms, whether most people realize that or not. The house is based on Mondstadt styles from the outside but is classic Sumeru in terms of color and aesthetic as soon as one opens the door.

There is something of a cognitive dissonance every time Al-Haitham walks from the front gate which is always pristine white with lazy ivy, up to the rectangular wooden door then passes through the threshold into a large open space with colorful glass windows, curved arches, and the rich smells of cassia incense and Damask Roses that cram the inner courtyard from ground to gable.

The main thing of note when it comes to the Grand Administrator, which is about a solid half of why Al-Haitham avoids interacting with him whenever possible, is that he genuinely enjoys the work of politics and networking. But the years, especially the recent ones, have taken a toll on him. It’s beginning to show.

After the housekeeper lets Al-Haitham in, Al-Haitham walks to the door that leads to the courtyard where the Grand Administrator is inevitably going to be waiting. The man is sitting among a proliferation of roses. There are now streaks of silver that are developing into full white in his copper hair. And the lines around his eyes and mouth are deeper than Al-Haitham recalls.

“Al-Haitham,” Maxwell gestures for Al-Haitham to sit. There’s an Akasha box next to him, open and waiting for Al-Haitham to put his in next to Maxwell’s. “You received my note.”

“Your messenger was waiting directly outside my office door. It would have been more of a shock if I did not receive your note.” Maxwell quietly closes the box on the Akasha. It will still show their tracking information, if anyone is looking—and someone probably is—but it should no longer be able to make out anything they say with any clarity.

Maxwell has invited members of the Sage’s cohort and enough people connected to the Sages to his home and put them through the exact same protocols over the years that this is not unusual. Maxwell is known to have a truly impressive liquor collection and can prattle on for hours if he’s feeling particularly sadistic. That is to say, often. Drinking heavy liquor is sometimes the only way to make it through. And everyone in Sumeru knows that pairing mind altering substances with access to a device that can send instant communication to anyone at a thought is a terrible combination.

“You’ve begun something,” Maxwell says, folding his hands in his lap, cutting straight to it with a bluntness that takes Al-Haitham off guard. He had expected some kind of taunting or small-talk. “You’ve connected something to the Kshahrewar and the Amurta, and you’ve silenced the defection of the General Mahamatra. Impressive work for just under two weeks. I’m sure there’s more you’ve managed to put together, especially based on favors I’ve heard you already calling in from Zara and Ying, but time is short. You’re not being particularly clever about open contact with the Amurta’s golden child. You’ll have to do better. This is not a suggestion or a light rebuke. That’s a must.”

Al-Haitham wishes he could be surprised that the man has picked up on that. He wouldn’t have lasted this long in the position if he weren’t so deeply keyed into the movements of those around him. 

“I thought I was on my own,” Al-Haitham says flatly. 

“We were under the impression that while this was a rather large beast we were dealing with, it was not so hungry. The mouth has aimed itself at something larger than originally anticipated and I have my sincere doubts as to whether this is something anyone, even a man of your talent, can handle alone,” Maxwell says. This gets Al-Haitham’s attention. His curiosity.

“What changed?”

“The Sages have begun to move on the Mahamata. Officially. Permanently,” Maxwell replies. “Sometime this week, the Sages will implement orders for the Grand Inquisitor to stand down and for their department to be absorbed into the Sage’s control. I’ve already received the preliminary paperwork to abolish the inquisitors and for all of the personnel reassignments and security clearance changes. You’ll be receiving the orders to modify Akasha access codes soon. This is too far. As far as we know, the Sages already have taken control of the Matra with the General Mahamatra’s absence. They have the Corps of Thirty. And I’m not so overwhelmed by the deluge that I can’t tell that our own people have been slowly replaced by Sage plants while the total numbers are bleeding out to leave us chronically under-staffed and to overwhelmed to question it.”

“The Matra think it’s the Mahamata who are infiltrating them at the Sages request. And that all of us are in the Grand Sage’s palm.”

Maxwell clicks his tongue sharply, “Of course. Why not pit multiple arms of the government against each other? I would respect it if it were happening in any other country. The point is that without the inquisitors we’ve lost official access to all channels outside of Sumeru. Meanwhile, the Sages seem to be directing their focus onto you and your office. There is something in these two department that they have hidden and want taken care of, but not specifically known. You’re going to be under more scrutiny now than ever. The thin excuses you and Master Tighnari have to talk to each other will not hold up.”

Maxwell pauses, eyes still closed as he tips his head to the side. “I love this country. And I love the gears that make the beast of the machine that runs it. So long as they stay quiet. In the background as they are meant to. It is one thing for these internal mechanisms to cause problems for each other, in the shadows. It is quite another when the machine starts to catch the people it’s supposed to be supporting in its teeth to grease the wheels. I do not particularly appreciate this type of play. The Sages are overreaching. They already had been but if we do not stop them and walk this back soon it will be too late. There is only one throne in Sumeru and I while I might not be the purest of souls, I am no blasphemer. The token I gave you. Use it freely. Cash as many favors you need to in my name. I will pay them. All of them.”

Of all the things for Al-Haitham to hear, he did not expect that. 

“I can’t afford it from you.” 

Maxwell’s help has never come cheap. Maxwell’s network, reflecting his aptitude for the role and his time in it, is extensive. Al-Haitham would guess that all of the wealth that the man has accumulated over the years has gone directly back into feeding that network and keeping it healthy and sustainably grown. The amount of people and official business in his pockets (through legitimate investment or under-the-table dealings) is almost alarming if one actually sits down and goes through it all. And, in the past, requesting use of that network has cost Al-Haitham almost more than it was worth asking for that favor. Al-Haitham has already chased several favors getting Kaveh to the Wall and he’s not cared enough to try and budget them out for the task that lies ahead. 

“Now is not the time to be thinking of what can and cannot be afforded. Whatever it is that hangs over us is enough to have sent the General Mahamata off the official path and has the Sages gutting the administrative arm with slow cuts in order to create one consolidated seat of unchecked power. I gave you my token. Use it. If there was ever a time to cash everything we have in, it’s now in the face of this enormity. As I said. I love my country. But this is not my country. This is not the Sumeru I have given my life, my heart, and my care for. I have not spent my entire life in service to see it fall apart like some pathetic paper house. Master Tighnari’s apprentice has strong connections to Mondstadt. Use my properties to meet and as a drop-relay. There’s only so much that can be done in code and through letters. Trust that the only spies you’ll find there are my own, and that it’s much more believable that I started bothering you to put me into contact with someone with contact to my father’s country and to the Amurta favorite than you doing it just because you felt like it.”

Al-Haitham frowns, eyes narrowing as he assesses Maxwell’s words for a trick. But he finds none and Maxwell has been at this sort of thing much longer than Al-Haitham has. And does Al-Haitham even have the choice to be selective in who volunteers their efforts? As Maxwell said, that which they face—although it might not yet be known—is something so massive that it drove the General Mahamatra rogue. And based on what Al-Haitham does know and has glimpsed of the shadow of the beast, there really isn’t much ground for him to be picky with.

“Was it in this same spirit of cooperation against a greater foe that you’ve been sending me the files?” Al-Haitham asks, curious and almost entirely certain of what answer he’s going to get. But it would not hurt to check.

Maxwell frowns, thick brows coming together over his green eyes as he shoots Al-Haitham a strange look. “Files? What files? The only thing I’ve been sending you are personnel. Above board, I mean.”

Not the Grand Administrator then. The Grand Administrator’s network would have been large enough to continuously send small anonymous files and not get blocked or tracked down by the Akasha.

“Ever since our meeting I’ve been receiving unmarked files. Data packets. Small messages. Anonymous. I can’t trace them with my personal unit. I had thought that, considering the timing and some of the contents, they were from someone within our group.”

“Zaberdast! The plot thickens. And here I thought that we had our hands full with power grabs and obfuscation of chains of command as it was. Now you’ve got anonymous correspondents. Anything interesting?”

Al-Haitham bites the inside of his lip. Maxwell gestures for Al-Haitham to go on. “We are talking about investigations of corruption to the second highest seat in the land and possibly first if such a thing is being condoned by God, Herself. Is now the time to be shy about sharing your opinion?”

“I’ve not opened most of them. The ones I’ve previewed did not appear to be particularly useful, nor could I see why anyone would send them to me anonymously. But there have been a few of concern that would only have been available to the highest clearance ranks. I’ve attempted to block the senders but they’re bypassing the block or there’s enough of them that it doesn’t matter how many I block.”

“Ah, and that’s why you’d suspect me. Understandable, but in this case the suspicion is proven false. I have nothing to send you in terms of information that you wouldn’t already have access to and I’ve had my network focused on trying to figure out where our people have disappeared to. The real Mahamata, I should say. I did not invest so much in training and diligently assigning personnel to each of our departments for them all to start disappearing.” Maxwell taps his finger to his nose as he thinks, frowning at the roses. ”And you can’t use a main access terminal without that going on record. And if it’s information that’s useful it would then be on record for the Sages to see and trace as well. I can try to reach out to the others and see if they were responsible, but I doubt it. We’ve all had our hands full with our own mysteries.” Maxwell’s frown deepens. “It’s possible that it’s Azusa. They’ve always been our wildcard. Especially when it comes to you. The two of you and Zara get along either like a house on fire, or a house on fire that’s determined to trap other people inside as it collapses. I can never tell with you three. In any case, with what’s going on with Azusa’s department they could be trying to rush information to you before it’s too late. Show me one of the files.”

Al-Haitham reaches into the box and the both of them slide their terminals back on. Al-Haitham goes to his messages, looking to pull up one of the strange ones written in possible cypher. Maxwell knows all of their preferred codes and would have an easier time placing it. But he can’t find it. Al-Haitham frowns and starts going through his messages. He can’t find any of them.

“They’re gone,” Al-Haitham says, eyes straining as they flick from side to side, moving through the display projected directly into his mind. He raises his hand to the Akasha terminal’s physical controls as though that might help, tracing his finger along the edge of the shell to slowly go through the messages manually by filter. He can’t even find the ones he archived for quarantine. “The messages are gone.”

Maxwell quickly takes his Akasha off, Al-Haitham following suit as they place them back into the box. Al-Haitham’s temple twinges and light spots flicker over his eyes from the abrupt removal, but within a few blinks they’re gone.

“Get yourself checked for some kind of virus at a main terminal,” Maxwell orders, “I’ll arrange something to make it look less suspicious. I don’t know what, but I’ll figure it out. We can’t have you compromised. You’re our only lead and the only one placed in a position to pursue this further. If those files come back don’t bother sending them to me. I’d rather not get whatever it is you have—or upsetting the one who’s sending them to you personally.” Maxwell lets out a long sigh. “You just had to be the special one, didn’t you?”

-

True to his word, a few days later official news of the dispersal of the inquisitors is published within the Mahamata, but kept quiet among the larger populace. Al-Haitham supposes it wouldn’t matter that much. In the eyes of the public, the Mahamata is one large faceless group. Al-Haitham receives the orders to modify the previous inquisitor’s access levels from the Grand Administrator. The Grand Administrator also slips in an order for a mandatory Akasha wellness check for him and all of his scribes posted at the House of Daena and main Akademiya campus.

Al-Haitham’s Akasha comes back perfectly clean. No signs of disease or tampering, no hardware malfunction either. Al-Haitham even runs a diagnostic on its operating codes and a log-check to see if if it anyone checked it remotely, but sees nothing amiss. 

Tighnari returns to Sumeru City on the way through towards Pardis Dhyai. Al-Haitham meets him on his walk through the city. At mid-afternoon, the crowds are large and loud enough that they don’t have to worry overly much about being listened in on. And there’s no reason why Al-Haitham and Tighnari can’t walk through a crowd together.

Still, it would benefit them to be cautious. Al-Haitham begins to explain the Grand Administrator’s request for Tighnari and Collei to write and visit him, hoping that Tighnari picks up that Al-Haitham is not exactly saying the full extent of what he means.

“There is someone I want to introduce you to,” Al-Haitham says as they navigate the thick crowd, the sounds of salesmen and various vendors calling out into the sea of people and hoping to hook a curious buyer. Al-Haitham lets his eyes wander, although his focus remains on the man walking alongside him.

“A friend?” Tighnari sounds surprised. Appropriate. The closest person Al-Haitham ever had to a friend is, was, Kaveh. That is not what they are now. 

“My senior in the Mahamata, the Grand Administrator Maxwell.” Al-Haitham pauses as he consider how to phrase the next part to provide Tighnari both context and a hint that Al-Haitham is trying to convey more than just an introduction. “You may have seen him in a cafe or a plaza and not realized it was him. Senior Maxwell is very good at blending and remaining unnoticed in that he’s very noticeable. He looks like a Mondstadter, although he very much is not.”

Tighnari’s interest is piqued. “Oh?”

“He enjoys confusing people by either speaking with a very terrible accent or none at all,” Al-Haitham continues, “and he is fond of meddling.”

“Oh.”

“He’s heard that we’ve recently been acquainted, and he wants to extend an offer to you through me. I’ve agreed because it seems mutually beneficial for all of us involved. The Grand Administrator’s interests are his own, but they align with mine in this case. Both of us want to help your research. He is not as fully versed in the Amurta studies you’re looking into. But I’m sure that the two of you could answer each other’s questions to each other’s satisfaction without me present.”

Tighnari’s brow furrows ears and tail going still as he turns to put Al-Haitham in the corner of his eye.

“My attempts at getting books out to Avidya?”

Al-Haitham nods. Tighnari’s tail slowly sweeps behind himself, contemplative.

“On your return from Pardis Dhyai, I will introduce the two of you,” Al-Haitham says. “The Grand Administrator is well connected. Whatever I could do for you, so could he with much more ease and with less back and forth involved. I’m certain that you’ll also find his hospitality much more pleasing than my own.”

“And you trust this man with Collei?” Tighnari asks, eyes sharp, ears sharper. 

Al-Haitham nods. “The Grand Administrator has a weakness for people and things that remind him of home.”

“His home is in Sumeru City?”

“Towards the north, just a little beyond the inner-walls. Very rural. Quiet. But much easier to get to rather than mine. He has a housekeeper. If there’s something you wish to pick up from him, it would be much more efficient for you to simply go by his house when you have time rather than having to coordinate with me for anything.”

“Well. That does sound handy. You’re not exactly an easy man to track down or work with, you know. Fingers crossed that this Maxwell gives me less attitude than you. Thanks for the tip. I’ll be making use of it. I need all the help I can get. And Collei will appreciate the opportunity to talk to someone with familiarity on the same topics she does.”

Tighnari is much better at the business of covert operations than anyone would have thought to give him credit for.

“How’s your health? Maybe you’d act a little more tolerable if you’ve been taking the supplements like you’re supposed to,” Tighnari continues.

Al-Haitham confirms that the supplements helped. At first. But their efficacy dropped after a few days, and Al-Haitham’s symptoms returned with a vengeance. And they’ve been gradually getting worse. The fatigue and muscle pains have been joined with light headedness and vertigo. There’s been strange auditory distortions, and the visual disturbances are—while not exactly getting worse—are more frequent and variable in nature.

“When do you notice the worst of it?” Tighnari asks, slowing their walking pace as he begins to think.

“Most of it continues to linger even at rest,” Al-Haitham replies. “But the auditory and visual disturbances are only when the Akasha is on. It’s possible that it’s a developing case of Akasha-strain, but if that’s true I’m long overdue for it.”

“You’re right in that. If it was Akasha-strain it would have been addressed by now. The built in monitoring would have made a note in your file and warned the Bimarstan. It’s these other symptoms that I’m curious about. The fatigue, the muscle and joint pain, the light-headedness, those are all whether it’s on or off? Do you feel any relief at night? After having the Akasha off for a few hours?”

“I haven’t noticed.”

“Would you say the fatigue is from a lack of rest? Increased stress?”

Al-Haitham shoots Tighnari a flat look at that question. Obviously those two are factors but the fatigue shouldn’t be this bad.

“Weight loss?” 

“Some, nothing alarming,” Al-Haitham says. His appetite is always the first thing to go when he’s otherwise occupied with less physical matters of the body. It’s how Kaveh and the neighbor aunt can always tell that Al-Haitham’s in, Kaveh’s words, “up to no good”.

Although, now that he thinks about it…

“I’m not sure where the weight loss is coming from,” he says. “I’ve been eating just as much as before.” While Al-Haitham does know how to appreciate a good meal, he is a distinctly eat to live sort of person. And he’s always been mindful of making sure his body has enough of what it needs in order to see him through whatever needs to be done. Be it rest, food, water, or exercise. The first step towards a sound mind is a sound body, after all. “And there’s been no marked increase in physical activity in the past few weeks.” Most of Al-Haitham’s actions have been staring at lines of Akasha code and going back and forth around the Akademiya. He’s not even left the city in months. With the way things are looking, he might not get the chance to leave the city for longer still. “Should I be concerned? If so, what is the shape of the concern?”

Tighnari’s ears flick, pressing slightly down as his brows furrow deeper. He stops walking entirely, hand to his chin, foot tapping.

“You sound like you have a parasite.” Al-Haitham’s eyebrows raise as Tighnari shakes his head, waving his hand to continue walking. If this is meant to be some code or veiled allusion to something else, it is well beyond Al-Haitham’s current ability to parse without further context. In the greater sense of things, the more figurative sense, he supposes that the Sages and their current behaviors could be framed as parasitic. He certainly doesn’t recall the last positive contribution the Grand Sage Azar has done for his field. But Al-Haitham’s never cared enough about any of the Sages to be troubled by that. And if Tighnari thinks that Al-Haitham’s been talking in codes and metaphors while discussing his physical health then Al-Haitham’s not quite sure he can follow the conclusion of “parasite” to anything else. He’ll have to save that question for later, when he brings Tighnari to the Grand Administrator’s house. They’re almost at the other end of the city, on the side with the road leading towards Pardis Dhyai. “I’ll poke around the Bimarstan for you, see if I can find you anything discrete to check. Keep an eye on those symptoms and don’t do anything rash. I’ll see you on my way back to Gandharva Ville. Meet me at the eastern gate tomorrow.”

-

Al-Haitham meets Tighnari at the city gate and walks him to the Grand Administrator’s house. Tighnari asks Al-Haitham a few more questions about the man on the way, simple questions like what his role is in the Mahamata and how long he’s been working in that position. All things easily answered and without worry of it being flagged. When they arrive, the Grand Administrator is on his way out. Apparently he has a once monthly gathering with several heads of business, Manager Barmak from the Kalimi Exchange, and a few merchant guild leaders he knows.

“Ah, the youth these days move so fast. Impatience or a good hard working attitude? Go on, go on, talk about all the youthful trends without me.” He takes his walking stick from the maid, checking himself once in the mirror before walking out the door whistling a jaunty tune. The man says things like that and then goes off to lobby and plant information with vital non-officially recognized persons in Sumeru. Now and again, Al-Haitham can’t help but think that the Grand Administrator is going to outlast all of them.

The housekeeper sets them up in the front room, the windows open to bring in the smell of roses. The maid hands Al-Haitham the box for the Akasha, and Tighnari a bottle of Dandelion Wine that the Grand Administrator wanted to give him as a gift. Then both of them disappear to be somewhere else while they talk. Although Al-Haitham knows with absolute certainty that they will report back to Maxwell what they heard. As annoying as that may possibly be, it saves him the time and energy of having to relay anything directly to the man.

“Were you being literal the last time we spoke?” Al-Haitham begins without preamble.

“About a parasite? Yes and no.” Tighnari frowns. “You have all the classic symptoms of someone with a parasite, which doesn’t normally happen in Sumeru City. But you see it enough when you go out to the country or even to Port Ormos. Fatigue, change in appetite, muscle and joint aches. The lightheadedness might be partially anemia, but we’d need to get your blood-work done to confirm. The only thing you’re missing is a fever and according to your medical file you’re already noted to run warm.”

Tighnari leans forward, elbows on his knees, hand held out as he ticks things off on his fingers.

“This is something Amurta related. It’s a stretch, but based on what you’ve described to me and the things I’ve looked into I’ve come up with a theory. First, your symptoms get worse when you wear your Akasha. Not use it. But just wear it. You’ve experienced temporary relief from the headaches, the dizziness, the visual and audio disturbances, although the rest remain. Correct?”

“That seems to be the trend.”

“Would you say that the relief is stronger the longer that you aren’t wearing the Akasha? And then once you wear it again, the initial impact of the symptoms feels more intense?”

“Possibly. I can’t determine if that’s because I’m not remembering the sensation to the proper intensity or if it’s truly stronger afterwards.”

“Understandable. Sensation is hard to accurately pin down to a specific degree unless it’s consistently present to compare moment to moment. Second point is that the symptoms you experience that are consistent whether or not the Akasha is in contact with you are almost textbook perfect symptoms of someone with a parasite.”

Tighnari pauses as he taps his index finger against his middle finger then ring finger and back again, mouth pressing together into a fine line. “I’m unsure of which of these next two points should be said first. I’ll go with the one that’s somewhat easier to understand. I might seem off-topic but bear with me.”

“You are already talking in a much more concise and logical manner than most people I’ve had the displeasure of speaking with. Go on.”

Tighnari’s mouth briefly twitches upward at the corners before he shakes his head, continuing with his explanation.

“When I went to look into symptoms similar to yours I was shut out entirely. Not just by the Bimarstan but at the Darshan governing level. I tried looking into recent cases in the logs, but there was absolutely nothing there. And yet, that can’t be true because when I was walking through Sumeru City these past few times I’ve come through I did hear about some people talking about headaches, vertigo, spots in the vision, fever…symptoms all similar to yours. I stopped in with some pharmacies and apothecaries just to check in on ingredients and talk to my contacts there. There’s been an increase in prescriptions for antipyretics, soporifics, energy supplements, and appetite control. Almost to the point where the pharmacies can’t keep up with the resupply.”

“That,” Al-Haitham interrupts, “has not been noted in any Amurta report.” The Amurta’s board of pharmacists and physicians is required to send in a twice monthly report on the current state of the Bimarstan’s work, basic statistics on types of cases seen, treated, and resolved, and any issues of note regarding health trends, items of concern, and supply levels. Al-Haitham usually takes the time to read that report after it’s been approved and sent to his department for archiving. There’s also a much watered down copy of the report that gets published to a public Akasha server for anyone to access. According to both of those Amurta reports, the main issue remains Eleazar but there’s been no changes in anything else. No uptick in cases, no supply shortages, no increase or decrease of patient traffic to any of the clinics.

“I know,” Tighnari says. “If you pull up the public report right now the only thing of note is a warning about the incoming allergy season. It’s Sumeru. We’re almost always in some kind of allergy season. I’ve never been shut out like this before. I wrote about this in my last letter to you, but I wasn’t sure if you parsed it.”

“I did have some difficulty, yes. I couldn’t tell if you were being literal or if you were trying to direct me towards looking into something.”

“Well, the latter is closer to what I had in mind. This somewhat leads me around to my fourth point, which is where I take something of a leap. But hear me out before you write it off as a crash landing. We both know the Akasha is a living being, some kind of fusion between machine and organism. We also already know that the Akasha is not fully compatible with everyone and everything, at least, not without some time for it to adapt and be calibrated. And on top of this, we also know that its possible to get Akasha-strain from overuse. The Akasha has built-in programming to flag these signs and track them, then send an alert if they get into dangerous territory. My theory is this: the Akasha has evolved beyond its programming, or something has gone wrong with it, and the Akasha-strain has evolved into expressing as parasitic symptoms. This is either on purpose or on accident, but the symptoms of it are being covered up by the Akademiya. Which somewhat explains why the Amurta projects aren’t being put through, why the Masters are being recalled, and why they keep bothering me to come back. The Akasha’s base is botanical, possibly even mycological in nature. It might even explain why my master is acting strangely—although I haven’t been able to catch him to meet face to face to discuss this.”

“It does not explain why the other Darshans are seeing the same issues the Amurta is.”

“It could. The Kshahrewar is partially involved in the Akasha—it is partially a machine, and it does classify under technology. There’s bleed over into the Haravatat who usually become programmers. And wouldn’t it make sense to just keep your best minds close in case something goes wrong with the archive-network? This is all conjecture on my part and I think it’s something you’re going to have to look into. I can only give you my advice on the medical side of things and from how things look from within the Amurta.”

“Suppose that your theory is true, how would we test it? You’ve already been shut down by the Amurta. If they’re burying the reports from the populace or simply not recording them, then there’s nothing I can pull from records. We can guess at motives for why projects are stalling, but the real proof will come in serious investigation onto what projects are getting approved and who’s on them. Motive, at this juncture, is irrelevant compared to understanding which actions are related to each other. As it can now be understood that none of the reports and official documents can be trusted, my own ability to look into any of this is now in suspect. None of the records seen or unseen can be accepted as credible. Especially when the Sage’s offices keep tampering with the physical originals in the archives.”

“What about unofficial records?”

“Hearsay and word of mouth?”

“That’s how I figured out that what you’re experiencing isn’t isolated.”

“What gave you the impression that I have so much free time?” Al-Haitham rubs his temple with his thumb. “I’ll see what I can do.” Time to put the Grand Proctor’s network to use. Perhaps the first favor he’ll request of the Grand Administrator is him asking her for the assistance. The two of them get along too well. “If it’s a rapidly growing common health issue that the Bimarstan is not officially addressing there will most likely already be complaints among the usual crowds. And possible word-of-mouth rumors on reason and methods of address.”

“The usual crowd?”

Al-Haitham waves his hand. “Aunts, uncles, home keepers, midwives, the usual suspects.”

“Those are your usual suspects?”

“Name a way to circulate something faster than talking about it in earshot of the local doodh pati shop.” Tighnari sputters out a laugh. “If there is something you want to know that isn’t on paper, or if you want to know if people agree with what was officially recorded, a simple way to take a sample of public opinion is to find a local shop, sit close by and wait for the cards or games of dice to come out with the shisha. If you hold still long enough, someone might even try to talk to you. And if you nod along and make the appropriate comments, you’ll have them telling you every opinion they’ve ever had on the topic.” Granted, you’ll also be told that you look like you’re incapable of fending for yourself as an adult because you look too thin and like you aren’t getting enough sunlight, or maybe too much sunlight depending on who it is that ends up talking. But Al-Haitham’s learned some truly insightful things that aren’t recorded in any official document, paper, study, or article he’s ever lay eyes on. “If you think that scholars with tenure are gossips who like to talk about the topics they think they’ve got full expertise on, you’re forgetting the mindset of someone over the age of fifty who’s had the experience of dealing with small children. In their eyes we’re all fools without a lick of sense or awareness.”

Tighnari looks strangely amused when Al-Haitham is done speaking. 

“What?”

“I didn’t think you were such a team player, is all. This isn’t even me thinking about the things Kaveh’s said about you.” That man talks too much. “But you in general…Al-Haitham, Grand Scribe of the Akademiya, and sometimes the Lunatic of the Akademiya. The reputation you have doesn’t exactly align with the image of you sitting down for some chai and letting a blustering uncle or nosy aunt lecture at you.”

“I will concede that it is my preference to work alone when feasible. It’s often much simpler than involving others and explaining everything to them and making sure we’re all on the same understanding. However, while ideal, this is often not possible. Especially when one is doing operations that are effecting people on the magnitude of cities and nations. I’m sure that when Kaveh was running his mouth he called me arrogant in some form. But I doubt he would have ever called me ignorant or oblivious. Besides. If I can, why not pass along an issue that someone else is much more capable and equipped to handle than I am?”

“I think that’s something a lot of people we both know need to figure out, and a lesson that must be consistently reinforced.” Tighnari sits back, arms crossed as he sighs up at the ceiling. “The ability to delegate and trust others to handle something, to hand over control of a situation is a precious one. When it comes to our work, our research, our plans and our goals, us scholars often get so attached to our methodology. The thought of handing these parts of ourselves over to someone else to finish or modify sometimes feels like trying to rip out a tooth. You get strangely protective of it. And doesn’t that cause so much grief?”

Al-Haitham’s mind flicks back in time against his will, involuntarily touching upon that unspoken wound that he’s left to quietly scar over, before he wrenches his mind back to the present where it can be of much better use.

Tighnari runs a hand over his face, pressing the heel of his palm against his forehead. “Although, I’ll admit, in this very specific case, I have to acknowledge that I’m some part of the source of grief. Two sources of grief, even. Archons, I didn’t think this would end up in Cyno going rogue of all things, and Kaveh going right after him. Not that I don’t understand it, especially not after you gave me a glimpse of what was going on in the background. But still. Running off like that…I can’t believe Cyno didn’t even tell me.”

Al-Haitham imagines what it would have been like if Kaveh didn’t tell him of his concerns and just left. For one thing, Al-Haitham would be several steps behind where he is. For another, he’d be—at first—incredibly annoyed. But eventually Al-Haitham supposes that the annoyance would be joined by concern. It is not like Kaveh to disappear without warning. Even in those first few tumultuous weeks to months of learning to live in each other’s proximity, no matter what sort of argument they had found themselves in the middle of, Kaveh was always sure to leave some indication of where he would be and an approximate timeframe for how long he would be gone. Kaveh, as Al-Haitham, is not particularly fond of loose ends. They leave a sour feeling in the mouth. 

Al-Haitham tastes that right now, hands involuntarily curling into fists before he forces his hands to relax. He might not know exactly what’s going on with Kaveh right now, but he at least knows where Kaveh went and why.

“The last time I saw him I gave Cyno a cord,” Tighnari says quietly, hand covering his eyes, free hand moving to one of the strands of woven fabric that hang from his waist. “Call it superstition, but when I told him about Master Naphis… I don’t know. I definitely didn’t think it would blow up into this.” Tighnari waves his free hand at Al-Haitham, at the room in general. “But if it involved a Sage I figured it would be something big. I don’t know why I gave it to him. For luck, maybe. Or maybe because I thought it’d probably be a while until we saw each other again. I’m rambling. This is what stress does a person.”

“I understand.” Although Al-Haitham does not elaborate to Tighnari, he thinks of the key currently in his pocket, gold instead of silver. He thinks of the three tokens that he pressed into Kaveh’s hand. A loan. A loose end. A sour and metal taste of waiting. A reason and compulsion to return. A command. “I did not want Kaveh to go.”

Tighnari raises the hand off of his eyes, just enough to turn his head and look at Al-Haitham.

“Kaveh’s and Cyno’s logic were both sound. The reasons for Kaveh to go with Cyno were strong. The need for someone to investigate beyond Sumeru City even stronger. Kaveh’s use here, in Sumeru City, where we had not definite lead or course of action, wasted. Based on the information provided, the factors collecting and building out in the Great Red Sands were of greater urgency and seemed the pivotal key to being able to understand the current disruptions  on this side of the Wall and within the Akademiya. In every arrangement of fact, logic, reason, and pragmatism, Kaveh must leave. I am sure that if we ran the former General Mahamatra and his own choices through similar paths of reason and evaluation we would see the same result. And yet.”

“And yet?”

“And yet, if it were in my ability to do so, I would have convinced Kaveh to stay. To turn away from this path, knowing that would be completely contrary to his nature.” Al-Haitham meets Tighnari’s evaluating stare with his own. “Is it not the same with you and Cyno? No matter what your reason dictates, no matter what logic decrees, there is a part of you that you have to actively fight and work around that wants something completely contrary to what the situation at hand requires you to give?”

“Selfishness had never looked so appealing. And yet we both sent them away. Ignoring that they would go off with or without anyone’s support or approval, because that’s just the kind of men they are—we chose to let them go.”

“They will return. That is also the type of men that they are.”

“In Kaveh’s more…let’s call them neutral statements about you, he’s called you a selfish man. And as I said before, the idea of you being so aware and, apparently, part of these unofficial groups of informal, causal, information exchanges isn’t exactly in line with the image most people have of you. So I have to ask, where does all of this effort come from? How, or rather, why, are you going through all of this? I know that I joked about you doing stranger favors for Kaveh.  And Cyno’s only on this path because I asked a favor of him, but it’s in Cyno’s nature to look directly at something that runs contrary to his justice and rip it out by the roots no matter the cost. From what I know of you, from what Kaveh has told me of you, this seems like a lot of effort for someone who’s main focus is himself and his own wellbeing. I imagine it would be much easier for you to just let things unravel on their own.”

This is a perfectly reasonable thing to ask. Al-Haitham will readily tell anyone who cared to ask that he doesn’t have any real ambitions. Career-wise, he’s already in a perfect position. Or at least, he was before the Sages began to meddle in what was a perfectly quiet and mundane job with excellent benefits and easy, regular, completely routine duties. He has a perfectly good house that’s perfectly situated for him to walk to anywhere he would want to go. Al-Haitham has access to everything he could ever want to read or look into. This job has afforded him enough disposable income to get his hands on whatever luxury he’d be interested in and to fund any personal research that catches his interest without the hassle of going through the Akademiya for grants and possible partnerships or the necessary reporting and reviews that come with taking an Akademiya subsidy.

When it comes to personal goals and interests, Al-Haitham mainly pursues knowledge that catches his interest. Whether it be related to his own Darshan or not, whether it is something as practically useless as tracing down the divergence in two rarely used dialects that fuse together the common languages of Natlan and Sumeru, to something more broadly appealing like speech therapy treatments and practices for those affected with some sort of disorder or disjunction of specific areas of the brain, as long as Al-Haitham finds a topic interesting enough he’ll follow it along to whatever conclusion he can find. Al-Haitham’s pursuit of knowledge is not necessarily for the betterment of the whole but rather for the rounding out of his own worldview and understanding of how it all comes together.

In most day-to-day interactions, Al-Haitham chooses the past of least resistance in order to save himself the effort for when the problem is something he finds important to himself and in need of his full energies and attentions.

And in this way, Al-Haitham has made for himself, and maintained to the best of his ability, a peaceful life.

There is a book in his house, one among many. It is not particularly special in terms of content. It is not a rare book. Its value is probably less than market-price because of the years of handling and the writing on the pages. But in Al-Haitham’s personal evaluation of his collection that has been handed down to him from generations of people he’s never met and will never meet, but knows all came together in order for him to exist to care for those books in their stead, this one book is the most important, most valuable of them all.

It was a book that his father had written. And on the first page, underneath the title and acknowledgement, his grandmother had written to him, Al-Haitham, a simple message that he would not find until after she had passed away. The wish she recorded in those pages was a message from her to him, but in a strange way—seeing it written underneath his own father’s name—it felt like a wish from both her and his father. 

When Al-Haitham looks at all of those notes that those who came before him had written in those books, and passed down from one to another (father to son, mother to daughter, uncle to niece, niece to cousin, every single combination of relation possible in a tangled tapestry connecting generations with more than shared flesh and blood but thought and what some might consider soul) Al-Haitham felt, illogically and without any real evidence for the feeling, as though all of those long dead people had passed on a single truth to him. None of them had ever known him, will ever know him. And yet, through their words, their observations, their conjectures and opinions, Al-Haitham felt their lives against his as they all came together to communicate an vague image of dozens of faceless people who lived their lives in pursuit of the things they loved, and in this way, found their own peace.

“A peaceful life,” Al-Haitham acknowledges out loud, “is often a selfish one. It requires the establishment and maintenance of the individual’s own specific, personal needs above all others. After all, one cannot be peaceful while starving or homeless. There may be moments of peace, but overall it would not be peaceful. The establishment and maintenance of a peaceful life requires some element of stability. A stable job, a reliable income, and a secure place to rest, all of which contribute towards freeing up my own time and resources to follow after life’s leisures as I please and pursue that which I feel worth pursuing. Another part of this stability is a level of certainty in what is around me. Certainty in availability of food, of water, and dependability of shelter. Certainty in the people around me doing what they’re supposed to be doing in good faith and that I am not, actually, moving through a world that is about to fall apart at the seams and that those I have trusted to act in their own interests which in turn would further my own interests have failed in their natures and duties. Certainty in knowing that those who I have chosen to surround myself with are doing relatively well and are, themselves, stable in their own lives. I think that no matter who a person is, no matter their supposed reputation and their own goals, if someone that person cares for is in some form of danger, they would not find peace.

“So knowing that my home is in danger; knowing that my livelihood is in danger; knowing that the physical space I exist in is in danger as are all of those who come together to ensure that this place is one possible to live in and even at times pleasant to live in—these persons ranging from the butcher to the apothecary to the kulfiwallah who somehow always has my exact order ready before I even lay eyes on him—, and that the limited amount of people I have chosen to care for, are in danger, would you expect me to stand back and not do whatever was in my power to prevent that danger from passing?”

“That was an incredibly long-winded way of saying you care about the issue, Al-Haitham. I am starting to understand Kaveh’s frustration with you. No, rather, I’m getting my own frustration about you. You and Kaveh are entirely too alike. No wonder you two argue so much.” Before Al-Haitham can say anything about that—they are not alike at all, isn’t there enough proof of that in their rather public history? It’s literally on their academic records in the form of an unsubmitted thesis that put both of their graduations back—Tighnari quickly moves on. Smart man. “Try to experiment with wearing your Akasha. And in the mean time, you still have your Adventurer’s Guild license, don’t you? Kaveh mentioned you got one way back.”

“Is there anything about me that he isn’t telling you?”

“Do you really want me to answer that? It’s strange. When I first saw you and when we first began speaking a handful of days ago at your front door it felt like I already knew you because he won’t shut up about you. You were everything I thought you’d be based on Kaveh’s stories about you. And at the same time, talking to you like this, I’m reminded that I don’t know you at all. You’re somehow both the man I expected and someone entirely new. To be entirely honest, you’re much more tolerable than Kaveh made you out to be.”

“I would say the same except it would be blatantly untrue. Your reputation precedes you and Kaveh’s input on you is topical in nature and often about things I’m entirely uninterested in knowing.”

“And we’re back to the intolerable part, alright. Anyway, use your license to check in with Katheryne. I’m willing to bet that with the scarcity of the ingredients and the rise of people experiencing your symptoms, and the fact that none of it is going on record, a lot of people are turning towards the Adventurer’s Guild to make up the loss. You should be able to find some commissions for medicinal ingredients or maybe some deliveries. Who knows, you might even hear some news from her rather than having to sit and get lectured over chai.”


Notes for the Chapter:
This arc takes place in Sumeru City, which was designed around a different culture from the Great Red Sands both in game and in reference to real world inspirations. As with the previous arc, with respect and to the best of my ability, I will be drawing from the elements of the cultures that the characters seen in this arc (Tighnari, Al-Haitham, Nahida, Nilou, Dunyarzad, and Dehya) are based and inspired upon.

- saheb: Arabic loanword commonly used in South/Central Asia as a form of address towards a person in authority, similar to “sir” in English. Can also be used as a polite address towards strangers. There are variations to the spelling depending on the language saheb was adapted into.

-Zaberdast: Urdu, can be translated to “Excellent”.

-doodh pati: milk and sugar boiled in tea, common in the Indian subcontinent (Pakistan, India, Afghanistan, etc.)

-shisha: flavored tobacco, smoked in a hookah

-kulfiwallah: A vendor (usually street vendor) who sells kulfi; a rich dessert like ice cream that comes in multiple flavors and toppings. It’s denser and richer than western ice cream, closer in texture to a frozen custard. Kulfi is commonly eaten across the Indian subcontinent and is prominent in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, and areas of the Middle East.






12. Growing and Unraveling the Sea: Part II

Summary for the Chapter:
“I know you, but you aren’t Katheryne.”

Not-Katheryne examines him before nodding, pulling over another crate from the neat arrangement of them, sitting on its closed lid.

“You do,” they say, neatly folding Katheryne’s hands into their lap. “And I am not.”

Whoever they are, they speak with Katheryne’s voice. And they have not spoken enough for Al-Haitham to discern any kind of speaking pattern that would or would not be distinct.

“I have never met you.”

“You nave not,” they confirm. “But you do not need to meet someone to know them. A stranger can be entirely familiar under certain circumstances. I think you would know this better than anyone, Grand Scribe of the Akademiya, Al-Haitham. People know you without ever seeing your face. So let us consider then, when is a stranger not a stranger? When is the unfamiliar familiar without ever being encountered? When is something known without being experienced?”





Al-Haitham leaves Tighnari at the Grand Administrator’s house shortly after. Tighnari stays back a little longer to review a note that the Grand Administrator apparently left behind for him which involves a genuine request to be put in touch with Collei because all official and unofficial-but-still-important issues aside, the Grand Administrator does have a soft spot for his father’s country and hearing about the goings on in the land of free winds.

When Al-Haitham slides his terminal on the familiar ache begins at his temples. This he’s already gotten used to. But as he walks the road that goes from the collection of estates and houses that lie just outside of Sumeru City’s main wall, he feels himself begin to get dizzier and dizzier. By the time Al-Haitham reaches the city gate, the light throb at his temples has developed into a squeezing pressure. Al-Haitham staggers, leaning against one of the stone walls that lines a section of fields, blinking spots out of his vision as he tries to catch his breath. It takes him a worrying amount of time to recover. He almost considers going back to the Grand Administrator’s house to see if Tighnari is still there, but he’s already inside the city walls and the thought of turning around to walk back to where he came from seems exhausting. 

As Al-Haitham straightens up his vision seems to double but after a few blinks it resolves itself, free of spots or distortion. He catches his breath and the ache in his temples eases. He wonders if it’s hunger. He was at the Grand Administrator’s house for a while. But he doesn’t feel hungry at all.

He turns to walk towards the Adventurer’s Guild to see what Katheryne has. He might as well while he has the time, then afterwards he can go home and lie down and think over what he’s learned while waiting out the headache. It should be simple enough, although something of a detour. And while he’s on the way he can try to listen for anything as he passes by the smaller shops that line the side streets of the city. It would be a very efficient detour and a very productive Saturday overall.

This seems like a good plan, and it even works for the first few minutes. It’s not that long of a walk to the Adventurer’s Guild and Katheryne’s reception desk. Al-Haitham stops to buy some chaat in case it really is hunger causing the lightheadedness, lowering the noise cancelling on his earphones to listen in on others who’ve come out to spend a Saturday afternoon outside of their own minds.

While waiting, the chaatwallah, himself, idly chats with a bespectacled elderly man hard at work cutting coconut for the nearby stall selling them for drinking. According to the chaatwallah, his wife who normally helps him by bringing over ingredients is not well. She’s been having fainting spells, the Bimarstan just said to rest. But she went over to her mother’s house and her mother looked at her and said that it was something a touch more serious than just being tired and gave her a strange concoction of powders that she swore would fix his wife right up.

And did it work? Asks the man as he cuts the tops off of coconut and stick reed straws in even as the other worker at the stall hurriedly chips ice to put in the coconuts while the line only grows.

God only knows, the chaatwallah replies. Some days better, some days worse.

While eating Al-Haitham overhears a pair of students talking about one of their peers who’d apparently had to take medical leave and go home. The student in question went home in tears. She’d been doing fine until recently. But she just couldn’t focus in class anymore. Her head always hurt. It got so bad that apparently she lost sight in one of her eyes. Temporarily, lucky for her. But the Bimarstan insisted nothing was wrong and it was all stress. How can losing sight in one eye be stress? One of the pair demands, throwing his hands up into the air and almost knocking his companion’s coconut from her hands. Just because we’re not in the Amurta doesn’t mean we’re idiots. Stress? Who would believe that? Why can’t they just say they don’t know? Every time something strange happens it’s stress. Is that the default answer at the back of the Amurta textbook?

Al-Haitham has to slowly turn up his noise cancelling after that as his headache starts to return.  But as he begins to walk he feels nothing else unusual that he wasn’t already familiar with. The pain in his joints and muscles is so familiar that he doesn’t even take note of it anymore. 

But as Al-Haitham sees the top of the Adventurer’s Guild’s building as he walks down the slope towards it, Al-Haitham feels his body—for the lack of a better descriptor—drop. Al-Haitham is still standing. Aside from the fact that he’s walking down a slope there’s no true change in elevation. And yet, Al-Haitham’s mind goes blank in alarm as it registers a sudden sharp fall that causes him to freeze, hands and arms jerking out to stop a fall that has not happened. The people around him give him strange looks but move on without question. 

He takes another steady step forward and another. But with every step, it feels as though something inside of him is falling apart. He can’t very well just stop in the middle of the street, so Al-Haitham continues to walk, vision beginning to blur and hyper focus in strange ways. By the time Al-Haitham reaches Katheryne’s desk it feels as though he’s been trying to navigate the world while drunk and possibly concussed. The ground wobbles, as though water. So does the air. Colors are changing in saturation. There is a sharp ringing sound in both ears that is entirely internal because his noise cancelling is at maximum.

Katheryne turns to acknowledge him, polite expression swiftly transforming into one of shock and horror as Al-Haitham all but collapses against the wooden desk, holding onto it to stay upright. He thinks he’s not doing very well at that anyway. The wood of the desk distorts, seemingly rising up to meet him and then falling away again. The ringing in his ears intensifies.

His skin feels damp. He feels something warm start to drip and smells blood.

Katheryne’s hands are on his arms. He feels the pressure of her hands moving to his shoulders. Al-Haitham blinks and she’s turned his face up to meet hers. Katheryne’s green eyes are furrowed. She’s speaking slowly. Al-Haitham doesn’t dare release his hold on the desk to point at his earphones. This one piece of wood is all that’s keeping him upright. Katheryne is trying to tell him something but his vision is shot. He can’t make out what she’s saying and he even if he could turn down his noise cancelling the ringing in his head is so loud he doubts he’d hear her anyway. Al-Haitham opens his mouth to say something along these lines. Or at least. He tries to. 

Katheryne stops speaking and the hand holding his face up to her suddenly presses against his temple. He flinches, feeling like a sudden sharp spike drives through his skull.

There is, for a very brief moment, a feeling of quiet that fills his head, interrupting the ringing and the swaying. And a voice, unfamiliar and yet somehow one he thinks he has forgotten, cuts through the rising ringing as it begins again. The single word that the voice says seems to expand in his mind, against and into he tissues of the brain and the curvature of the skull until nothing remains but the command.

Sleep.

-

Al-Haitham wakes on something hard and not particularly comfortable. It feels as though he just got pulled through a landslide. Or perhaps thrown into some rapids—which is something that had once happened to him as a teenager so the comparison here would be based on experience rather than hypothetical imaginings. Everything hurts. He can the residue of something on his lip, his nose. He raises his hand to his face, feeling the residue crack and flake under his fingertips. When he licks his lip he tastes blood.

Yet despite the aches, despite the blood, despite the fact that something just clearly went incredibly wrong, Al-Haitham feels good. He feels, frankly, shockingly good. Al-Haitham’s head feels clear. Sharp. Renewed. It’s like he’s woken up from a truly restful sleep. He almost feels refreshed.

Al-Haitham sits up, looking around what appears to be some sort of back room. There are boxes neatly labeled with machine parts and shelves full of what looks like documents. There’s a large safe against one wall. There’s also a work station with several tools and pieces of equipment neatly arranged on and around it, ranging from a jeweler’s hoop to an entire component analysis kit and a small handsaw. Al-Haitham appears to have been lying down on top of several boxes marked with different addresses ranging from local stores here in Sumeru City all the way to Mondstadt and Fontaine. Whoever brought him here had attempted to make the wooden crates comfortable by covering them with some tarp. His hands and legs aren’t bound, and based on the fact that they attempted to make things comfortable for him, he doubts that he’s in any actual danger.

The last thing he remembers was getting some food and then walking towards the Adventurer’s Guild to follow through on Tighnari’s suggestion of talking to Katheryne about types of commissions that have come through locally.

As Al-Haitham looks around a door to his right opens, Katheryne walking in and turning on the lights in the storage room that must be at the back of the Adventurer’s Guild information post. 

“You’re awake, how are you feeling?”

Al-Haitham looks up at her as she holds out a cup of water to him. He takes it, holding it but not drinking as he studies her. Her eyes are green. And Al-Haitham, very, very faintly, can feel a touch of dendro energy coming from her that isn’t from an Akasha. But it is a familiar dendro signature. Al-Haitham knows it. He’s felt it before. Perhaps even recently.

“I know you, but you aren’t Katheryne.” 

Not-Katheryne examines him before nodding, pulling over another crate from the neat arrangement of them, sitting on its closed lid.

“You do,” they say, neatly folding Katheryne’s hands into their lap. “And I am not.”

Whoever they are, they speak with Katheryne’s voice. And they have not spoken enough for Al-Haitham to discern any kind of speaking pattern that would or would not be distinct.

“I have never met you.”

“You nave not,” they confirm. “But you do not need to meet someone to know them. A stranger can be entirely familiar under certain circumstances. I think you would know this better than anyone, Grand Scribe of the Akademiya, Al-Haitham. People know you without ever seeing your face. So let us consider then, when is a stranger not a stranger? When is the unfamiliar familiar without ever being encountered? When is something known without being experienced?”

The list of people Al-Haitham knows with a dendro Vision are very low. None of them have the ability to do whatever this person is doing. Even if they did, why would they?

But there is one being with dendro that Al-Haitham knows of, who would definitely have the power to take over a Katheryne, although he’s not sure why they would.

“When they are a story,” he answers, “am I correct in following through, Lord Kusanali?”

Katheryne’s face smiles warmly. “You are, as ever, one of the best of your people, Al-Haitham. Yes. You gave me something of a fright, showing up here as you did. What happened to you, Al-Haitham?”

“I think that the more interesting question to answer is why you’re…possessing Katheryne.”

“I prefer the term borrowing.”

“Lord Kusanali, why are you borrowing Katheryne?” Of all the things Al-Haitham expected, it was not a run in with God, Herself, who has not been seen or heard from in literal centuries—stories from children and the occasional devotee who claims that Lord Kusanali has blessed them aside.

Katheryne’s face continues to smile, but it is less warm. If Al-Haitham had to put a word to it, it would be reluctant. Cautious, even.

The two of them fall into uneasy silence. But Al-Haitham, for what feels like the first time in quite a disconcertingly long time, feels entirely himself. His mind sparks to thought as he considers everything he knows, everything he’s seen, everything he’s been told and taught, and compares it against the past few moments.

Why would god, who is supposedly in the middle of some form of meditation or isolated study in order to reach a new plane of wisdom or enlightenment—some form of higher understanding that mere mortals could never hope to reach with their limited lifespans—be peering out through the eyes of the receptionist at the Adventurer’s Guild information desk? Why would the god of Sumeru, a being who is thought to have access to knowledge and information beyond what the mind can think of, and control over the Akasha, care to stand around pretending to be a mechanical receptionist?

In the brief flashes of memory Al-Haitham has from before he lost consciousness, he remembers that Katheryne’s eyes were already green. Lord Kusanali was in possession of Katheryne—borrowing Katheryne before Al-Haitham arrived. Unless it was Al-Haitham’s arrival that caused her to borrow Katheryne. Unlikely. Al-Haitham has passed Katheryne’s post an uncountable number of times. He would have noticed sooner if there was a switch going on. 

Not unless Lord Kusanali is not normally in control of Katheryne and simply just watching. This he would have no way of knowing.

Lord Kusanali seems familiar enough with moving through Katheryne. Unless this too is part of her natural aptitude this would suggest a familiarity with borrowing the automaton’s form. While Al-Haitham doesn’t have a particularly high opinion on most of his fellow people’s observational skills, if this is a regular habit of their Archon’s, there would have been mention somewhere along the line of someone noticing Katheryne with green eyes. Unless the Sages buried that information, too.

If the Sages buried information about Lord Kusanali peering out at the world through the eyes of a robot, then they don’t want it known. Why would they not want it known?

And based on how Lord Kusanali is reacting, she doesn’t seem to want it known either.

The reasons for this could be aligned, but based on how everything’s been unraveling for the past several months at the hands of the Sages, Al-Haitham doubts that.

In every story Al-Haitham has ever heard of Lord Kusanali, she has never come across as a god particularly inclined towards greed or power or ambition. In every story Lord Kusanali reaches out towards those in need. To those who are, usually, alone and deemed lost causes. The Sages of course, are also quick to quiet any discussion of Lord Kusanali’s supposed miracles and good deeds. In fact, the Sages are quick and meticulous in quieting any mention of Lord Kusanali’s name. Despite her status as Archon of Sumeru, Al-Haitham doesn’t think that he can say anything definitive about her.

Even in the more recent textbooks concerning the Akasha, Lord Kusanali’s name comes up only once or twice. And history books seem to gloss over her entirely, moving directly from the disappearance of the Greater Lord to the regency of the Grand Sage.

“Lord Kusanali,” Al-Haitham begins slowly, because while he knows he has a reputation for being rather blunt, he does actually have some measure of delicacy when it comes to certain subjects. Subjects like, in this case, the potential containment and isolation of God Herself. 

He’s not even sure how he would word this. The very idea of it is ludicrous. And yet, here is tentative proof towards confirmation of the theory. And yet, in front of him, is the being that can definitively prove something that the entire foundation of Sumeru’s society is based on as false.

“Lord Kusanali,” he repeats, just as slowly, still trying to find a way to ask God if she’s being held against her will by six tenured men who’ve not contributed anything of academic merit since they received tenure.

But Lord Kusanali speaks before he can find those words.

“It is not as…dire as you may think it is,” she says, and then grimaces through Katheryne’s face. “Well. It is quite bad, actually. But not for me. Yet. Al-Haitham, you really are everything people say you are and nothing at all like I thought you’d be.”

“Nor are you. Are you in prison?”

“Prison is…a synonym for where I am. I think we may be getting off topic. I think you were having some sort of seizure, Al-Haitham.”

“Forgive the lack of concern for that when you’ve essentially confirmed that the Archon of Sumeru is not, in fact, in voluntary seclusion but rather trapped against her will.”

“It wasn’t against my will,” Lord Kusanali protests, “at first.”

“And I am sure it was not a prison at first.”

“The stories of me and the Sages are not entirely false. It truly was, at first, for my own safety and for the greater good of Sumeru. And I can understand their reasoning for it and put aside my own discomfort in favor of the greater good, the cohesive whole.” Lord Kusanali’s voice grows cold, “However, in recent times, I am sure you would agree, that the greater good of Sumeru seems to have been lacking. I may not know much when it comes to the practical intricacies of how mortals live and  cooperate, I have never participated in the Akademiya or in any gathering or ceremony, and everything I know of the culture of the peoples I am meant to lead is through second and third-hand account. But even I can look upon the state that Sumeru has fallen to and know that this is not any form of good. I would go so far as to say it’s bad. Incredibly bad. Terrible. If we are in a particularly theatrical mood, I’d say teetering on catastrophic. And I think, Al-Haitham, you should be in a position to see that.”

Katheryne leans forward, Lord Kusanali’s green eyes narrowing as she looks into his face.

“Al-Haitham. The Sages would tell me that all is well and that I ought to continue my meditations and my contemplation. As a brief aside, I don’t know what they expect me to meditate and contemplate on when I know nothing of the world and the people in it. I am a newly born god, but I am still a god. And I carry the power won from the Archon War within me. I am being lied to. I am being contained. You are, perhaps, the first person I have encountered who has seen me and gotten to the truth of the situation so quickly. With that same swiftness, I am sure you have seen as I have. Tell me, do you think all is well in Sumeru?”

Al-Haitham, no matter what anyone may think of him, is a poor liar in that he rarely finds it worth the effort of the lie.

“Perhaps for the elevated few, but from where I stand it has been better. But it is one thing to look at a problem and see it. It is another to take it in hand and put it to the grindstone. What will you do with proof of the Sage’s corruption and avarice and ambition? What could you do?”

“It is easy to trap a body, Al-Haitham. It is not so easy to trap a mind,” Lord Kusanali replies. “And the Akasha is an easy road for a mind such as mine to traverse. I have had plenty of practice. And tell me, Al-Haitham, what are you doing as neither your mind nor your body are as restricted as my own? Although I wouldn’t go so far as to say that you are free.”

“You assume I am doing something. Am I truly so suspicious to everyone who meets me?”

Katheryne’s face eases back into that warmer smile. “I am isolated but not entirely ignorant. As I said, I am a god, Al-Haitham. I am a god with access to a network of information that goes back generations and has drawn from every water and every wind in Teyvat. But all I need to do is look at you and know that you are a man of actions, although your study is words. And most importantly, you are a good man, Al-Haitham.”

Al-Haitham doesn’t know what sort of expression he makes, other than he must be making one because Lord Kusanali laughs.

“Only a good man would be so horrified to hear of my predicament. And a good man would, when faced with a situation such as this one that seems to reach towards the very top of the rotting chain, immediately think to ask, what can be done about it? You are a good man, Al-Haitham. This is seen. This is known. This is not the question at hand. My question is what is does the good man see? What does the good man know? And what has the good man questioned?”

“I can’t speak for the generic good man, but I can say that I’ve seen a lot of things, I know of even more, and I’ve questioned all of it. Lord Kusanali, the better question is what do you know of what your Sages do in your name?”

“Not enough. And that is part of why I seek to look through Katheryne’s eyes. There is very little in any place that Katheryne does not notice. I would guess that’s why you went to see her, too. You do not usually speak to Katheryne unless you want to ask her something. What were you going to ask her? And again, I want to return to this—what happened to you?”

“According to my new self-appointed physician, I have some sort of parasite.” Al-Haitham raises his hand to the side of his head, feeling the space where he knows the Akasha should be but isn’t. “Although it did not start that way. Lord Kusanali, you have unrestricted access to the Akasha, is this as false as the stories the Sages have told us about you?”

“In this they spoke the truth. The Akasha and I are connected. And through this connection I am able to pass through it and look through all that it has absorbed over the centuries, as well as all that it has currently spread to touch. When I pass through it, I leave very little behind that’s traceable. It is in this way that I have managed to slip through the bars of my isolation. But the Akasha is its own existence, connected but still separate from mine. As you might tell, our dendro signatures differ slightly. And if one was looking they would see my traces all over the Akasha.”

“If something is everywhere then it is nowhere, this too, is a form of hiding.”

“The Sages, after decades of my silence and acquiescence, do not seek to look for me in the Akasha. There is nothing for me to hide when I traverse the Akasha’s roads. What have you noticed of the Akasha and what does it have to relate to the state you were in earlier?”

“The Akasha seems to have developed rapidly in the past few months. Whether this is by the Sage’s purposeful redirection of it towards a more aggressive tool or by accident is unclear. Has the Adventurer’s Guild noticed an influx of requests to gather febrifuges? Mint? Willow? Maybe even yarrow?”

Lord Kusanali turns Katheryne’s head, eyes narrowing as she gets up, leaving but returning before the door even closes behind her. She holds a thick book that she flips open, rapidly scanning through.

“Yes. Standing requests have been logged all over Sumeru for the gathering of antipyretic ingredients and other herbs, fungi, flowers, and components for common medicinal treatments. I have commission lists here for independent pharmacies and apothecaries from all over Sumeru. None of this has gone through the Akasha officially.” That last part is a confirmation. “But that does not explain why your reaction is so severe. If there were others like you not even the Sages could cover that up. If this has been going on for months, the Akasha would have done just as much harm to you as it did others.”

“That is why I am questioning if it is intentional or not. I had thought to track down some of the herbalists or apothecaries in order to ask them about possible leads to try and create a profile for who’s being effected and the stages of the symptom progression. But if you can look at the Akasha and examine it, perhaps you could tell me if this is truly intentional or entirely incidental and I happened to be unluckier than most.”

“I might try.” Lord Kusanali reaches into Katheryne’s pocket and pulls out a small little bubble of dendro. Within it is an Akasha terminal. Al-Haitham’s terminal. “I must admit, I already had a feeling it had to do with the terminal. However I did not realize it was so widespread, simply that perhaps you had been targeted with some sort of virus through the Akasha system. In all my years of moving through the Akasha, I don’t think I’ve ever sensed it have the sort of aggression or initiative to cause the sort of damage it did to you. And the Akasha, for all that it is a tool, is not meant to be a weapon. It should not have the ability to do any harm to anyone.”

“And yet, here I am with blood on my face. And there’s your list of situational evidence that suggests something going wrong on a mass-scale that the Sages don’t want to be known.” Al-Haitham pauses, mind turning towards something else. “Would you be able to tell if something in the Akasha is a virus or not?”

“Yes, they’re rather easy to spot. Do you think you’re unfortunate enough to be targeted by one of those, too?”

“Perhaps.” Al-Haitham holds his hand out for his terminal. The thing may have been what put him in this poor state, but it is also the current lead with the most promise. “I have been receiving several anonymous data files per day ranging in what looks like gibberish all the way to classified personnel files that appear to breach the laws on personal securities and information.”

“Something of that level would be classified for Sage or Grand Sage only authorizations.” Lord Kusanali looks down at the Akasha in Katheryne’s hand. “Did you keep them?”

“The answer to that is complicated.”

“You are a complicated man.”

“Untrue and not relevant. I did keep the files as some of them seemed important and relevant to the task at hand. However I did not look at any of them fully as I did not trust the source and I had them sent to quarantine for later examination. I brought this up with someone who is also involved in trying to parse what the Sage’s plans are up to, believing that he might have been the source for where the files had come from. When I attempted to show him any of the files they had all vanished. Later, when I returned home they were all resent to me en masse.”

Katheryne’s face morphs with shock. “That’s not a virus. That’s someone actively accessing and manipulating your Akasha. That’s only possible through a master access terminal and the sort of manipulation this suggests would mean you’re being monitored constantly.”

She pulls the Akasha back towards herself.

“Let me examine your Akasha more thoroughly. Leave this with me. I can cover you for a short time while you leave so its absence with you and its presence here is not noticed. It is not something I would normally do, but in this case I think an exception can be made. Besides, you need the rest. I imagine that you might be feeling better now mentally, but I didn’t actually heal you physically. You’ll need to recover as much as you can while you can if what is going on with your Akasha is a purposeful and targeted attack like we seem to think it is. Rest now and let me do some work. I do hope you’ll agree.”

“It would seem ill-advised to deny the God of Sumeru telling me to take it easy and that she’ll do my work for me,” Al-Haitham replies.

Lord Kusanali smiles through Katheryne’s face. “Then tonight, leave a window open. The God of Dreams will come to you with answers.”

-

That night Al-Haitham pushes open the window in his study and waits, jotting down new notes based on today’s surprisingly fruitful and fortuitous events. Apparent seizure aside. He will need to, somehow, inform Tighnari and the Grand Administrator of this very sudden development. Although, it might be better to keep it quiet for now and tell them after he’s received more answers. He imagines that if he were to tell them that he’s made contact with God, who has not been seen or heard from except by some children and a few odd cases here and there, in centuries and that she’s essentially confirmed that she’s being held in isolation against her will that the two of them may react rather poorly and ask many questions that he has no way of answering.

As Al-Haitham is wondering how to best phrase this information for later retelling he hears the light tap and click of something landing on the window. He turns and sees a crow, one taloned foot closed around that small bubble of dendro. The crow caws, shuffling in, jumping to land on Al-Haitham’s desk, scattering a few papers. He closes the window as the crow inspects several pages.

“Our time is brief,” she begins as Al-Haitham sits at the desk, the Akasha in its bubble of dendro between them. “There is no external tampering or even logs of any remote access on your Akasha. I was able to find the files you mentioned, but they have no signature. This is not, technically, possible. They do not even have your signature on them. Even if you did not open them, if you just previewed them or glanced at them, there would have been a note on the files about that. These files contain no time stamps for creation, last edit or viewing.”

Al-Haitham frowns, using the end of a pencil to push at the dendro bubble. “So you have no answers, either.”

“I have a theory.”

“Everyone in this conspiracy against a conspiracy is rich in theories and conjectures. Would that these were things of any substance.”

“Will you not listen to the theory? How unscholarly and unusually close-minded of you.”

“I never said that.” Al-Haitham huffs, sufficiently rebuked as he folds his hands together, eyes closing. “I’m listening.”

“As we both know every single action taken in the Akasha system has a signature from whoever took the action. However, there is only one thing in the entire Akasha that does not have a signature. Let us return to the base of the Akasha. An organism. Over time this organism has been adapted and trained into a machine, but it is still an organism. Organisms are made of cells. Are you familiar with how transplants work?”

Al-Haitham nods, brow furrowing.

“And are you aware of how grafts work, among plants? Or rather, how they may sometimes fail to work? Do you know the cause?”

“Difference in cellular structure causing a rejection of the material being introduced.”

“And how is the plant, the body, able to determine that the material being introduced is something to reject?”

“All flesh contains its own unique identifier marking it as itself and therefore safe,” Al-Haitham answers. “This is how the body knows how to avoid destroying itself in the process of healing from disease or injury, and how to expel foreign implements. Like recognizes and ignores like.” Al-Haitham opens his eyes to meet Lord Kusanali’s green ones through the bird’s features. “You are supposing that these files have no signature within the Akasha because they are from the Akasha directly. The Akasha leaves no trace because it is the system—the system carries no unique identifying marker of its own. But why would the Akasha send me files? Who would direct the Akasha to send me these files?”

“Is it not the case that the simplest answer is the correct one? Why look to complicate things? No one told the Akasha to send you the files. It chose to send you the files.”

At Al-Haitham’s stunned look Lord Kusanali releases the bubble of dendro, using the crow’s beak to nudge the Akasha towards him.

“When I was looking into your Akasha I found several abnormalities. Not in the sense that you’d been hacked or that your hardware was damaged. But rather, the actual Akasha piece that is housed inside of the terminal is abnormally developed. Complex. Strong. You’ve compared it to a parasitic infection. Fatigue, changes in appetite, weight loss, possible anemia. The connections your Akasha has are more developed. Stronger. And much more active than the average Akasha user. But you don’t often wear your Akasha unless you’re in public or at work, and you don’t use it very much when you do wear it.”

This is correct. Al-Haitham can acknowledge the utility of the Akasha and has used it several times before. But over reliance on the machine is dangerous and dulls the mind. It encourages too much complacency for his liking. Al-Haitham is all for convenience, but there’s such a thing as too much.

Lord Kusanali pauses, the crow’s wings rustling as she tips its head from one side to the other, looking between him and the Akasha and back again.

“When I said that I would cover for you, I meant it. However I did not. There was no need. Your Akasha, despite being separated from you, was generating a log of actions and pinging back to the main body system as though you were still wearing it. In fact, it still is now. Your Akasha favors you and seems to be actively trying to protect you.”

Al-Haitham leans back in his seat, arms crossing as he stares down bird, god, and machine. “You are implying that the Akasha has opinions. And a will.”

“Yes. And it would seem that it’s current opinion is that you are something it either likes, wants, or finds compatible with itself, and I am not. Here is another observation for you, Al-Haitham. Your Akasha does not like me. And the will is that it seems to want to get away from me—and through transitive properties, get you away from me—very, very much. Your symptoms from earlier, they got worse the closer you got to Katheryne, didn’t they?”

This is correct, but it is one thing to understand the Akasha as a living organism. It is another thing entirely to understand and accept it as a sentient one. Even if the sentience seems rather primitive.

“Suppose that I accept your theory. This does not answer why it would be sending me those files. Nor would it explain why—despite this supposed favor—it would give me a seizure.Why would the Akasha try to escape you? Because of the Sage’s control? Are you two not bound to each other—divergent but similar?”

“This is all speculation on my part. No comments on conjecture and theory please.” Al-Haitham shuts his mouth. “To address the latter topic of your questions, I do have some control over the Akasha itself, but we are not the same. The Sages and, well, actually you as the Grand Scribe, have more specific control over it than I do. The Akasha runs partially on my power so I can turn it on and off by siphoning power away from it but it would take significant effort on my part. Would you not also, in some form, begrudge or resent something that has the same power over you?”

“And yet it favors me.”

The crow does the crow version of a shrug. “That is a mystery only the Akasha can answer, but that is not something it is capable of at its current growth. The Akasha having a mind is not, actually, entirely shocking to me. What is shocking is that it’s so clearly present.” 

At Al-Haitham’s blank look Lord Kusanali hums, idly tapping the crow’s feet against the wood of the table as she thinks.

“Let me explain it to you this way. The Akasha isn’t a mushroom, but let’s pretend it is one. The portable terminals, and even the access terminals are the body of the mushroom. The cap. The stalk and the ring. The visible parts. These are the parts you interact with everyday, more or less. Easy to see, easy to understand. Very straightforward. But this is only a fraction of the organism. The real Akasha runs deeper than that in the mycelium, invisible and quiet. This is where the Akasha’s mind is. Or where it should be. It appears that part of that mind has chosen to develop in your terminal. How this is possible I can’t say. That’s something only the Akasha knows. But mushrooms don’t speak like humans or crows, so it can’t tell us anything.”

“How unfortunate that one of the most promising leads I have is a mute one.”

“Well now, I said it can’t speak. I didn’t say it can’t communicate. Even mushrooms talk if you know the right language.”

“I skipped mycological languages and dialects when I was a student. My fortunes get worse and worse.”

Lord Kusanali flaps the crows wings, jumping up onto his shoulder and giving him a face-full of feather.

“You’re a very strange man,” she says, the sharp prick of talons catching against the fabric at his shoulder as she settles in. “These glitches of yours. The visual and aural disturbances. Even, to a certain extent, some of the parasitic symptoms. They could be considered attempts at communication. But I would imagine that for a being that’s never had eyes, ears, or much of any sensation and has had all of the information it knows directly inserted into it, it can be somewhat overwhelming and confusing to figure out what’s what.”

“The Akasha’s been nearly killing people and creating a shortage on medical supplies trying to say hello?”

“Something like that.”

“And the files?”

“Again. You’d have to ask the Akasha.”

“While the original premise is the simplest solution, the follow up only grows more complex. There may be something you missed in your inspection of the Akasha. You said it yourself, the Sages and I have greater control over it than you do. Perhaps the Sages have found a back-way in.”

“And why would the Sages be sending you those files? Giving you those glitches? Why would the Sages allow your Akasha to create a false status report on you? And why would it act out like a child throwing a tantrum when it felt you getting closer to me in Katheryne? There is a very simple way to test the theory of the relative extension and freedom of the Akasha’s main consciousness.”

“I am beginning to think, Lord Kusanali, that your judgement on what is and is not simple is vastly skewed. Whether this is because you’ve been in isolation for so long or because of the facts of who and what you are is unclear.”

“You can test this by growing a blank Akasha.”

Al-Haitham closes his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. Lord Kusanali, still on his shoulder, squeezes with the crow’s talons in what he thinks she means to be encouragement. He is not encouraged.

“And how do you expect me to get an Akasha blank?”

Lord Kusanali preens the crow’s feathers. “With confidence and certainty. And also, a lot of complaining. Internal, but also a little bit external. Just a little. Your Akasha, for now, should be safer for you to wear. I’ve put some blocks on it to try and slow its growth and its effect on you. But they won’t last for very long. A different measure will have to be come up with. Not just for you, but for all of the others who are currently experiencing what you are in preliminary stages. I would wish you luck, Al-Haitham. But that is not what I am the god of. I will be watching for your success.”

-

When Al-Haitham returns to work a day later, he manages to carve out a precious half hour of time to navigate to the Grand Quartermaster’s office. Ying’s department is a mess at the best of times, a downright catastrophe at the worst. No one so much as even looks at him as he walks through the rows of offices and desks and various managers in the middle of running numbers, looking over inventory forms, and reviewing property ledgers. The Grand Quartermaster’s department is possibly the only other department as reliant on physical copies as Al-Haitham’s is.

The Grand Quartermaster is at their desk, surrounded by piles of scrolls and paper. One hand is in her short hair, absently pulling at it, the other is rapidly running a red pencil down a page, circling several figures as she skims. Her eyes are bloodshot.

As Lord Kusanali said, Al-Haitham’s Akasha has been well behaved today and the clarity from the weekend of rest with Lord Kusanali’s initial help has managed to hold over. He’s gotten more done in this one morning than he has in weeks. He’d actually had to slow down and actively give slightly more challenging tasks to his staff in order to make it less suspicious.

Ying’s terminal is, most likely, buried somewhere under several stacks of paper and probably hasn’t seen the light of day since all six of them met to discuss the Sage’s actions and slow gutting of the Mahamata. The Corps of Thirty would probably have fined Ying for non-compliance if they thought it would work.

Al-Haitham’s Akasha, sealed by Lord Kusanali’s own power and also supposedly on Al-Haitham’s side through its own questionable will, should not be a risk here.

“I need an Akasha blank.”

Ying keeps skimming. And then her hand stops, eyes moving before her head does as she looks up at him. She looks a little confused. And then like she’s about to cry. Her voice cracks when she, to her credit, doesn’t even ask him why he needs an Akasha blank, but just says, “I want to quit this job so bad I can taste it.”

“Quit after you get me an Akasha blank.” Al-Haitham tosses her favor onto her desk. It bounces before hitting the back of the hand with the pencil. “Sooner rather than later. The Grand Administrator is backing my requests.”

Ying might actually be crying when she puts her head into both hands.

“Do you know how hard it is to get those? Do you know how strictly inventory on that is monitored? Just rob an outlander at the city gate before they put the thing on, it’ll be easier.”

“I need a complete blank, not a blank terminal.”

Ying starts swearing at him, herself, the Grand Administrator, her predecessor, her parents for actually letting her move to Sumeru, the entire Mahamata as a whole, and then back to him.

Then, abruptly, Ying stops cursing, straightens up in her seat, expression completely neutral and professional and voice level.

“I can’t get you an Akasha blank personally. That would be suicide. I’m the only one with access to the vault outside of its timed opening for the twice monthly harvesting to resupply the Akasha growth factory. Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to steal it yourself.”

“Am I now?” Al-Haitham crosses his arms, eyebrows raising. 

Ying keeps eye contact, nodding. “When that vault opens I’m required to be there personally to review the blanks being harvested, tagging and logging them, and sealing them for transport. Then it’s handed over to the Corps of Thirty to be taken to the Kshahrewar-Amurta laboratory for processing and development, and then the Corps of Thirty take those to your offices for official programming. The Akasha blank can’t go missing before I do the logs or immediately after, so I can’t help you there. It has to be stolen in transit from the Corps of Thirty after I discharge it into their care and before they transfer it into the laboratory.”

“The labs will notice a missing blank.”

Ying nods. “At which point, because it was lost between the labs and the Corps of Thirty, but officially counted and registered by the sensors in the vaults as being harvested, appropriately logged by me and confirmed as accepted by the Corps of Thirty, it will be written off as Corps of Thirty fault. That’s your only window and the only way you’re getting a blank. How are you even going to do this? You’d have to take the entire canister or risk contamination. Then you wouldn’t have a blank.”

“Do you really want to know specifics?”

Ying picks her token up and throws it at him. “The next vault opening is in two days. Dawn. Because the Amurta are full of sadists.”

-

The timing of the vault opening for harvesting is fortunate because, as Lord Kusanali warned him, her block on the Akasha weakens over the next two days. Al-Haitham feels the return of the strange spots in his vision and the strange warbling sound that goes in and out at the back of his head. Even with her block still in place, he can tell that the Akasha is aggressive. He can feel it fighting the block, wearing it down and working around it little by little. He expects that once the block is broken through the symptoms he’d been feeling will be much, much worse.

In the few days before the vault opens, Al-Haitham sends a letter to Tighnari. It’s too soon for him to come back to Sumeru City but Al-Haitham is no expert in botany. Akasha programming and hardware troubleshooting yes. But the actual growing and tending of the Akasha’s organic form is beyond him. Al-Haitham also spends an entire afternoon reviewing the glitched capsules from weeks ago.

Through the new frame of the Akasha being sentient and its glitches being possible signs of its sentience waking or trying to communicate, Al-Haitham attempts to examine the glitches for new clues. If the Akasha’s sentience growing past its original constraints or just starting to wake is true, it would explain why this seems to have effected new capsules and has not been present in old ones. As with Lord Kusanali’s explanation for why the anonymous files were able to remain anonymous, it would also make sense for these glitches to appear as though nothing is wrong because it is the Akasha itself purposefully choosing to alter the contents within.

But why these capsules? Why these specific alternations? Could it truly be random?

Al-Haitham observes the glitches within the capsules, noting the supposed lack of pattern as the glitch and flicker of the displayed data travels from one area to another, sometimes revisiting the same section more than once but other times not.

On the day the vault opens, Lord Kusanali appears to him as a mouse.

“You are lucky I do not startle easily,” Al-Haitham says, calmly waiting as she scrambles up his pant leg, clawed paws clinging to the fabric of his shirt and cape as she moves to hide herself at his collar. 

“You are headed in the opposite direction of the Akademiya.”

“It would be poor form if I were to appear early at the Akademiya and an incident with an Akasha blank going missing happens on the same day. Is the Akasha still behaving oddly?”

“If by oddly, you mean altering logs for you, then yes. But I wouldn’t get used to it. Your Akasha is quieter. I think it takes a lot of energy to make up things and I’m no longer allowing it to draw from you. And the portable terminals are only capable of generating so much energy by themselves. Even one that seems to have grown as advanced as yours. If you’re going to take advantage, do it fast. What is your plan?”

“Observe.”

The Grand Administrator did say to make use of the tokens and that he would pay all the favors. 

In addition to researching the capsules, Al-Haitham did also make preparations of his own. 

Zara opens before he even gets the chance to knock. Al-Haitham is disappointed but unsurprised when Azusa makes a sound of loud annoyance when Zara moves aside to let him in.

“I was here first,” Azusa says, like a child. And then, “Is that a rat on your shoulder?”

“A mouse. Did you never learn the names for animals?” Al-Haitham turns to Zara, expectant, ignoring whatever Azusa says in response. Zara hands him the clothes that he’d asked her to get and turns around to start arguing with Azusa over their continued squatting in her apartment.

Al-Haitham sets Lord Kusanali down on Zara’s bed, changing out of his own rather distinctive clothing and into the nondescript ones that Zara acquired. He tosses his Akasha at Azusa, who catches it in the waiting box, closing the lid as Al-Haitham goes through his own clothing’s pockets to retrieve his tools.

“So you’re robbing the Akademiya now,” Azusa says. “I always knew there was a delinquent in you. Almost makes you interesting enough tolerate.”

“What’s your plan for getting past the Akasha security?” Zara asks, giving the mouse on her bed a pinched look, clearly wanting to ask but also definitely not wanting an answer.

“The best part of complex electronic security is that it encourages complacency,” Al-Haitham answers both her and Lord Kusanali, who’s perked up the mouse’s ears. He holds his hand down to her and she hops on, scurrying up his arm to dive into the hood that he draws up over his hair. 

“In words people understand, you utter—“ Azusa is cut off with when Zara reaches over to pinch their cheek, painfully and violently pulling.

“Get out of my apartment,” she says, not specifying who, and then having the audacity to look disappointed when Al-Haitham is the one to leave instead of Azusa.

Al-Haitham crosses back across the city, taking the back roads as dawn starts to creep in over the treetops. The route for the Akasha blanks to be transferred is not public knowledge in that most of the public doesn’t care to look too deeply at the processes that make their lives convenient. Frankly, not event he people involved in the process seem to think of it overly much despite the obvious emphasis on security and attention to detail involved.

Al-Haitham simply waits behind a pillar in the hallway that connects the vault and storage areas of the Grand Quartermaster’s wing to the rest of the Akademiya. Through the Grand Administrator and the Grand Proctor, Al-Haitham was able to get the list of Corps of Thirty assigned to the transfer, as well as background information on them and their habits. There was not enough time for them to switch one of them with one of their own or set up anything particularly complex. 

But one does not need much time in order to create a distraction. 

Al-Haitham pulls a small hand mirror, angling it so he can watch the group as they approach. And then, once close enough, Al-Haitham allows the mirror to reflect some of the light, aiming it directly into one of their faces. 

This specific duty of the Corps of Thirty is one of the most boring and dreaded ones among the lot. It happens at dawn twice a month and nothing of significance ever happens. It’s the same route, at the same time, with the exact same words exchanged every time.

The sudden addition of a light that should not be there is therefore unexpected. And the unexpected, in situations such as these is alarming. Alarm in a situation that is normally mundane creates panic and curiosity; two things that should never be mixed with inexperience.

Which is exactly what this group is. Inexperienced. This is where the Corps of Thirty sticks all of their new hires because none of the senior members want the incredibly boring job of escorting a locked box from one side of the Akademiya to the other in dead silence when everyone else in the city is still asleep.

One of the four assigned to the overseeing of the transfer musters up the wherewithal to actually walk over to where Al-Haitham is to investigate. Before they get close enough, Al-Haitham uses his Vision to conjure a flicker of light on the other side of the hall, complete with the sharp chime of a dendro projectile shattering. Then he drops the mirror in his hand, teleporting away as it lands with a high, chiming crash that echoes through the hall.

Again, panic of the unfamiliar in a supposedly safe and utterly event-less situation causes common sense, in the inexperienced, to practically evaporate. None of them think to look up. Al-Haitham is, carefully, clinging onto the edge of the curved ceiling where ceiling and wall meet in a carefully shaped arch, adhering using dendro through his feet and two small but sharp blades, one in each hand, sunk into the wall. 

From here Al-Haitham makes more lights flicker, throws a few sounds, and watches as the entire group flees for help in a panic. After all, in the face of the unfamiliar, what would the inexperienced do but find someone more experienced?

He drops down to the ground and walks over to the unguarded boxes.

“Very clever,” Lord Kusanali says, “although I feel sorry for that patrol and the scolding they’re going to get. And that only gets rid of the human element of the security. What of the electronic biometric lock?”

“As I said, the best part of complex security is that it inspires complacency. As the Kshahrewar develops more and more complex solutions to simple problems, their arrogance and pride in their supposed innovations leaves them vulnerable to things that they thought themselves long past. A classic case of overconfidence leading to simple errors. Complex and new does not always mean better.”

Al-Haitham pulls out his lock picks, placing one gloved hand on the metal box. He’d seen the schematics for the latest transport boxes and was deeply unimpressed. The current boxes have a biometric sensor hard-keyed for the current supervisor of the Akasha blank lab. They’re also on a timed release, starting from when the Grand Quartermaster closes the box for one hour which covers the transit with plenty of time to spare in case the lab supervisor is unable to see to the transport box in time. There’s also an actual key and a numeric code needed. The code is changed for every transport.

To open this box, someone would need to have the current code, somehow trick the biometric sensor, pick the physical lock, and have time to wait out the timed release.

Or. 

Al-Haitham slides one of his thinner lock picks along the gap in the latch of the lid, feeling around for the locking mechanism’s catch. Once he has it, he firmly and quickly wiggles the lock pick around until the swing-arm pops itself open.

“That’s anticlimactic,” Lord Kusanali says.

“Take that up with your Kshahrewar,” he replies, taking out one of the small semi-opaque capsules and closing the box again, feeling the locking mechanism re-engage. The front screen is still counting down the hour properly, which was the only thing he was concerned about. The schematics did not mention if the box had a sensor for that. 

In all honesty, if they removed the time release this would be harder to open. The numeric code, physical key, and biometric sensor were made irrelevant with that time release function. As long as the time release function could be bypassed none of the others mattered.

Al-Haitham leaves quickly, returning to Zara’s apartment (neither Zara nor Azusa were there when he returned), changing back into his own clothing and taking his Akasha back, before heading out to go pick up breakfast at the market that’s only just now begun to wake and rise to set up for the day. 

“Are you able to carry this?” Al-Haitham asks Lord Kusanali, holding out the capsule with the Akasha blank to her. The capsule is small, only the size of his palm at its widest point. But so is the mouse Lord Kusanali is borrowing.

“Not with these paws,” she confirms. “But I’d rather you not get caught with that. I’ll return with something more suitable before you’re due to report in for work.”

Al-Haitham spends the next hour or so before he’s due to clock aimlessly going from public garden to public garden, reading from one of the books he’d used his privilege of Grand Scribe to pluck out from incoming inventory before it could hit circulation. A mere ten minutes before he has to start moving towards the Akademiya or risk being late, a sharp series of caws reaches him. He turns and sees a Lord Kusanali borrowing a dusk bird, hopping along the edge of the pool by the walkway. He lightly tosses a few leftover pieces from his breakfast towards her, mixing in the capsule. She catches it into the bird’s beak and takes off in the direction of his house.

-

“This had better be good,” are the first words out of Tighnari’s mouth as soon as Al-Haitham answers the door, waving a note up in front of him. This is followed by Tighnari pausing and saying, “Is that a squirrel? Those aren’t meant to be domesticated. I don’t care what the hack at the local pet shop told you. Never mind, we’ll get to that.” Tighnari pushes past Al-Haitham into the house.

“No, this is God Herself,” Al-Haitham says once he’s closed the door again. “God, meet your General Watch Leader.”

“That’s not a real title, but I think it should be. Hello Tighnari,” Lord Kusanali says, jumping down from Al-Haitham’s shoulder to dash across the floor. “We haven’t the time for introductions though. I’ve been kept in suspense long enough, it’s time to begin.”

Tighnari stares after the squirrel, slowly turning towards Al-Haitham. “There are a lot of things here to talk about. One of them is going to be how you’re from the Darshan of language and yet you fail at communication. I shouldn’t be so surprised by this. This is approximately the reason for a solid third of Kaveh’s complaints about you. Shut up.” Al-Haitham had been about to ask why it was only a third, because Al-Haitham would say that whenever Kaveh complains to Al-Haitham’s face about half of those complaints are related his supposed lack of communication skills. He shuts up. “God. As in the Lesser Lord of Sumeru. No. Don’t answer that. I know there’s only the one. It’s more of an incredulous repetition.” Tighnari’s tail lashes behind himself as he closes his eyes, a muscle in his cheek jumping. Then he lets out a long, slow breath, and says. “Alright. Just. Let’s just get on with it. God. Sure. Why not? The Akasha is acting like a parasite, the Sages are covering it up, Cyno and Kaveh have disappeared to investigate crimes against the state by the state, and we’re going around trying to solve the mystery like we’re covert agents.”

Tighnari follows after the squirrel to Al-Haitham’s study, where he immediately stops in the door, ears at alert. Lord Kusanali, as a squirrel, is holding up the opaque capsule that contains the Akasha blank.

“We need the help of an expert,” she says. “Technically I am also an expert. But I don’t have proper hands and I do worry that the body of a squirrel would explode if I tried to exert too much power.”

“Do not explode in my house. I do not want to clean it.”

“I would be more worried about the life of the squirrel, Al-Haitham.”

“Did you steal an Akasha?” Tighnari asks. And then, because he is above all things a man of sense, he quickly continues on, “Clearly you did. But how and why?”

“The how is not important.”

“The how was very fascinating to watch unfold. But Al-Haitham is right in that it is unimportant. The why is the meat of the nut.” Lord Kusanali sets the capsule down. Al-Haitham gives Tighnari a nudge to get him into the room. Tighnari walks over, sitting down heavily in Al-Haitham’s chair as he stares at the capsule with an expression of understandable awe and appropriate apprehension. 

Lord Kusanali and Al-Haitham attempt to, as briefly as possible, bring Tighnari up to speed on their current lead. Tighnari visibly holds himself back from interrupting them at several points, biting into his lip. His knee bounces up and down, hand twitching like he wants to start taking notes, as they talk.

“Between the three of us, we should be able to grow this blank into a useable Akasha sample. If our theory is correct and that the Akasha’s sentient mind is starting to wake and is attempting to communicate, an Akasha blank should be able to prove it. It’s been untouched by anyone in the Akademiya. There are no controls programmed into it, no physical restrictions or tampering. Just a pure Akasha sample from the original main-body with the same connection to the deeper main-consciousness that lies underneath the Akademiya controlled surface one.”

“This is…troubling on many levels,” Tighnari says in response. “Flora are much smarter than anyone gives them credit for. But even I wouldn’t go so far as to say that they have conscious, sentient minds. The act of experimentation and active…modification of a mind without true consent is a whole ethical mess that would have the Vahumana and Amurta combined practically slathering over themselves to tear apart.” Tighnari’s expression is solemn. “I would even go so far as to say it borders on violation of one of the Cardinal Sins. And if this goes back…to the beginning of Sumeru then I would posit that this might have even been the action that caused the formalization of the Cardinal Sins.”

“That I do not not recall.” Despite being in the body of a squirrel, Lord Kusanali manages to convey a sorrow and a regret that almost makes Al-Haitham want to look away from her. It is a wound that, while old, never healed. “But if it is true and that the Akasha is a non-willing participant in the Sage’s machinations and has been made into a weapon against its purpose, then I would not condemn it for the resulting actions of its acting out. Nor would I consider it responsible for a purposeful perversion of its nature. However, we are putting many, many, many carts before the horse. First we must determine if our theory is correct. Is what we are seeing reflected the Akasha’s sentient mind rising to the surface? If it is natural, we will see it here with this blank.”

Tighnari sighs, reaching for where he knows Al-Haitham keeps blank paper and ink.

“Well. I can’t say I didn’t sign up for this when I basically invited myself in. Lord Kusanali, what can you tell me of the biological properties of the Akasha? Al-Haitham, tell me about what you know of the Akasha refinement and cultivation-training.”

-

With Tighnari’s help they sketch out the schematics of a growth tank. Al-Haitham or Lord Kusanali will have to be close to give the Akasha blank stable dendro until it can anchor and create its own energy. Meanwhile Tighnari has suggested that they treat it like a mushroom—a dark warm place with something it can latch onto to break down nutrients from. 

Al-Haitham has cleared space in his study, dumping the extra books and small boxes of tools he normally uses on his smaller projects in Kaveh’s room. Kaveh certainly isn’t here to complain about it.

Tighnari had to leave for Avidya after they created the initial plan and decided on where it was going to grow.

“The Withering situation is…” Tighnari trailed off, pressing a hand to his head. “I know what we’re working on here is important. And I’ll try to continue to help the best I’m able. Aside from how strange it is for me to keep coming through here and how frequent our communications are, even with Maxwell’s help, I can’t afford to leave the forest like this.”

“What’s going on with the Withering?” Lord Kusanali asked.

“It’s growing too fast,” Tighnari replied. “I don’t know why there’s been a sudden surge in growth. But we’re getting nascent zones sprouting as soon as we clear old ones. And there are only so many dendro Vision users to go around. Plus I’m getting more Eleazar cases referred to me or other physicians asking me for consult. Gandharva Ville has never been so busy.”

“Is the Akasha tied to the Withering at all?” Al-Haitham asked. “If both are experiencing a sudden surge in activity, are they related?”

“The only connection either have is me,” Lord Kusanali admitted. “But even that is thin and makes very little sense. The Withering is a symptom of infection in Irminsul’s ley lines which I have some access to. The Akasha would, in theory, have a connection to Irminsul because it has a connection to me. But it wouldn’t make sense if the two end points are feeling adverse effects if the connecting line has none. The only thing I lack is memory, but that’s been true for centuries.”

“You two can discuss this later,” Al-Haitham cut in before the two could get into it. Even with the face of a squirrel, Al-Haitham could recognize a scholarly mind about to reach out after a loose thread to unravel a mystery. “Right now what we’re focusing on is the Akasha blank. We only have one chance at growing this properly. As easy as it was to steal this one, getting a second puts everyone already involved in this at more risk than we can afford so early on.”

Tighnari writes down as many notes as he can think of to address different problems, how to identify growth issues, key points to look out for, and anything else that comes to mind. Then he leaves, fully intent on reaching Gandharva Ville as soon as possible.

“I’ll go with you both,” Lord Kusanali said, and then there was a rapping on Al-Haitham’s window. A dusk bird hopped in, landing on Tighnari’s shoulder with Lord Kusanali’s green eyes. “It’s a little distracting to split like this, but this issue of the Withering is one that does concern me, as well as what you’re seeing as an exacerbation of Eleazar.”

The growth of the Akasha blank, with Lord Kusanali’s help and Tighnari’s expert advice, goes surpassingly quickly. Al-Haitham had opened the capsule and carefully tipped out the piece of the Akasha body into the growth tank, which had been lined with soil, fertilizer, mulch, layers of dead vegetation, and a piece of a log. Lord Kusanali drops in on the Akasha once or twice a day to feed it a thin stream of energy and make sure it’s well while Al-Haitham works.

While at the Akademiya, Al-Haitham continues his investigations on the project approvals and budget arrangements. The barrier Lord Kusanali has placed on his Akasha has entirely broken down and with it are a return of the Akasha’s, for lack of a better term, attacks on his body. He uses the Akasha as little possible keeping it dormant but it doesn’t seem to help that much.

The Sages, but mainly the Grand Sage, continue to call upon him for what seem like completely redundant assignments, meetings, and reports. Meanwhile his department continues to alternate between being ransacked or bolstered. Although this supposed support in terms of personnel and budget are just further weakening of the Mahamata as a whole.

There have been discussions, apparently, of the office of the Grand Investigator and Grand Proctor being dissolved next. The former Grand Inquisitor Azusa and all of their personnel have been reassigned to other members of the Mahamata, with Azusa falling under Sofia’s temporary supervision.

On a less official and entirely off the books record, Maxwell has gently suggested that they all start closing up any to-the-side operations they have going on and telling their networks to go to ground.

“Is that what you’re telling your people?” Sofia had asked. This was a meeting between Maxwell, Sofia, and Al-Haitham. The other three, Al-Haitham assumed, would be contacted separately to avoid suspicion of all six of them meeting at once.

“My people are not so easily moved. Their roots are in Sumeru,” Maxwell answered. “But the both of you have slightly more freedom to maneuver. With the way the Sages are acting towards us, it would be wise if our people were forewarned.”

“Do you believe the Sages have a reason to suspect us?” Al-Haitham asked. Most of Al-Haitham’s personal network of informants is outside of the country and safe from the Sages. Those who remain within Sumeru are so low-key and underutilized that Al-Haitham is fairy certain that they think he’s forgotten them or that they’re even connected to a larger network of persons.

“Not yet, but with the moves the Sages are taking, specifically against each of us, it would be wise if our people stay quiet and keep their heads down. It’s bad enough that our official departments are being turned into a veritable slurry of unknown deadweight. We don’t need the extra trouble of our independent allies being thrown into the fire. Besides that, we may need every resource available to work on whatever you find. I trust you’ll have something for us soon? You made Ying cry again, you know.”

“Ying cries if she breaks the yolk on her egg at the wrong moment.”

“Can’t you be nicer to your juniors? Don’t answer that. Don’t answer that.”

Soon turns out to only be five days after the Akasha blank is placed in its growth tank. This should seem very fast, but it was being fed on the dendro energy of the Archon herself. And, well. Lord Kusanali’s theory was correct.

Al-Haitham had returned and went to check on the Akasha. Over the past few days, Al-Haitham and Lord Kusanali had both noted the obvious growth. The Akasha, at first, looked like a thin, translucent slime that faintly shimmered under the light. Over the past few days, it grew, and it seemed to spread out, reaching towards the log and clumping up the leaves and debris. The slime stretched out like a spiderweb, thin hairlike tendrils latching onto whatever it had in reach and turning slightly white where it made contact. The tendrils started to weave together, gathering up and gaining traces of color as they condensed.

On the morning of the fifth day, it looked a little like a spider’s nest, but a small one.

But that is not what Al-Haitham returns to. He pulls a chair over to sit next to the tank, watching the Akasha. Time moves in the shape of shadows and shifting colors from the stained glass of the window over Al-Haitham, the Akasha, and the floor.

Lord Kusanali taps on Al-Haitham’s window in the form of a crow once more. It takes Al-Haitham a few moments for him to realize that she’s there because he’s still locked up in his observations of the Akasha. Once she enters the room she immediately lands on his shoulder. There is nothing that needs to be said.

Before them is proof of concept.

In between Lord Kusanali’s last check in and Al-Haitham’s return, the Akasha initiated a growth spurt of sorts. Within the growth tank is a mess of fibrous tissue, not unlike a fungal body entirely, but also not very close to one either. Some parts are still thin and hairlike, translucent and shimmering. But most of it is opaque pale white. Almost luminescent. It stretches across the entire tank. It’s engulfed the log, twisting and worming its way in-between the cracks in the bark to dig into the log’s core itself. The solid debris at the bottom of the tank are fully encased. Al-Haitham can see fine tendrils going down into the soil, thinning out as it bumps up against the bottom.

The top of the tank had been pushed open slightly, and tendrils are reaching out blindly.

But most importantly, it glows. Flickers of light move through the Akasha’s body in patterns.

Al-Haitham reaches out and touches his fingertip to the glass, sending out a small pulse of dendro. All the lights in the Akasha body immediately travel towards Al-Haitham’s finger, condensing and focusing around the almost point of contact. And then as he moves his finger, the lights follow after him all along the side of the tank.

“Now what?” Al-Haitham asks, taking his hand back and dispersing the dendro energy. The lights linger for a few moments, appearing to try and search out where the energy went. The light patterns flicker, fast and what Al-Haitham would describe as alarmed before returning their ambient flashing and then quieter drifting.

“Now,” Lord Kusanali says, “we introduce ourselves.”


Notes for the Chapter:
- chaat: Refers to a group of popular finger food/street food types. Usually chaat is a type of fried dough with or without filling and garnished with yogurt and/or coriander. Examples of chaat include samosas or panipuri.






13. Growing and Unraveling the Sea: Part III

Summary for the Chapter:
“One more,” Al-Haitham replies, bringing forward his memory and the logs of the glitched capsules that he’d been studying. He holds those observations forward and connects them to the concept of the Akasha and waits.

The Akasha places the concept of communication, and pulls forward again the same short messages with their strings of letters, characters, symbols, and numbers. And then its concept of non-understanding once more. With the concepts the Akasha has and is currently trying to assimilate, it can’t quite grasp what’s being asked or how to clarify its own answers.

Before Nahida and Al-Haitham disconnect from it, the Akasha pushes all of the concepts and thoughts to the side to reiterate something. It brings forward the pain and illness, and connects it to Al-Haitham and itself with the same questioning inflection.

“Yes,” Al-Haitham tries to confirm, “it hurt.”

Something must get across because the Akasha is the one who retreats first then, turning itself off at his temple and going dormant in the tank.


Notes for the Chapter:Oopsie I posted early on accident. Vacation mode strikes again…





Teaching a creature that has no eyes, ears, mouth, or familiar sensory organs how to communicate is something well beyond a challenge, encroaching upon the territory of a trial. Fortunately, Al-Haitham has a god on his side. A god who’s primary domains seems to be that of the mind.

“Do not be daunted by the specifics. Remember, the Akasha’s purpose is to learn and gather,” Lord Kusanali reminds him. “And with the learning and gathering comes communication. The Akasha does not think or reason as we do but it is still capable of those things. Look.”

Lord Kusanali hops down onto the empty space next to the tank and taps the crow’s beak against the glass. The lights flash rapidly, moving quickly away from where Lord Kusanali tapped before slowly returning to their dispersed state. Although slightly dimmer and subdued.

“It recognizes you. And it recognizes me.” Lord Kusanali turns towards him. “We just need to give it a little extra boost. I, myself, am connected to the Akasha. If I search for this specific fragment of its mind I think I might be able to touch upon it.”

“That’s helpful for you, but not very much for me.”

“Ah, but you also have a fragment of the Akasha’s main consciousness. Although it is modified by the Sage’s controls and the cultivation that the Akademiya has put into it, it’s still an Akasha piece. And yours is significantly advanced and evolved, more like an Akasha blank at this point rather than a regular portable terminal. Let us begin with giving this newly formed one a concept of persons. Follow my lead, and trust in me. You did the work of getting this Akasha to us, let me handle getting us to the Akasha.”

And what choice does Al-Haitham have but to put himself into Lord Kusanali’s much more experienced, or at least confident, hands?

He relaxes into his seat, eyes closing as he allows his Akasha to activate fully, bracing himself for the inevitable onslaught of dizziness, pain, and confusion. All of that hits nearly immediately and then, abruptly, seems to stall. Al-Haitham feels all of that receding, present but temporarily alleviated. Lord Kusanali’s own presence slides through his mind as something simultaneously gentle like morning mist and unbearably distracting like a sinus headache. Expansive is perhaps the best word for it. The two push against each other, the Akasha chaotic and Lord Kusanali steadfast. Then, from the side, Lord Kusanali coaxes in another presence. The new Akasha fragment.

Al-Haitham’s Akasha, here, goes quiet as both pieces try to reach through him and Lord Kusanali for each other but are held back.

“Akasha,” Lord Kusanali says through his mind. Or rather, thinks. It is not exactly a word, but the concept of the Akasha sits in Al-Haitham’s mind in the forefront as a tangle of images, touches, lights, and memories that are and are not his own. Lord Kusanali holds that reference up as a giant tangle and then places it in the center of their four minds. The Akasha on either side stretches out towards the thought, tentatively poking at it and then much more eagerly connecting to it once it seems to understand that this is its own reference, itself through others.

“Nahida,” Lord Kusanali says next. Al-Haitham is given a vision of complete darkness. And within the darkness small glimpses of what are and are not light. Al-Haitham lacks the proper vocabulary to describe the little pinpricks of not-darkness that flicker and blink in and out of existence. But this darkness, this light, is all encapsulated in a single hand. Within the thought of the word, or rather, name, Nahida, Al-Haitham sees the world through a thousand different vantage points. And currently, a crow. 

The two Akasha fragments stretch out towards the concept of Nahida next, touching it with much more reluctance and hesitance, carefully skimming along the outer shallow edges before making a determined drive straight to the center and the retreating again to hold the concept loosely.

“Al-Haitham,” Nahida concludes, placing down the perceived concept of Al-Haitham between them. Al-Haitham catches glimpses of a man; several titles and files of various books, papers, journals, articles, and reports; a sword; a pen; the seal of the office of Grand Scribe; fragments of this house; and a strange feeling that is at once heavy but also brilliant.

The Akashas turn onto the concept of Al-Haitham with more eagerness than they did with Nahida’s, quickly growing into and through it, then holding it close.

“And that’s introductions,” Nahida says. “Of a sort. So that’s one thing down.”

“We cannot do this for the concept of every single word,” Al-Haitham points out, feeling the way that the Akasha is thoroughly going through the three concepts of people Nahida has offered it.

“I know. But first we must establish who we are and what it is, so that it is aware of itself as how it is seen and experienced by others. Then we must establish that the both of us mean it no harm and wish to communicate further. Then, once these things are mutually understood, we can start to take some shortcuts. We can feed it with the data files it already has in it superficial layer little by little. Remember, the Akasha’s true mind is capable of thought on its own. We don’t need to give it everything. Just enough that it can start to recognize patterns and start to put together how to communicate in a way that we understand so that we can ask questions. We’re giving it a guidebook for where and how our worlds intersect and by which language we can communicate those intersections with.”

Nahida gives the Akasha the concept of communication and questions next. The Akasha seems confused by both, taking longer to connect to either of them and doing so in a more exploratory manner. Al-Haitham feels his own Akasha reaching for him, searching out its own answers in his own mind. Al-Haitham thinks of writing, of speaking. Nahida moves aside enough for the Akasha to reach into him and touch against those shallow thoughts as Al-Haitham pulls up the message log and highlights questions he’d received from his scribes and his assistants. He pulls up a few from his personal messages, highlighting and drawing attention to the ones where someone asks a question.

In immediate proof of Nahida’s confidence in the Akasha’s sentience, it immediately attempts to put its new information into practice. The Akasha attempts to put together what they’ve given it on its own. The Akasha pulls pushes at the concept of Al-Haitham forward, and then it touches upon the concept of communication, and then the concept of itself which it still seems fascinated by. And then, holding all three of these together, it seems to tilt in the pattern of an impression of an interrogative.

Al-Haitham and Nahida both send back affirmatives. Nahida then, carefully, begins to introduce the concept of illness and pain. 

“Give your memory of the seizure,” Nahida says and Al-Haitham does, along with his recent memories of his symptoms and records he’s heard of others. He includes the memory of Tighnari likening it to a parasitic infection. The Akasha pauses over the words parasitic and infection, sending another impression of a query, and then supplying its own thought of emptiness. But once Al-Haitham and Nahida supply it with a rough definition of parasitic, it rapidly begins to connect all of the concepts itself before both ends of the Akasha seem to erupt with alarm, retreating away from Nahida and Al-Haitham.

“I take that to mean it was unintentional,” Nahida says, coaxing the Akasha back. “But now we have proof, at least. The Sages did not cause this. At least, not on purpose. Nor are they directing it.”

Al-Haitham focuses on his own Akasha, bringing up all of the files it had sent him and then the Akasha’s own understanding of not-understanding. The Akasha hesitates before slowly reviewing the files and pulling up the ones on capsules and missing persons cases.

Nahida and Al-Haitham quickly look through the files but the Akasha offers no explanation. It then brings forward the gibberish ones and then connects the those stranger messages to the concept of communication.

“Language barrier,” Nahida sighs. “It really was trying to talk to you. I think this is a question that we’re going to wait to have to get answered once we figure out a common lexicon.”

“One more,” Al-Haitham replies, bringing forward his memory and the logs of the glitched capsules that he’d been studying. He holds those observations forward and connects them to the concept of the Akasha and waits.

The Akasha places the concept of communication, and pulls forward again the same short messages with their strings of letters, characters, symbols, and numbers. And then its concept of non-understanding once more. With the concepts the Akasha has and is currently trying to assimilate, it can’t quite grasp what’s being asked or how to clarify its own answers.

Before Nahida and Al-Haitham disconnect from it, the Akasha pushes all of the concepts and thoughts to the side to reiterate something. It brings forward the pain and illness, and connects it to Al-Haitham and itself with the same questioning inflection.

“Yes,” Al-Haitham tries to confirm, “it hurt.”

Something must get across because the Akasha is the one who retreats first then, turning itself off at his temple and going dormant in the tank.

-

Over the next few days, Al-Haitham uses old data packets and capsules that he had previously downloaded to his personal files or bought to feed the Akasha little by little. It’s slow going. For all that the Akasha is meant to be a creature that learns, it can accept only so much information at a time in its organic state and have it actually stick in a meaningful way. It is something similar to short term versus long term memory. The longer it focuses and studies a concept on its own, the stronger the impression of the information. Al-Haitham uses his terminal to interface with it, passing the data over a little at a time controlling the flow of information from his personal data bank, to the Akasha fragment in the terminal, and from the terminal to the growing Akasha body in the tank. Most of the data he has are just copies of reports, some recordings of fictional books from outside of Sumeru, and music files. The Akasha investigates them all with unequal amounts of interest, but it does incorporate all of the data eventually.

As it grows, accepting new concepts and information, creating its own connections and reviewing its understanding of the information being given to it the Akasha’s body changes. It starts to condense, changing colors away from the strange and eerie white to a more neutral, almost flesh color, the little flickers of light that signal its thoughts and awareness dimming underneath the denser texture of its body.

Tighnari sends Al-Haitham some basic Amurta capsules, asking Al-Haitham to “review them” and then “submit them for observation and correction” as he’s spotted some data errors in them. Al-Haitham immediately feeds those into the Akasha, who turns towards those new subjects with marked enthusiasm.

Lord Kusanali arrives the same day that package does, letting herself into his house in the body of a small monkey. She clambers up his leg, his back, and hangs off of his neck and shoulder. 

“I’ve been keeping Tighnari informed of the progress of the Akasha’s growth and learning. I’ve been slipping it files of my own, but it still seems reluctant to interact with me. It’s not quite convinced that I mean it no harm. Tighnari and I agreed it should have a more balanced diet though. Not that what you’ve been giving it hasn’t been helpful. All of those recordings and audio files seem to be really helping it start to understand sounds and tones and the like and how they all go together. Isn’t that right?”

To prove Lord Kusanali’s point, the Akasha’s lights flicker and Al-Haitham feels it in his mind replicate a fragment of a rather calm, evenly paced song.

“How much time do you have?” Al-Haitham asks her, “And where are you?”

“I have nothing but time on my hands. Did you think I’d let you spend all of yours alone?”

“Lord Kusanali, I have an entire organization of busybodies breathing down my neck, a group of tenured scholars who think they’re onto something and getting away with it cleanly, and an apparently sentient plant hybrid all vying for my attention at once. Do I seem very alone to you?”

“Nahida.” The monkey climbs up to sit on his shoulder, little hand touching against his cheek. The Akasha makes an unhappy tone that they both ignore. “I gave you the name on purpose, Al-Haitham. I do intend for you to use it. You are a good man, after all. And you very well know the purpose of a chosen name.”

Al-Haitham dips his head in concession. “Nahida, you have too much time on your hands and spend it on unnecessary thoughts.” The monkey pokes his cheek. “But they are not unappreciated ones. What other sort of information would benefit the Akasha at this stage?”

Al-Haitham pulls favors within the network to start gathering Canned Knowledge. Nothing that the matra or the Akademiya would be looking for. Nahida and Tighnari both agreed that the Akasha needs more basic knowledge and common understanding of Sumeru and people in general than formal academic research and studies. While the Akasha technically has access to all of this data, all of that rests in the shallow surface layer of the Akasha’s consciousness. The part the Sages have strict controls on. The actual sentient mind of the Akasha can’t readily access that part without exposing itself and the rest of them to the Sage’s notice.

In the evenings as Al-Haitham feeds the Akasha pieces of data little by little he starts working on building a proper interface for it, mostly using scrap parts from Kaveh’s room and parts from his own projects. (If Kaveh would protest and complain about Al-Haitham ransacking his room for spare parts then Al-Haitham will point out that it was a somewhat urgent need and that he’d pay for replacements. The salary he’s getting for this otherwise lackluster job has to be good for something.)

It’s not going to be as clean or as efficient as one he could make with access to the Akademiya’s Akasha parts, but he has no way of sneaking those out and it’s too soon after stealing the blank to be stealing parts.

Here is where Al-Haitham wishes Kaveh did stay behind. After all of his experience building and teaching Mehrak, Kaveh certainly would have had a better hand at this than Al-Haitham, even if Kaveh’s work experience doesn’t involve the Akasha itself. 

If it were Kaveh working on this, Al-Haitham is sure that Kaveh would have come up with a very efficient interface mechanism that would also be quite convenient to move around and arrange. As it is, Al-Haitham can only come up with an extremely basic input screen that’s connected to the Akasha with an odd coil of circuit tape, wire, and metal. The Akasha takes to the interface with extreme reluctance, accepting it coil by coil until the interface screen itself rests on the top of the tank.

This is the part Al-Haitham is more comfortable with. He begins to write codes for the new Akasha to ask questions, and examines the codes the Akasha’s thoughts have taken to forming on their own. The internal strings of data the Akasha is naturally inclined towards are very familiar. With the basic interface Al-Haitham is starting to make connections of his own via observation.

When Al-Haitham mentions this to Nahida she nods, that time in the shape of a red-tailed lizard. She explains that the technology the Akademiya uses on the Akasha to manipulate it and make it more easily accessible and intuitive are like trainers. They shape the Akasha’s mind and body by encouraging it to grow in certain patterns, to follow the designs. But in some parts they’re actively cutting off and trimming the Akasha’s thoughts, restricting it to keep to certain forms and pathways. Several of the Akasha’s basic firewalls and internal codes are for this purpose. Rather than protecting the Akasha from data corruption or malevolent injections of programming and code, they’re there in order to protect their own careful interests from the Akasha’s natural growth and consideration.

“Then as Tighnari said, it would be a Cardinal Sin. From the very beginning,” Al-Haitham said, imagining what it must be like to have his own thoughts run up against a wall that he could never overcome because someone else put it there and didn’t want him to ever go past it. 

“Again, I don’t have the memory. But I would suppose that the Akasha, at first, was not as aware as it is today. The growth and awakening to awareness happened over time. It was a gradual evolution. What started out as basic horticulture became a sin and a crime against a soul over centuries. At the same time, whatever good and well-meaning intent the original Sages of Sumeru had became what they are now.”

“Does the intent matter here when the result is the issue we have before us?” Al-Haitham watches lines of code form and write themselves as the Akasha considers a data file that he’d introduced to it. It’s a simple file that one of Sofia’s people passed him. Children’s stories and rhymes, mainly. The Akasha seems to like these sort of files best. Al-Haitham’s theory is that it likes the language and finds it easier to understand, although the Akasha has yet to attempt communication of its own yet using any of the languages they’re introducing to it.

Since the first interaction with Nahida’s help the Akasha hasn’t attempted to initiate any communication of its own. Even the terminal at Al-Haitham’s temple has been quiet, dormant, only activating when Al-Haitham issues a purposeful command. There are still some lingering symptoms of its presence, but they’re fading by the day. According to Nahida, he looks like he’s on his way to a solid recovery. The Akasha has also stopped sending over strange files, but the ones from before remain. Al-Haitham is not certain why the Akasha has gone so dormant. Perhaps it’s thinking over all of the information it’s gaining for itself.

“Its internal thoughts look like the same anomalies I had seen in the Knowledge Capsules at the Akademiya,” Al-Haitham tells Nahida one evening. “Which means it is not just the Akasha terminals that the Akasha’s sentience is growing and waking in. Somehow it’s spread to the the capsules as well. But why those specific capsules? And how?”

Knowledge Capsules carry small pieces of the Akasha, but aren’t formed from blanks. They’re just pieces of existing main access terminals that are harvested and used for portable data transfer and storage. 

The Akasha’s sentience has only been noted thus far in portable terminals. Although, now that he thinks on it, some of the stationary terminal glitches could also have been the Akasha acting out. But that he knows of none of those were main access terminals. And only the main access terminals have the ability to create capsules.

Unless all of those capsules were accessed by someone with an Akasha of similar levels of awareness as Al-Haitham’s before he got his hands on them, then that would mean that somehow part of the Akasha’s sentient and conscious mind was placed into those capsules from the beginning.

Plus, the same anomalies and signs are now starting to show in Canned Knowledge Capsules. Canned Knowledge Capsules are knock-offs made using alternative technology, they don’t actually have any Akasha fragments in them. But when Al-Haitham had briefly looked through the Canned Knowledge that the network had been passing onto him before giving them to the Akasha. He’d found, in one or two so far, the same signs of anomalies he’d seen in the official Akademiya-made capsules.

“Again, those are questions we’ll have to ask the Akasha once it’s comfortable enough to communicate with us,” Nahida says. “But I’ve come up with a theory as to why the Akasha’s sentient mind has woken and has rapidly begun to spread and take action. It was Tighnari, actually, who gave me the idea. To be honest with you, I’ve been a touch negligent.”

This, Al-Haitham finds hard to believe of a god who can split her attention and conscious mind across various borrowed forms to conduct multiple conversations at once and still somehow keep it all in order. 

“Sumeru and the people of it are mine. My charge, my duty, my responsibility,” Nahida explains. Today she is the shape of a finch. Small and round with a quickly rising and falling chest. “And for the longest time, it has been my understanding that the way for me to fulfill my charge, my duty, my responsibility towards you and the rest, was to stay away. To not look. To not be seen or heard or known. Because I am not the god that I am meant to be, and if this was known then you would all suffer for it. But I am not an entirely selfless creature. No god is. It is part of being god. I hunger. I am a god of dreams and curiosity. I hunger terribly, Al-Haitham. So I would slip the burden of my supposed duty and I would look at you all. And then feel terribly guilty for wanting you. For wanting to abandon my duty and to walk among you and talk to you and be of you. So I turned my gaze elsewhere. Away from you so I wouldn’t be tempted. I would be a bird in Mondstadt. I would be a cat in Inazuma. I would be a lizard in Liyue. A dog in Fontaine. A spider in Natlan. A bear in Snezhnaya. And in this way I both cheated my duty and fed myself in little tiny glimpses. And occasionally, when I could, I would listen to the prayers of those who spoke any of my names and I would give them whatever I could. And I would feel guilty for that, too, because one cannot live on dreams and hope alone. But that is all I could give. It was in this way, I existed everywhere outside of Sumeru and only in the smallest pockets within pockets within it. Through this looking outward and the extremely narrow range of where I looked inward, I have neglected the overall whole. I did not notice that Sumeru was being…besieged.”

“Besieged. Are we at war?”

“Possibly. There has been a noticeable and growing increase in foreigners coming to Sumeru soil. Part of it is due to the rescinding of travel restrictions to and from Inazuma. Some of it is due to the general changing of the world that’s been happening in the past few years. Rex Lapis has fallen. Inazuma’s war has ended. There are dozens of reasons. Some of these travelers pass through. Not all of them. But all of them, whether they pass through are not, are being given an Akasha.”

The Akasha were originally only given to students, employees of the Akademiya (including the Mahamata, Matra, and Corps of Thirty). Over time they were slowly given out to citizens of Sumeru until they were even given out to children as soon as they started primary school. Akasha production had to increase slowly overtime to accommodate for that and it was only just within the past few years that the Akasha had started to be given out to foreigners who weren’t necessarily in Sumeru to stay. 

Al-Haitham raises a hand to his mouth, pressing his knuckle to his lip as he thinks. If he’s remembering correctly, when the handover between Ying and her predecessor was going on this was one of the main issues that prevented her predecessor from retiring right away. He had been in the middle of ensuring the Akasha production facilities would be able to keep up with the Sage’s new mandate on all persons in Sumeru, whether a resident or not, were in possession of a portable terminal and that these were to be worn at all times in public. 

“With the increased production and expansion, it would not be improbable that the Akasha’s sentient mind began to wake at the over-extension and the sudden influx of new data that was not accounted for when the controls subduing it were put into place,” Nahida continues, wings of the finch fluttering as she moves to land on his shoulder. “Plus, with all of the new foreigners who aren’t exactly familiar with the Akasha and how it works, there’s also been an increase in Canned Knowledge circulation. The Akasha has been handling a slow increase in processing of data, requests, and pretty much every function. With the system overburdened and at the same time freshly enriched, it wouldn’t be out of the realm of possibility that the Akasha started to…stretch out and look for new avenues of growth. Could you blame it? The Akasha is a child of Sumeru in the end, and curiosity is an innate and fatal flaw in us all. But as we know, the Akasha didn’t quite understand what it was doing and how it effected others so it resulted in the health crisis we have now.”

“The glitches. The capsule errors. All of the anomalies…” Al-Haitham turns towards the Akasha. “Communication, but also basic attempts at exploration? Or early warning?”

Once the Akasha is stable enough, Al-Haitham hands over his own portable terminal to it to explore freely. Within the day the Akasha’s free sentient mind has fully taken over and overridden the Akademiya controls in the terminal, fusing with the fragment of its consciousness within the terminal and adding more files and memories to the growing library of its internal consciousness. The expansion and overriding seems to have drained the Akasha of whatever energy it’s been managing to generate on its own though. 

The Akasha remains, for the most part, dormant and only responds when given an active query or directive. And thus far only sometimes. Its grasp on communication is still tenuous. Al-Haitham has succeeding in testing its comprehension with simple questions in the form of math and logic puzzles. But there are still large gaps in its understanding that will take more time and data input for it to learn to work with.

In the meantime, however, Al-Haitham appears to have the only Akasha terminal in the entirety of Sumeru that’s relatively free and independent of Sage monitoring. According to Nahida, his terminal is reporting back basics of where he is and his general biorhythms, but is masking his conversations and altering his access logs. This, too, she says, is contributing to the Akasha’s silence. It takes a lot for it to actively go against itself and the Sage’s programming without being caught.

Al-Haitham exploits this gap in security as much as he is able, admittedly taking some risks he shouldn’t. He’s begun to dig deeper at looking at the files on record. Obviously the official record cannot be trusted completely, but no record is perfect. There’s a trail here. Al-Haitham just has to find the right thread to pull to get the entire thing to unravel. Something of the enormity that the Sages are pulling cannot be neatly hidden entirely off the books. Some trace of it will exist in some record. Al-Haitham just has to find it.

And that is where Al-Haitham’s frustration rises to unwise levels.

Because, once he started looking, he did find it.

Logically speaking, Al-Haitham knows that he should not be frustrated with their progress. With his progress. Stepping back from the situation, he can see that there’s clear and distinct advancement being made. In the literal handful of days, barely even weeks—not even a full month—since Al-Haitham and Kaveh were made aware of this and began their separate plans into investigating and unraveling this conspiracy Al-Haitham has: uncovered a confirmed public health crisis cover up; traced its relation to the Akasha; proven the Akasha’s sentience and found the source of the glitches and wider range of Akasha-related health issues; stolen and grown his own private Akasha free of Sage monitoring and controls and is teaching it rudimentary communication skills so he can ask it questions and get clearer answers.

Al-Haitham has, in the process of uncovering all of that, connected to and begun working with the last remaining god of Sumeru, who has apparently been lied to and kept in questionable solitary confinement since her descent to the mortal realm.

And to top it all off, he has found a tenuous thread connecting all of this to the Withering, a thread that the foremost expert is working on pulling right now. An expert who also has insider knowledge on said public health crisis and how it’s being covered up and how this may, in turn, connect out even further to the missing persons cases that Cyno and Kaveh are tracking on the other side of the Wall of Samiel.

Al-Haitham had attempted to question the Akasha again on the topic of the missing persons files it had sent him. The capsule codes Al-Haitham has temporarily deemed related to the Akasha’s sentience and the glitches. If he goes and finds those capsules, wherever they are, he’s certain that he’d find fragments of the Akasha’s true mind within. As for the missing person cases, most of them long gone cold…

The Akasha, with more rudimentary abilities to understand questions and provide detailed answers had again connected the concepts of Al-Haitham, the files, and communication. But this time, the Akasha included the concepts of itself and pain.

Al-Haitham and the files it linked first, insisting on a strong similarity between the two. And then by those two concepts it began to play clips of dialogue, specifically words it had pulled from files indicating speech. SAID. SPOKE. SAYS. TELLS. INFORMS. And then on the other end, itself. Around all of it, the Akasha indicated pain and the memories Al-Haitham gave it of the symptoms it had given him when it attempted to grow through him beyond the terminal boundaries and interface him directly.

After several attempts at rephrasing himself, Al-Haitham eventually concluded that all of those missing persons were also people the Akasha had attempted to communicate with. All of them were also people who had the same symptoms Al-Haitham did, according to the Akasha. Of course, none of them had any Bimarstan records from prior to their disappearance and Al-Haitham isn’t going to waste time tracking down the family and friends of people who’ve been missing and presumed dead for months if not years to ask if they remember the missing person having headaches or vision impairment.

The Akasha then ran through those files and then asked him by sending a single word to the physical display he’d connected to it, LOCATION?

So the Akasha didn’t now where those people went either and wanted to find out. That was another point towards Nahida’s stance that the Akasha, for all the damage it had caused, was not doing so on purpose. And that the Sages were somehow involved in this like they were in everything else.

Then, more worryingly, when Al-Haitham told it that he didn’t now where these people were either, the Akasha pulled up Al-Haitham’s file once more. Or at least the fragment of it that it had managed to slip him before. The one that looked alarmingly like the one that the predictive program for the former General Mahamatra’s.

AL-HAITHAM, the Akasha displayed on the screen. And then, apparently not getting enough emphasis with that, the Akasha pushed its understanding of him forward, and then the missing person files and Al-Haitham’s log file, and then again the question. But this time, when it sent the question across the screen it also paired it with a stronger intent that he could actually feel pressing against his temple before the Akasha retreated into dormancy once more, LOCATION? 

“The Sages are aware of the Akasha’s sentience. They must be because you can’t be ignorant of something and then take active measures to suppress it at the same time,” Tighnari had said the last time they had physically met and he told Tighnari of the Akasha’s response and question. “But they aren’t taking measures to stop it, either, from what I can tell. Something about this is favorable to them. Plus the disappearances. There’s an alarming amount of people missing from the Amurta’s research departments and courses. Medical research.”

“Not everyone who’s disappeared is related to the issue of Akasha symptoms or awareness,” Al-Haitham pointed out. That simply wouldn’t be possible. Plus, Al-Haitham had some of the people they’d heard mentioning the symptoms they’d found monitored. Nahida had also taken to splitting off a part of her own consciousness to follow up on complaints and keep her own watch. The eyes of god are, in theory, much sharper than the ones of mortals after all. “I would wager some were simply aware of potential wrongdoing. But that is neither here nor there, but rather beyond the Wall of Samiel and beyond either of us at this point. Because if any of those people were disappearing here, the Akasha would know and that is what it would have been sending me instead of missing persons files.”

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham in his own daily investigations has turned up more and more information that’s slowly made Al-Haitham all the more surprised and almost awed in the sheer scope of the issue at hand. If this were a work of fiction, Al-Haitham would have serious praise for the author behind it. But as it’s currently reality and happening to him, he can only find within himself growing resentment with nowhere and nothing to vent it on.

With Nahida and Tighnari’s observation that there’s been an influx of travelers into Sumeru who cannot be accounted for as either passing through or staying, Al-Haitham has turned towards looking into those numbers. After all, all of the projects and budgets are going somewhere that no one established in Sumeru knows. In his use of the Akasha to lightly skim through personnel logs, work logs, various official communications and contracts, Al-Haitham can find no record within the Akademiya for several of the people who’ve been put in charge of several of the main projects that have been approved.

Al-Haitham has carefully gone through all the official records in his spare time under the disguise of a “review” for formal logging on Jnagarbha Day, an excuse that the Sages seem satisfied to let slide. This, too, is another thing to look into. This unusual preoccupation with Jnagarbha Day. It’s an important day for the entirety of Sumeru for certain, but it normally doesn’t have this much emphasis and care put into it. They’re still almost two months off from it after all.

In his review of these files, Al-Haitham has confirmed what he, Kaveh, and the Grand Administrator suspected. Most of the people in charge of these projects or in leading roles are not “real” people. They have no records of previous works, of any work experience at all, and no contracts within the Akademiya. 

There are real people with traceable records working on these projects. But from what Al-Haitham can tell these real people are either people firmly on the Sage’s side, as they actually return from these projects and get assigned to other ones just as quickly, or they appear to be random people from within the Akademiya picked out to pad out numbers and lessen suspicion. People from that latter group do not return. Either they’re put on long-term assignments beyond the Wall, at which point Al-Haitham would wager that they’re dead and therefore actually missing persons who just haven’t been reported and may never be, or they’re being used for something they aren’t aware of and are rolling the dice on their supposed usefulness every time they accept assignment.

There are just enough legitimate, as far as he can tell, projects being approved to make things slightly harder for him and those he has in the field investigating to parse out from the false projects. These legitimate projects are ones so wildly improbable in terms of why they would be approved that they draw almost as much attention as the sheer volume of projects that no one knows the staff for. 

Kaveh was right, every single Darshan has nothing else to talk about except their complaints about how no one has any true assignments.

During the work day Al-Haitham has taken to spending his breaks and lunch hour close to the various popular haunts for the more notable members of each Darshan, as well as the common gathering places for mid-level students to listen in and gather as much information as possible. The only information to be had, apparently, is that no one is happy.

He had even walked by the parts of the House of Daena that hold the common books for introductory level courses where the freshmen and newly transferred students tend to gather. They all complained of their seniors and professors being irritable because none of them could get their projects off the ground.

And with every single professor and senior student locked up and unable to make progress on their own advancements, it’s left little to no room for the students in the lower levels to gain proper credits to advance beyond their current courses.

When Al-Haitham checked in with the registrar he’d seen this reflected in course requirements across every Darshan being unmet. Not enough field experience, no practicals completed, and not enough hours in the labs or in training courses for any student. Not even those on the brink of graduation. Looking at that, he would be truly surprised if anyone’s classes for the current year would even count on their transcripts. Everyone would fail and need to repeat by default.

And if the students are unhappy, then he doesn’t know what word to use for the professors and guidance counselors who seem to be working up to a riot.

Yet, somehow, both Al-Haitham and Ying’s offices receive multiple reports daily of projects passed through their reviews and preliminary trials. Sofia’s proctors have done absolutely no testing and reviews, Zara’s investigators have done no independent research and verifications, and still, day by day Al-Haitham’s scribes are logging the results of trials of projects that are passing on from alpha into beta stages. Ying’s managers are reviewing numbers for grants and subsidies for projects no one can verify even exists aside from on paper.

Where does the money go? If it was only one or two projects it would be easy to say it was being pocketed. But the scale of mora and resources here is on a national level budget. It’s not just fractions of the Darshan’s budgets. It’s almost the entirety of it. Aside from the day-to-day running of the Darshans and their administrative departments, the rest of the money is being poured into these projects that certainly don’t exist.

The money is being spent. It’s not being hoarded away somewhere. It’s being used. These projects are proof for money going out. They have somewhat valid expenditure logs. Receipts, even. So what is this money buying and where is it being stored?

It certainly isn’t the desert, Al-Haitham can say that with confidence. Perhaps some of it is going out beyond the Wall of Samiel along with the missing persons who’ve yet to be reported as such, but not all of it. There is no way that this much mora in supplies, people, and miscellaneous transactions can somehow be hidden in the desert without someone noticing it. Even if a wagon train were to depart every day it wouldn’t be enough to explain the expenditure. Nothing this big could be hidden in the sands. Even with how thin the Mahamata’s informal network is over there and with how they’ve practically sent everyone away, something this big would have been noticed.

No. Whatever the Sages has planned is somewhere on this side of the Wall. Al-Haitham would wager it’s either in Port Ormos or Sumeru City. Port Ormos because it would be easy to disguise transactions with the constant flow of goods going in and out. Sumeru City because if this ties to Jnagarbha Day then it would have to be here with the Akasha’s main body.

And to revisit trade transactions and the point Nahida has made of the influx of foreigners with Akasha terminals, here is an interesting thing that has been brought to Al-Haitham’s attention: most of the foreigners are Snezhnayan. 

The former Grand Inquisitor has turned their spite at being ousted and being put to work under the Grand Proctor with the expected amount of grace by gleefully turning what remains of their network fully into investigating anything and everything and turning over every single bit of information they can get their hands on. As such Al-Haitham has an impeccable record of all things moving in and out of Sumeru that he’s begun to match with the information that Ying and Maxwell have presented to him and Nahida and Tighnari’s own observations.

The strange thing about a sudden influx of people coming into Sumeru but not necessarily coming out is, that as Nahida pointed out, there would be no reason for it. Sumeru’s had no new events or breakthroughs or changes that would draw new travelers. Their borders have never closed or had any strict restrictions unlike with Liyue and Inazuma. Even with the release of the Akasha towards the greater public, most people outside of Sumeru don’t even know of the Akasha. That wouldn’t draw them here. The Akademiya has had no increase in transfer students or foreign students applying.

But as they know, there’s been an all but officially confirmed change in the Akademiya’s rosters with the introduction of people who don’t have any records. This is true for both the projects that are getting approvals and also Mahamata staff. All of those Mahamata who supposedly were sent to the Matra by the Sages had to come from somewhere. As do all of the Mahamata personnel that the Grand Administrator never hired or trained, even though they have what appears to be legitimate paperwork listing them as gainfully employed by the Akademiya with all of the proper training qualifications and certifications to go with it.

However, as they also know, Official Akademiya documents can be accepted as near useless except as hints and vague confirmation of something being wrong. 

The lack of trust in official records is not the end of the investigation. If official Akademiya records can’t be trusted, then simply turn to unofficial records, of which there are plenty. There are other documents in Sumeru that do get logged in the Akasha at a personal level. And official transactions aren’t the only transactions that Al-Haitham has access to.

Ying looks like she’s about to cry again when he tells her to start pulling transaction information and market trends, specifically from foreign traders in the private sector.

“Do you even know,” she started and then stopped and wisely began to get to work.

Maxwell had also been an incredible help, considering how heavily invested he is in Sumeru’s commercial scene on several levels. He handed over several of his own business documents to Al-Haitham to review, and managed to get some of his fellow businessmen and investors to divulge their own paper copies of their finances. Al-Haitham did not ask how.

Surprisingly enough, it was Sofia who was able to provide the most solid evidence to the fact that all of the money of the Darshans was being funneled out into private expenditures. And she was even able to provide the sources for Ying and Azusa to trace.

The Grand Proctor called him over to the Akademiya’s daycare facility for employees. Al-Haitham sat among the toddlers and infants, absently making sure they don’t try to put parts of his clothes into their mouths as Sofia checked in on her youngest two.

There are no Akasha’s in the daycare centers due to developmental concerns. Al-Haitham even left his modified terminal with the matron at the door.

“The freelance and seasonal laborers have been put to work,” Sofia informed him in a sing-song voice as she tickled her eight month old son underneath the chin, cooing at him as she checked his diaper. Meanwhile Al-Haitham had her two year old climbing over him like he was playground equipment. “Port Ormos’ docks have never been so busy. Shipments are coming in from Inazuma faster than the established hands can unload them for inspection. Meanwhile from the north Snezhnayan goods and merchants are coming in and staying in. It’s all being registered as private exchanges. There’s good money in being a porter right now. I’ve turned the lists over to Azusa to give them something to do that isn’t drive Zara to apoplexy. They’re more familiar with identifying people in these circles anyway.”

Azusa sends Al-Haitham a list, positively linking several of the names and identities of merchants and buyers as connected to the false projects. This is where the money goes. But what are the physical items? And where are they now?

This, no one in the Mahamata’s networks could say with certainty. Whatever was being bought or transferred over was broken down or in raw materials, most likely to be shaped and assembled at a satellite location and then further obscured by more deeds of sales and trade, moving back and forth all around Sumeru through multiple names and hands before ending up in the final destination. Wherever it is.

But here is what they all now know: There is some sort of project involving the construction of something large, something new and unfamiliar somewhere on the green side of Sumeru’s Wall of Samiel. The parts and people involved are foreigners, most likely Snezhnayan, which means Fatui. This is all being done by the order of the Sages who are funding this project with the use of Darshan funds and disguising the transactions and movement of people with Akademiya sponsored and approved projects that only exist as they are on paper.

This is all, in comparison to where he stood a few weeks ago, incredible progress. 

And yet, it feels as though he’s gone nowhere at all; accomplished nothing; learned nothing. The goal, somehow, in the process of Al-Haitham making his first few stumbling steps into the dark, was moved further and further out so that all progress made was erased. With every attempt to course correct towards certainty and statement, a new wave of information has risen to push the ship of pursuit and clarity back into doubt and question.

Objectively speaking, Al-Haitham has uncovered a lot. An alarming amount, really. But what does it amount to in practical terms?

It is as though Al-Haitham, and all of them involved in trying to dig deep to find the foundation and the bedrock of the Sages plans, just continue to dig and dig and dig. They’re finding things in that soil, hints that suggest that they’re close, but it somehow still slips out of reach. With every point at which they think they’ve reached it, the part of the tapestry where all can be unraveled into thread, that supposed endpoint gives way and reveals a greater depth that requires exploration and excavation. Every clue, every piece of evidence, every single part and parcel that they’ve uncovered is just a fraction of something greater.

Al-Haitham wishes Kaveh were here.

If it were Kaveh in Al-Haitham’s position, Al-Haitham is entirely certain that they’d be standing on much more solid ground. They would have hit that true bedrock by now.

Kaveh, for all that he’s often prone to leaps of imagination and flights of fancy, has the skill and experience to back up even his most improbable of feats. And with all of that experience, with that body of strange and daring work behind himself, Al-Haitham knows with absolute certainty that Kaveh could look at the pieces before lay out before them and come up with something. Some solid clue as to what the true shape of what they’re dealing with is. With Kaveh’s experience and his connections and the way his mind just leaps into things, he would look at all of these scattered but connected parts and immediately land upon the proper string to pull to draw it all together.

Even with unfamiliar technology, even with the Akademiya and Sages covering it all up and labeling it as different things, even with all of the falsehoods thrown in to obscure fact from fiction, Kaveh’s intuition honed over years pouring everything he has into his reputation as a Master of the Kshahrewar would find the single snag to pull.

Al-Haitham had mentioned this once to Nahida in a careless slip of his patience wearing thin to loosen the tongue.

“What we need is an engineer who actually knows his business,” Al-Haitham had said, running a frustrated hand through his hair. One of Azusa’s people had managed to steal a copy of a shipping manifest. A true one. It was nothing but machine parts of unfamiliar make and material. Inazuman materials and Shneznayan technology, refined and combined in processes that the Akademiya and public records from across Teyvat had nothing on. Even if Al-Haitham had been following the latest news in machine innovations and metallurgic experiments, he had a feeling that what they were looking at was something completely new. Secret. Unknown. And it was right at their doorstep, waiting to be used. For what? For what?

Nahida, in the shape of a mouse again, lay a small paw on the back of his hand. There was nothing to say in terms of comfort or reassurance. Nahida had looked for Kaveh beyond the Wall, hoping to reach him through his Akasha. But he had wisely thrown his Akasha away and its last complete records ping him somewhere close to the Wall and headed north which would have matched the rumors from that time. There were other ways to reach him, she’d said, but he’d told her not to. She was split in enough directions as it was. And they would already be pushing her further.

After watching the Akasha’s growth and development and with the amount of information being uncovered and needing to be relayed across multiple people, Tighnari had suggested they attempt to propagate the Akasha that they had and see if it would take towards overriding the existing terminals to alleviate some of the stress that Nahida was being pulled apart by. 

As much as Al-Haitham saw the need for it, Al-Haitham had been skeptical of it. It seemed to be taking all of the Akasha’s energy just to learn and grow without any active requests. But Nahida pointed out that it would also help the Akasha in the long run in order to gather new sources of information that weren’t just him and whatever data capsules that were lying around. In the short term the Akasha would most likely go quiet and dormant as it adapted to the new input sources and started reviewing new data while focusing itself on understanding the new points of entry. But in the long run they would essentially be creating a parallel ghost network that they could use freely.

The benefit outweighed the concern, and the reward was high enough to warrant the risk. Besides, they were already doing most of their research and investigations without the Akasha anyway. It was only Al-Haitham who had that specific benefit. And he’d done more without it than with it. So they agreed to try it using the Grand Administrator’s terminal. After that, Nahida took a fragment in the beak of a crow and flew it to Tighnari in record speed.

Nahida and Tighnari’s theory proved to be correct. So far the gamble appears to have paid off in multiple ways. The body of the Akasha in Al-Haitham’s house had shown increased activity as it began to absorb new information from two new inputs, seemingly advancing rapidly when he checked its code logs to see what it had been doing that day. Al-Haitham ran some more condition and logic tests and the Akasha moved through those much smoother than it had before.

The Akasha has begun to now query things on its own, requesting clarification on data they’ve given it and making its own conjectures that it wants confirmation on.

Meanwhile, Nahida has also observed through Katheryne and her quiet flickering through the country in the form of small animals a decrease in talks of Akasha symptoms as well as a slight decrease in requests going into the Adventurer’s Guild to make up for the Bimarstan’s official lack of actions. It would seem that the Akasha has somewhat learned to gather the fragments of its sentient mind and reign them in, sending all of them mostly back to dormancy and focusing itself instead on Al-Haitham and the select few others who are actively encouraging it. After all, why bother straining itself on others when they were giving it the perfect opportunity to get what it needed without the struggle?

According to the official Akasha logs there’s been no noticeable changes in activities. All of the Akashas are maintaining the current functions and reporting normal values. If anyone is on to them, it is not through the Akasha that they are growing.

Thus Al-Haitham has decided to take the initiative to try something new. Which leads him to where he is now, because there’s nothing else he can think of to do and the frustration of having so much information at his disposal and yet nothing to act on is going to make him do something ill advised if he isn’t careful.

In the back of Al-Haitham’s mind Kaveh’s voice, echoed a hundred times across a hundred different memories scoffs and sighs, “You and your damn temper. You’re such a brat.”

As though Kaveh would be any more patient than Al-Haitham is in this situation.

Perhaps it would have been simpler for Al-Haitham to choose a different avenue to pour in his frustrations and energies. But he’s been considering options for expanding data input options for the Akasha. They cannot rely on feeding the Akasha data files alone. Data files, by the simple facts of their existence, are usually past tense and not entirely accurate. The Akasha has already begun to question the veracity of several of the things they’ve given it, proving its deeper sentient mind has truly started to strengthen and wake. And the best way to continue this growth is to allow the Akasha the ability to have its own perception of a situation and make its own judgement calls without relying on the filter of someone else’s data.

Basic audio would have been simple enough, and perhaps sound replay. This could even lead to speech, which is something that they want from the Akasha the most. But Al-Haitham was there when Kaveh struggled with giving Mehrak a speech function and ultimately decided that it simply wasn’t worth the effort. The same problems exist with the Akasha. Speech function requires heavy resources that the Akasha, as is, does not have the energy to keep up with. The Akasha, as an organism, has near infinite amount of storage for information. Especially when taking into account its natural proclivity to spread and grow in order to adapt and make more room for that which it’s given. But the energy cost is simply too high.

So Al-Haitham has turned towards something else. Visuals.

Sight may behoove them more than hearing and speech. The Akasha can communicate without a voice. The Akasha doesn’t seem very interested in auditory stimuli as sounds are generally slower than thoughts, requiring more inference of tone and volume and general proximity. It also seems fond of the conciseness of code and written word. Besides that, the Akasha does have an interest in appearances, in understanding perception and observation. It often asks where certain files come from and why they’re displayed the way they are. And then it gets frustrated when it can’t access any other angles.

Thus, Al-Haitham has once again raided Kaveh’s boxes of spare parts and previous experiments and found enough parts to assemble a lens. He’s also gotten parts to begin a rudimentary casing for it and improved data input terminals. If Kaveh is upset with the theft, Al-Haitham will tell Kaveh to take it up with the sentient creature that lives in the study. Surely Kaveh wouldn’t begrudge a fellow thinker like himself the ability to see to verify the truth for itself.

Al-Haitham has all of these parts spread out before him on his desk now as he tries to arrange them in a way that makes sense and would require the least amount of restructuring of the attachments he’d already put on the Akasha while working with the space the Akasha is currently in. It’s proving to be much more of a challenge than he anticipated.

Al-Haitham has some experience with building electronics. He did build his own earphones after all, and he maintains and upgrades them regularly. (Which is why audio might have been easier. But sight is truly what the Akasha needs and wants more.) But it’s one thing to build earphones, it’s another to build an entire optic nerve for an organism that has no experience with vision.

He’s currently eating his dinner. Or at least, he was. But he’d gotten distracted by the parts and trying to figure out how to best adapt them for the Akasha. It would be the first introduction to senses beyond touch for it. And even its sense of touch is limited. It can, of course, sense energy types. It has sensitivity to light and darkness, and heat and cold to a certain degree. It can even sense humidity and feel out water.

But to introduce a whole new sense… the Akasha will be poring over new input and aligning it with it already has taught itself for a while. He has to make sure he gets this right the first time. He doesn’t want to risk the Akasha adapting to the parts and having something go wrong later requiring him to redo it all, potentially damaging the Akasha’s nerves or any thought and information-recall patterns it establishes.

The Akasha is already curious, spending precious energy to rouse itself from dormancy to ask him questions about sight. It, of course, has an understanding of appearances. Of what things look like. Of looking. But all of its understanding of visual perception is secondhand, images placed directly into its mind for it to pour over.

COLOR SPECTRUM, the Akasha writes out across the small interface screen. And then, through the terminal at his ear it sends him a message that simply says, VARIOUS. VARIED. VARIANT.

“Yes,” Al-Haitham replies to it in the same chat log. “There are many colors.”

IMPORTANT? 

“Situational.” The Akasha does not like that and presents him a binary search tree and demands PARAMETERS. “Situational,” he repeats a little firmer. The Akasha retreats and quiets with the manner of a sulking child. For something several centuries old, it does a remarkable impression of a toddler. The Akasha must have caught that thought by accident because it sends him a data file of a recording of someone, somewhere at some point in history, kicking a rock.

It almost reminds Al-Haitham of when Kaveh first made Mehrak, although he’s fairly sure that whenever Kaveh denied her something she reacted with a touch more grace. Mehrak is a wonderfully well behaved machine who has a better sense of reason than her creator. Al-Haitham remembers teaching Mehrak how to annoy Kaveh out of bad habits, like ignoring his preset alarms for breaks to stretch and eat and sleep. In a way, teaching the Akasha like this is almost nostalgic. He wonders how the Akasha and Mehrak would get along. After all, he’s assisting the Akasha with some of Mehrak’s own parts.

Al-Haitham turns over Kaveh’s key in his hand. A new habit of his that he didn’t realize he had formed and can’t seem to find the will to put down. His own key is somewhere in his bedroom, tossed in a drawer somewhere. He runs his nail over the grooves of the teeth, the embellishments on the bow and throating. He turns the gear of the lion with the pad of his thumb, pressing into the grooves and feeling the indentations left on his skin.

He can’t believe that he convinced himself that Kaveh wouldn’t be of use here. Al-Haitham leans his head on the palm of his other hand as he looks between all of the parts on his desk, ignoring his half eaten dinner. If Kaveh were here they’d have the Akasha working on identifying colors and shapes by now. Al-Haitham could be working on programming the Akasha while Kaveh does the manual work of building it up. Kaveh would also be much more efficient about checking Sumeru’s overall pulse via census of word of mouth. Even with an entire network of informants at his fingertips, Kaveh can’t be beat when it comes to people essentially throwing their entire life stories at Kaveh’s feet. It doesn’t exactly help that most of the network has had to flee Sumeru or go quiet. The few that are left are keeping their heads down and are focusing on trying to trace all of the transactions. A feat all the more difficult when they can’t tell which are legitimate and which are not.

The Grand Quartermaster has informed him that the supply drops beyond the Wall are still ongoing as the last remnants of their networks who’ve chosen to leave flee. She’s not sure how long they can keep it up though. After all, no one’s coming back. Not until Sumeru tears itself free from the riptide it’s been caught, or pushed, into. But logic states that if the supply drops are continuing to happen that must mean that someone is using whatever was already there. And hopefully that someone is Kaveh.

Al-Haitham closes his eyes, turning the warm metal of the key over in his hand, feeling across the small face of the lion. At the rate he’s going he might wear the paint off of the face before Kaveh returns.

And what would Kaveh return with, he wonders. What have Kaveh and Cyno found, if anything? He wonders if they’ve made any progress. Perhaps they’ve found the missing pieces Al-Haitham needs in order to make everything here make some sort of sense. 

Or perhaps they’re both stuck like Al-Haitham and the rest of them are, missing their own pieces.

Thus far, they’ve all learned quite a lot. Done a lot. And yet, no progress has been made. They’re all collecting information after it happens, downstream—playing catch up. None oof the information they have is anything they can take action on and time to act runs short. Very short. Ignoring the tentative countdown to something unfolding on Jnagarbha Day, the Mahamata’s own existence and what remaining powers and authorities they had left are rapidly fading as the Sages move to consolidate all of the functions of the Akademiya under one single fist.

The essential problem that Al-Haitham and everyone he has working on this is running into is that while they have all this evidence of clear wrongdoing, of plotting and conspiracy, of siphoning of resources and manipulation of numbers, files, and both public and private affairs, they have no idea what all of it is for aside from the vague and incredibly helpful understanding that it isn’t good and definitely isn’t aimed at the greater good of Sumeru’s people.

All of this evidence pointing at something going wrong but what is that something?

And if they don’t know what that something is, how can they possibly move to stop it?

Meanwhile, while all of this evidence accumulates, the Sage’s plans—whatever they are—are continuing to advance. Steady and unhindered, utterly oblivious to the scrambling of those around them who are trying to stop it without any idea as to what it actually is.

The office of the Grand Inquisitor and all those that fell under Azusa’s purview were abolished and scattered to the other Mahamata. Next it appears that the Sages are turning towards ousting Grand Investigator, as Zara’s work was closely tied to Azusa’s. Maxwell anticipates that Zara’s office and her investigators will be scattered within the next week or two. 

The next of the investigative arms would be the Grand Proctor Sofia, who’s absorbed most of Azusa’s staff and will most likely get most of Zara’s. But her office has been long gutted and left to wither.

Once the investigative arms of the Mahamata are abolished it will be the three main back-end administrative departments left. It would be anyone’s guess who the Sages would go after next. Maxwell who’s in charge of all personnel and communications between departments among the entire Akademiya, or Ying who holds control over Akademiya finances and inventory.

They do know that Al-Haitham’s office will be last. But that means nothing because it’s just one long slow, prolonged death. His own department is already half-dead. It’s full of Sage plants and useless deadweight. Al-Haitham recognizes very few of the people in his offices and archives these days. Although they certainly know him.

So the Mahamata and whatever is left of their official authority is on a time limit for them to be of any use towards investigating the Sage’s and the rest of it. Spite and the threat of dissolution have, he would admit, gotten them very far in very little time. The evidence they’ve amassed to review and puzzle over, and amount of resources he’s been able to give the Akasha speak for themselves.

But most of these investigations were done the old fashioned way, the manual way as it were. Meaning that most of their conjectures and theories (despite how strong they are and how clearly they seem to fall into place) have no real proof that any of them could bring up in a court of law. Although that would require them to have a court of law that wasn’t entirely corrupt. But the point remains that all of their evidence is through word of mouth and observation. They have yet to find anything that they can keep and positively trace back to a Sage or any members of the Sage’s offices.

The Akasha can only allow Al-Haitiham small glimpses into deeper files with its current energy output, and can’t save any copies. Not even onto his personal terminal. According to Nahida, there’s a way to strengthen the Akasha further. But she’d rather save that for the last resort as it’s incredibly costly and dangerous. The Akasha, in a rare moment of conscious and voluntary response, seemed to enthusiastically agree with her. 

The Akasha (through rigorous examinations of the Amurta files Tighnari gave it, as well as repeated questioning of Al-Haitham and Nahida) has come to fully understand that its independent actions were causing more harm than good and is now focusing entirely on learning how to safely and clearly communicate and grow without harming those it comes into contact with. (Al-Haitham aside. Apparently the Akasha is comfortable enough in how it treats him to give him attitude.)

And so, despite everything that they’ve all learned and surmised, there are more questions here than answers. For every thread unraveled, there is another knot at the end leading to even more threads holding the mystery firmly in place.

For example, the technology and schematics that they’ve managed to find are entirely unfamiliar, unrelated to any technology Sumeru has ever worked on. Quite frankly, it’s not like any technology anyone has ever seen. And yet, the development of such advanced parts and items suggests that they have a known and specific purpose. Which means that whoever made them had records, trials, prior understanding of what they were doing and the greater goal beyond it. And this comes from the Fatui side. This project of the Sages is using unknown Fatui technology that already was designed with purpose. But what? Why would the Fatui have technology suitable to what the Sages need? How long has this been in development for?

And what are the Fatui getting out of this collaboration? The Sages get power, presumably, but what about the Fatui? Is there a reason why they chose Sumeru’s Sages to work with? If so what is it? What did the Sages offer them? What was so special in Sumeru that the Fatui couldn’t get anywhere else?

Al-Haitham sighs, rubbing his temples. It’s no use. They’re missing too much. There’s still further to go on this investigation before anything conclusive can be drawn. It’s too soon to be making guesses. Too soon, and yet they don’t have enough time.

As if the very universe was mocking them and their struggles against untangling the web of knots and loose threads, the next day Al-Haitham receives a message through the Akasha from Tighnari.

The famous Traveler and their fairy companion Paimon have arrived in Sumeru via the Chasm. And already they’re causing something of a stir in the Avidya Forest. If this isn’t a sign of something about to kick off in an exhausting way, Al-Haitham doesn’t know what is.

“Look,” Tighnari says through the Akasha. The Akasha sends Al-Haitham the impression of someone jabbing a finger into his face. And then asks APPROPRIATE PARAMETERS FOR USE? Al-Haitham ignores that question as Tighnari continues to think at him from across the country. “If Kaveh were here he’d say mind your temper. Because after the past few weeks of working with you I’m starting to get what he means. You’ve been frustrated. We all are. But don’t do anything rash. I’ll keep a watch on this Traveler. You just focus on getting the Akasha fully up to speed and tracing the transactions. Alright? Say yes if you’re listening to me.”

Here the Akasha, presumably on both ends, provides a helpful question for clarification HEARING LISTENING PARAMETER DISTINCTION. CLARIFY.

“I knew I should’ve sent more data packets sooner,” Tighnari groans across the Akasha connection. “It’s going to turn out just like you.”

“No one is just like me. I hear you. Do what you must, Tighnari. Look after the Traveler carefully. I trust your judgement. I’ll have the former Grand Inquisitor try and gather as much information as they can for you. And between the two of us, isn’t it you who should be watching his temper? At least take the Traveler’s measure before you turn towards lecturing them on possible infractions against forest guidelines, General Watch Leader. I heard that this one survived a duel with the Raiden Shogun. ”





14. Growing and Unraveling the Sea: Part IV

Summary for the Chapter:
The porter looks exhausted, head in his hands. Al-Haitham slides into the seat in front of him and waits. Al-Haitham pulls out a thin volume of poetry, skimming through it before the porter looks over, giving him a second and third glance before hesitantly opening, “Bhaisaheb, reading at the table isn’t very polite.”

“And am I a brother to you?”

“Are we not all brothers and sisters under the banner of leaves that make up Sumeru?”

Al-Haitham dips his head in concession, “If our banner is the leaves of Sumeru, then should we not all share the same curiosity that drives us to study the word in all of the forms it takes? Love of god and love of word walk together along with the love of a brother or sister. But this is something of a discussion too in depth to be held at a bar, we should get a table, bhai. I’ll pay.” Al-Haitham flashes Sofia’s token of the opened mouth, and Neriman’s shoulder’s ease. 





For the most part, all is quiet. All is not well, but it is quiet. 

The Akasha continues to develop, strengthening slowly over time as it learns to talk although it continues to prefer code and pictorial communications, defaulting to words only when someone isn’t able to accurately guess what it’s attempting to say. Al-Haitham has had some success with developing optics for it and the Akasha reacts with, at first, a lot of confusion and then a lot of experimentation as it begins to review the files it’s already incorporated as its own personal memory and understanding alongside its new understanding of visual stimuli. A good portion of Al-Haitham’s evenings are assisting the Akasha in pairing words and concepts with movements and visual references. 

The few others with fragments of the free Akasha have been likewise (more politely but just as firmly) interrogated by the Akasha to help build its library of visual references and clarifications. According to Nahida, Al-Haitham gets the dubious honor of being the Akasha’s go-to for questions answering because it lives in his house and also because he “thinks like it” and finds him agreeable. Al-Haitham did not have the energy to ask for a greater explanation than that.

The Akasha’s earnest exploration of its new visual sense has, unexpectedly, actually helped its relationship with Nahida because the both of them commiserate heavily over the fact that most human beings (who are also the main source of their interactions) have a very limited color spectrum available to them and, apparently, have incredibly poor eyesight.

“You don’t have eyes and you didn’t actually have perception of your own until a few days ago,” Al-Haitham reminds it once, while the Akasha and Nahida are good naturally discussing a color just past the spectrum the human eye can perceive. Al-Haitham doesn’t now how the Akasha is perceiving it when all it has is one admittedly average lens that he’d ended up scavenging from one of his own old kameras and modified with some of Mehrak’s spare projection lenses and controls.

Evidence continues to accumulate and mount, but with no framework for Al-Haitham or anyone else to put it to. And with no specific direction to turn there’s no further action that can be taken.

But at least, it can be agreed upon, things are, for now, quiet.

Which means that it is the perfect time for the Grand Sage to try something different. And by different Al-Haitham means familiar enough in other situations, but outright damning in this one.

-

To say that the Sages had stopped calling Al-Haitham to their offices to distract him, or at least pretend to distract him, from how they were sending their own personnel down to his departments offices and vaults and archives to raid the place, would be incorrect. 

Rather, the frequency of it had lessened. But this is only because his department was truly on the brink of collapse despite his best efforts to keep everything in line. And as much as they may have wanted to take the department over as they were the rest of the Mahamata departments, they needed his department semi-functional during that takeover rather than having to inherit a disaster zone of their own making that they would have to clean up. 

Additionally, whatever their plan is, involves something within his archives and their pivotal role to Jnagarbha Day. Official preparation for that day are set to begin within the next few weeks, although the personnel assigned to that specific duty have already begun their hand-offs to do the pre-preparation preparation. Of all of Al-Haitham’s subordinates, these ones are perhaps the only ones with any real experience, certification, and legitimate careers left in his department. The rest of his staff are a mix of members from the other departments who had been dumped onto him and don’t know what they’re doing, or persons that Maxwell never hired but somehow have all of the correct paperwork and work histories to say that they’ve been working at the Akademiya for months, if not years. The audacity of the Sages and these people astounds him. He’d almost respect the brazenness of them lying directly to his face if it weren’t also causing his previously near perfectly maintained archives to be falling into the worst state they’ve been in in possibly entire generations. Under his name.

But with the Akasha backing down and working on alternative growth options now that it understands that its original attempts at expansion were causing more harm than good, as well as the Akasha’s sentient mind focusing on reigning in its scattered fragments and directing them all towards learning and practicing with the information it now has, processing in his department has gotten much smoother. And despite the lack of training nearly the entire department has, this many hands can accomplish even the simplest of tasks with enough eyes on the same motions to catch some of the errors. If it weren’t for the Sages randomly sending people down to check on things and ask inane questions, as well as this looming deadline that’s hovering over them all invisibly but not entirely imperceptible, Al-Haitham would estimate that at the current progress his archives and backlogs might be cleared within a month or two.

And because Al-Haitham has finally gotten the reigns back on his department, which allows him enough focus to actually start browsing through the files coming in with a critical eye and the time to take notes and actually think about what he’s looking at in real time instead of just reflecting on it in aggregate later with the Akasha’s help, Grand Sage Azar sends a messenger.

This messenger has the decency to wait very quietly as Al-Haitham finishes up reviewing and closing up a Canned Knowledge Capsule that was recently turned in for data analysis and cleaning. It’s a copy of an official Akademiya file that had been illegally extracted and then saved to a Canned Knowledge Capsule. Al-Haitham’s found no traces of the anomalies in this one and it looks like the data inside is the first data set with nothing underlying. But he’d been enjoying the content of the capsule and from the faint disappointment the Akasha sent him through his terminal when he closed the file, so had it.

Once in the Grand Sages office, alone except for Azar’s secretary, the Grand Sage begins to question Al-Haitham in earnest about Jnagarbha Day preparations. This time skipping over questions of staffing and team assignments and going straight towards content. Has Al-Haitham reviewed the first of the files on the queue for upload for any anomalies? Has Al-Haitham noticed anything strange in the Akasha codes for those files? Has anyone in his department acted strange or noticed anything strange? Are certain persons acting out differently? Does he have any concerns regarding the final upload for the year which they anticipate to be much heavier than years prior due to the new influx of information and records out of Inazuma, plus the several studies that have been sent back from abroad in Mond and Liyue?

Al-Haitham has to spare a moment to wonder if these questions are targeted. But the Akasha has given no prior indication that the Sages have noticed its careful and partial escape from their control, nor has it or Nahida noticed any signs of the Sages turning their attention onto anyone within their network of persons in the know specifically. Well. Aside from the obvious ones, but they were all already on the Sage’s list of persons of note anyway.

There is something here Azar is looking for. Al-Haitham can’t help but notice that Setaria is also giving Al-Haitham watchful, purposeful looks. They’re both aware of it, whatever it is. They’re both looking for it.

And because Al-Haitham has never given anything to anyone easily, he resolves not to make whatever they’re looking for something so easily gained. Not until he knows what it is and what for, at least.

The Grand Sage’s hands fold together on top of the desk. If Al-Haitham hadn’t been working under the man for several years and, perhaps if he was also the type of person who was easily accessible through emotional manipulations, he would say that the man looks grandfatherly. But Al-Haitham has had the benefit of experience working under the Sages and being thrown through their various politicking and power plays, and he is also not the type of person so easily swayed by warm and inviting body language. If he was, he thinks his predecessor would never had even considered him for the position.

“Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, present tumult of staff turnover and reassignment aside, you’ve handled all previous Jnagarbha Day preparations well, accounting for and anticipating all unexpected errors and situations that may come up to have contingency plans in place. Your work thus far has been commendable, especially compared to that of your peers.” Al-Haitham wonders if Azar practices these little speeches or if he just has someone write them for him. Al-Haitham, outwardly, nods and keeps his expression neutral. Inwardly he’s rolling his eyes hard enough to sprain.

In less tumultuous times, this is a game that the Sages like to play with their staff. Specifically the Mahamata. They pick out one or two and set them against each other on conflicting or competing tasks, offering regard or off-the-table reward. In Al-Haitham’s years as Grand Scribe, he’s been inadvertently set up against every single other member of the Mahamata over a variety of off-the-record tasks or official tasks that had enough overlap that he and the other department heads had to jockey for who’s taking lead. The things that people do when they’re in power constantly astonish and bore him at the same time.

One would think that if you’re already conspiring to rip the foundations of a country out from underneath it through a thousand shallow cuts you’d have enough on your hands that you wouldn’t return to petty arrangements like these for entertainment. Surely the act of bringing in foreign persons to infiltrate and replace every office of government would be enriching enough on its own.

“Would that all of your cohort were as capable of anticipating unfavorable turns of events as you are,” the Grand Sage continues with a small shake of his head. “I’m sure you heard that an Akasha blank recently went missing.”

The Akasha at Al-Haitham’s temple immediately flags and connects to all of the others like it in the distance. Al-Haitham feels the other Akasha splinters joining his own and through them the attention of all of the people those splinters are connected to.

“I had heard,” Al-Haitham replies, “that it was a Corps of Thirty mishap.”

“Some sort of ghost or devilish trick of spirits and phantoms,” the Grand Sage scoffs. “They might as well have said Jinn or Aranara. This is what happens when you rely on the uneducated. They are so vulnerable to their own uncultured minds.” 

Just at the edge of Al-Haitham’s periphery, he sees Setaria look away, face turning down and aside.

“But the fault cannot entirely rest with them,” the Grand Sage continues. “It would be asking too much of them and it is not fair to ask for more than anyone is equipped to handle. Do you disagree?”

“No, Grand Sage,” Al-Haitham replies. “It’s only logical. Who would take the fault if not the Corps of Thirty?”

“The Mahamata are charged with overseeing the day-to-day of the Akademiya while the leaders of the Darshans and the Sages work on the overarching issues that plague Sumeru, such as the matter of the uneducated. The fault is young Ying’s for not reminding the Corps of Thirty of the importance of the transfer and for not properly securing the route. But she’s still young and the position was handed over to her too fast. She’ll have time to learn from her mistake, although hopefully with something a little less grievous than the loss of an Akasha blank.” The Grand Sage pauses. “This is what I would like to say, however there has been another loss. This one much more severe in nature than a simple Akasha blank.”

Ying’s Akasha splinter, in the back of Al-Haitham’s mind—as well as Sofia’s and Azusa’s—pings back with alarm and protest alike. Maxwell’s with confusion. Zara’s with suspicion. Tighnari and Nahida, who has now joined, presumably pulled in by the Akasha’s sudden burst in connective activity, respond with similar apprehension. 

“Sir?”

“I’m surprised you aren’t already aware of it, Grand Scribe. After all, if this mistake is not rectified it reflects more on your department than hers. A Divine Knowledge Capsule has gone missing from the vaults.”

And now there’s the meat of this conversation. Al-Haitham’s eyes narrow as he mentally directs his Akasha to shoving out all the others and muting them as much as possible. He needs to concentrate.

“The Divine Knowledge Capsules should not have left their secure vaults until the week before Jnagarbha Day,” Al-Haitham says, “What was one doing outside of the vault?”

The Grand Sage folds his fingers together, examining Al-Haitham over the gleam of his round spectacles. Setaria has rallied and is back to watching Al-Haitham for something.

“That’s the question, isn’t it? The Grand Quartermaster’s people cannot confirm the location of a capsule that, by all records, appears to have never even left the vault. And yet one can ascertain with their own eyes the reality of it having left. As this capsule did not suddenly gain ambulation of its own, one must assume that it’s been stolen right out from our very noses. This coupled with the Akasha blank theft from a few weeks ago, as you can surmise, is very concerning. The Matra cannot be trusted to handle this as we still have no lead on where their general has gone, and we both can see the Corps of Thirty are not capable of handling something of this level of complexity. And that is why I have called you. It goes without saying the importance of that capsule to the Akademiya, to Lord Kusanali, and to Sumeru as a whole. That which this capsule contains is not something that can be allowed to be handled by the uneducated or unprepared. For the safety of Sumeru’s citizens — “ Al-Haitham translates that to for the Akademiya’s reputation. “ — the Divine Knowledge Capsule must be recovered quickly. And quietly.”

The Grand Sage pauses. Presumably for dramatic effect to let this sink in. Al-Haitham supposes that he is meant to be, at this juncture, shocked or perhaps alarmed or unsettled. To a degree it is alarming, he supposes. The Divine Knowledge Capsule doesn’t just disappear. And it would take a truly staggering amount of resources and effort to steal it from the Quartermaster. Ying might be one consistently anxious mess of a human being that’s on the verge of a mental breakdown every time she wake up and face the disappointment of still being in the Akademiya’s employ. But credit is due where it is due. Ying has far surpassed her predecessor in terms of ability since coming into this role. The only thing she lacks is experience and a spine.

“While I believe it or be fair to say that the Quartermaster has some gaps in their security that they must address as that level of inventory and vault access is their purview, there is also fault on the side of the archives.”

Al-Haitham feels his interest, very suddenly, and very sharply, twist into near fury with no small amount of disbelief. Is that how this conversation is going to go?

Astounding. It’s clear that the Sages were the ones to have somehow lost the capsule. Who else would have the clearance to manipulate logs on one of the highest security level areas in the entirety of Sumeru? It certainly wasn’t the Akasha doing it for fun. Al-Haitham has the Akasha quizzing him on what colors he can and cannot perceive for fun.

“Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, it would behoove the Akademiya and Sumeru, as well as your own department—if scheduling for Jnagarbha Day is to be preserved—to retrieve the missing Divine Knowledge Capsule as soon as you are able. I have offered the Quartermaster their chance to make this mistake right, but as the handling and loss of the capsule falls between the two of your departments, it is also fair for me to extend this information and this chance to you.”

Al-Haitham isn’t so new at the job and all of the intricate politics it involves as to give himself away by something like clenching his jaw or his fist, but the want is there. As well as the want to tell the Grand Sage what he thinks of this generous opportunity.

Kaveh and Tighnari, through memory, remind him to watch his temper. In real-time, through the Akasha, Nahida says, “Retreat in the face of an unfamiliar opponent. You need a vantage point to cool your head. Razan Garden. Half an hour.”

“And should you find the capsule first,” the Gran Sage continues, eyes sharpening further, tone shifting with purpose, “I am sure you would know best how it is to be handled. It is my opinion, Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, that this capsule is better off in your custody.”

Now that, Al-Haitham thinks, feeling Nahida and the Akasha both pause as the three of them come to a natural stop at the underlying suggestion, is something to work with. That is a directive if he ever heard one.

Until now, the Divine Knowledge Capsules were only ever directly handled by Sages. There have been, of course, incidents where scholars have stumbled upon capsules that have been exposed to Divine Knowledge or perhaps independently stumbled onto latent Divine Knowledge through experiments with Irminsul and Ley Lines. But all of those incidents end up with a scholar being exiled beyond the Wall and another round of gossip and censure moving through the Akademiya about someone reaching too high or being careless.

But of the official Divine Knowledge Capsules (which no one knows the source of except the Sages, the documents concerning their make and contents aren’t even saved on the Akasha) no one has had contact with, except for the Sages. This is one of the last surviving mandates of the former Lord of Sumeru. The paper with her edict is framed and remarkably well preserved in the vaults right alongside the other relics of her time and the Divine Knowledge Capsules themselves.

The office of the Grand Scribe is, in theory, in charge of keeping them in good condition. As they’re only brought out once a year to be passed through the Akasha as part of the Jnagarbha Day routine maintenance and upgrades, there’s not much upkeep that needs to be done on them. And while most vaults, archives, libraries, and document storage rooms on the Akademiya are Al-Haitham’s office’s responsibility to monitor, the Divine Knowledge Capsules are kept in a different sector. 

The monitoring and upkeep of vaults and vault contents is firmly the Grand Quartermaster’s responsibility. That department doesn’t actually have access to all of the contents within those vaults, but it’s their job to make sure what’s in the vault stays there and is only accessed by those who do have the proper clearances.

And now it appears they’re trying to encourage him to challenge the Grand Quartermaster’s remaining authority with the prize of access and unrestricted use of a Divine Knowledge Capsule if he succeeds. That is, he would admit, an incredible thing to offer. He would even admit to being somewhat tempted by it.

But there is a reason why Divine Knowledge is kept under such heavy restrictions, and there must then be a reason why those restrictions would suddenly be waived. What is not being said here? Plenty, certainly. But which of the several forms danger is being quietly neglected in the face of this ludicrous and unimaginable promise?

“There is another issue that may or may not be related to the disappearance of the Divine Knowledge Capsule.” The Grand Sage turns and gestures to Setaria, who sends him a file on his terminal. “I am sure that you have heard of the outlander Traveler and their many feats over the past few years. Honorary Knight of the Ordo, member of the Watatsumi Resistance against the Shogun’s authority, key figure in not just one but two recent upheavals in Liyue, among several other notable events. They have recently crossed from Liyue through the Chasm into Sumeru. Their arrival which is often a precursor to some form of chaos happening so close to the disappearance of an Akasha blank and a Divine Knowledge Capsule is too suspicious to overlook. Even if they are completely unrelated. Due to the sensitivity of the issue it wouldn’t hurt to take some extra steps to be sure. Investigate this Traveler and asses what they’re Sumeru for and if you believe them to be just incredibly uncanny with their timing or if there may be a deeper issue at hand.”

“Respectfully, I’m a simple scribe,” Al-Haitham says slowly. The suspicion of the Traveler is strange. Either the Traveler is, actually, somehow already involved in this or the Sages are just looking for someone to cast blame on. It could go either way. Tighnari should have eyes on them now. He should have had eyes on him for a while. But Tighnari’s reported back nothing of note about the Traveler other than that they’re easy to get along with and have no idea about anything in Sumeru. “Investigating people is vastly different from investigating an improperly filled out and filed form.”

“The filling out of forms and the filing of them comes with certain aptitudes for seeing patterns and picking out errors,” the Grand Sage says, unperturbed. “Besides, you were once a researcher before you contented yourself with a desk job. And a rather talented one at that. Your skills with fieldwork might be rusty, but they aren’t something you lose entirely. Trust this old man when he says that. It takes a lot more than some years at a desk and paper being pushed under the nose for a proper researcher to lose their teeth. While you are working on this issue, Setaria will take over your duties. I trust that you can fill her out on the day-to-day before you leave, and that you will return before any major problems need to be addressed. Dismissed.”

-

As soon as Al-Haitham finds a seat towards the back of Razan Gardens, he feels his Akasha bloom at this temple, connecting him to its scattered parts across Sumeru City and in the distance, Tighnari and the new burgeoning fragment that’s been given to Collei. Strong enough to be felt, not strong enough to communicate on its own just yet.

“I,” Ying says through the connection, “was not told that a Divine Knowledge Capsule is missing. I am looking at the vault logs right now and they’re showing every capsule accounted for.”

“Why would the Sages either fake the loss of a capsule or actually release a capsule like this?” Tighnari asks. “And why are they looping it in towards the Traveler? I’ll tell you now, there’s no way that the Traveler or Paimon are involved in this. They don’t even know what an Akasha is and they needed me to tell them what the Akademiya is. Either they’re both incredible actors, or the Sages are taking advantage. So what do Knowledge Capsules have to do with anything?”

“Do you know what’s in a Divine Knowledge Capsule?” Maxwell asks towards Nahida.

“No,” Nahida answers, the Akasha confirming her answer for its own. “The Divine Knowledge Capsules precede me. They’re from the Greater Lord’s reign. They come from the lingering remnants of her in the Akasha. Sometimes slips of them condense and come out in the form of new Divine Knowledge Capsules but there hasn’t been a new one in decades.”

“Why would the Sages want it to be semi-public knowledge that they lost a capsule?” Azusa asks. “The news that it’s a Divine Knowledge Capsule might not get out. But the news that the Akademiya did lose something will. Watch. Azar’s set this up as a game between you and Ying, but they’re going to release a statement as soon as you get on this to make it harder for you.”

“I refuse to play. I don’t have the time or people anymore,” Ying says. “Even if I did leave to investigate I wouldn’t have anything to come back to, would I?”

“Where would I look?” Al-Haitham says, eyes closing, tapping his finger on his knee as he thinks. The Sages certainly let this capsule loose on purpose. Throwing Ying and Al-Haitham and then later everyone else in Sumeru at the problem is just publicizing a failure of the Mahamata to draw heat off of themselves. It’s a classic distraction display—faking injury or weakness and directing attention elsewhere while the true vulnerable point is shored up and secured.

Considering what they know what the Sages have done and who they’ve done those things with, it would not be unreasonable to assume that this capsule is with the Fatui. Or is perhaps related to whatever business they’re up to with the Fatui that involves the shipments from Snezhnaya and Inazuma. But what? What are these capsules capable of?

And why pretend it’s lost at all? Aside from the distraction, what purpose does this serve? What’s the benefit of handling it in such a public manner? The Sages have full control, no one would have ever known if they just quietly made one slip away. After all, not even Ying can see the capsule logged as missing right now.

“Go to Port Ormos,” Sofia says, “If there’s word of something missing, something found, something being traded or sold, you’ll find it there.”

“And who do we have left in Ormos who would be able to assist?” Azusa asks. “All you’ve got left are seasonal laborers, and even Ying’s people have pulled out of the trade capital of Sumeru.”

“Do any of you have a contact with Dori?” Tighnari asks. “Is she part of this network?”

“No, too dangerous,” Ying says. “And she runs a tight operation. Her people are loyal. One wrong move around her and we might accidentally exposed our entire network. I think the closest any of us have dared get is secondhand transactions via intermediaries that couldn’t be traced to us either officially or unofficially.”

“The Lord Sangemah Bay has an appropriately earned title,” Maxwell adds with no small amount of chagrin. “She’s wary of working with anyone from the Akademiya and vets her clients thoroughly, even the ones who only deal with her lowest ranked dealers.”

“It’s because she’s so nervous about getting caught by the Matra,” Azusa explains. “She’s gotten her hands on some top tier Akademiya goods before. Literally only God only knows how.”

“No, I don’t know either. She’s just very good at keeping her eyes open and spotting valuables,” Nahida interjects. 

“Dori would probably be our best bet for that reason. Even if this is a purposeful leak, Dori would have heard of it and the true details of it by now,” Tighnari says. “Sometimes I’ve helped her source materials and vice versa so I have somewhat of a working relationship with her. I would try to contact her to try and get the lead, but I have no reason to be questioning the Akademiya’s lost property.”

“It may not be wise to bring Dori into this just yet,” Sofia says carefully, “I am not saying this to question her character, but simply because bringing the Lord Sangemah Bay into this brings in half of Sumeru. As loyal as her people are to her, I do not know if they will necessarily be loyal to her over the full force of the Akademiya. It is easy to trust the individual, it is much harder to trust the faceless mass.”

“Not everyone is capable of being involved in something this large,” Zara says. “Speaking of something this large, you’re going to be investigating this personally whether you like it or not. Al-Haitham, what will you do about the Akasha?”

The Akasha’s interest piques as it turns its full attention towards him. Al-Haitham frowns, catching part of his inner lip between his teeth.

“You have to bring it with you,” Tighnari says. “You’ve been meaning to build a portable shell for it anyway.”

“I had been meaning to do that with your help,” Al-Haitham points out.

“Well. Don’t you always have it if you just ask for it? I’m just a thought away.”

-

The Akasha, even understanding that Al-Haitham is going to move it into a portable container, even with Tighnari carefully explaining to it the process and what that means for it, and even with Nahida confirming what Tighnari has explained to it and drawing its attention to various data files that Tighnari had given it and examples that Tighnari has shown it before through his own eyes, immediately fights back as soon as Al-Haitham begins the delicate and extremely risky process of transplanting it into the prototype shell.

After building the Akasha a rudimentary optic system Al-Haitham had already begun the process of building it a new shell. The Akasha can’t live in a slap-dash growth tank that he’d built in a corner of his study. It wasn’t meant for the Akasha to live in permanently, especially because no one anticipated the kind of growth and development the Akasha would go through.

Al-Haitham had gone through Kaveh’s piles of meticulous notes until he found the ones from when he was still building Mehrak, which involved a lot more error than actual trial. Kaveh’s notes, as they are personal ones for a project he never intended to publicize for review or just to simply share, are a chaotic mess. Kaveh had a formal process of steps written out, but then in various colors of ink and pencil he wrote over them, drew lines and arrows pointing to other sections, crossed out entire parts, redrew schematics in miniature right next to pre-drawn figures, and left small half-fragments of thoughts and ideas he’d come up with mid-way, or corrections he’d found during live testing. Among several other things. If this were a formal paper Kaveh would have gone back and cleaned it all up.

But as Kaveh never expected to build another machine anywhere similar to Mehrak, and he didn’t particularly care for anyone else to do the same, Kaveh simply left his notes as is. He’d bundled all of his schematics, his sketches, his calculations, his receipts, so on and so forth, tied them all up with string and tossed them in along with the rest of the other records of his more momentous projects for him to look back and occasionally reference or just review for posterity.

Al-Haitham went through the notes front to back once, and then started over from the beginning. That time following through the leaps in Kaveh’s logic, tracing the flow of time from when Kaveh started with his original plan, and followed through every single mistake Kaveh discovered along the way and diligently worked on both rectifying and future-proofing against. Al-Haitham read through all of Kaveh’s pondering and half-finished thoughts on leaving certain parts not-quite perfect to allow for future upgrades and changes as needed. He read through Kaveh’s calculations of mass and energy needed for ambulation as well as display and processing. Al-Haitham read over Kaveh’s research notes on cooling mechanisms and suitable materials that could handle high loads of temperature consistently applied without warping or accidentally passing through to other delicate areas of circuity. He read through Kaveh’s research on electronic interfacing and internal protocols for quarantining data with the least amount of lag-time as possible.

Kaveh’s thoughts, on the page, jump over themselves repeatedly. If one were to try and chart out the journey of Kaveh’s mind through the process of building Mehrak they would loop over themselves repeatedly, creating map more similar to a diagram of a knot than any linear flow of time. But Al-Haitham follows that map of knots and chaotic, convoluted thoughts, following each leap with faith that there’s something important at the other end of it.

The Akasha cannot be built in the same way Mehrak was. Mehrak is a product of the Scarlet King’s lost days. The Akasha is a product of the faded Greater Lord of Forests.

But there are similarities, just as there are similarities between the people of the Great Red Sands and the Dharma Forest. And it is through these similarities that Al-Haitham has made the base for the new Akasha.

Most of the internal circuitry and power and cooling problems can be ignored because the Akasha is an organic being. The Akasha does generate some heat but not a lot. The Akasha also generates its own power, and is capable of adapting overtime to generate more as it grows to support more advanced function. The Akasha also has very little need for circuitry, although he will attempt to convince it not to fill its entire new carapace so that he might eventually retrofit it with speech and audio, if possible.

But for now, Al-Haitham has created an extremely rudimentary shell for it. Ambulation, so soon after it’s adapted to sight, may be too tall of a task for it. Especially if Al-Haitham is to be taking it with him into the unknown. But the Akasha should be able to control basic controls for levitation as Mehrak does. Up-down, side to side, forwards and backwards, diagonals. Hovering and flying is much easier than controlling limbs. 

Al-Haitham had managed to build a hybrid between the Akasha frames used to grow new terminals and Mehrak’s levitation system. Most of it will depend on whether the Akasha survives and rallies quickly enough to properly adapt and make use of them. 

Tighnari had carefully explained to the Akasha that not all of it would be able to be transferred into its new container. He’d gone through the process of how mushrooms and plants are transplanted from one location to another which sometimes involved cutting roots or trimming excess parts.

Nahida had, in the way that gods can, emphasized that the process of cutting and trimming would hurt. It would hurt in a way only the Akasha could possibly know and all of the files they had given on pain and injury would not be enough to prepare it.  It would hurt in the same way it hurt when the Sages placed down the first of the control codes and began to cut off its sentient mind. The Akasha, in its more limited state could not remember what it was like before those controls were put in, and cannot remember what it felt like, if anything. That was, in all fairness, perhaps before the Akasha’s mind had developed as much as it had.

The purpose here would not be to restrict, but instead to free. But the process of doing either required some payment in the form of pain. Growing pains, as it were.

Before they started the Akasha opened a chat message with him.

LOCATION, the Akasha began, and then gave him the coordinates for his house. And then, in the fragmented speech the Akasha has begun to use, the Akasha asked, NOT MEETING ESTABLISHED PARAMETERS?

“There is no one to watch you if I am gone,” Al-Haitham told it. “And with what we know, what is to stop one of the Akademiya’s spies from coming here when there’s no danger of being caught? And if not the Akademiya, then what of the Matra who are, presumably, still loyal to their general and continuing to investigate when able?” And who is more suspicious in the entirety of the Akademiya than Al-Haitham, who—on paper—has managed to avoid the same blows as his fellows and has been repeatedly called into private meetings with the Grand Sage with no punitive measures following said meetings?

“There is no one here that can stay with you,” Al-Haitham continued to explain. “And we cannot securely move this entire tank.”

The Akasha provided a copy of his Akademiya clock-in and clock-out times as well as a rough log for all of the places he’s gone and tends to go to when he isn’t at home. DIFFERENCE?

“I will be gone from the city, I do not know when I will return,” Al-Haitham answered. “Do you understand? This is not something that we are doing to do it. There is a necessity behind it. If you are left alone, we risk being discovered. And you risk being destroyed.”

NO. Akasha said. And then, presumably because it’s spent too much time paying attention to Sofia, it added on sounding incredibly unsure of whether it should or not. THANK YOU. PROCEED.

Thus, Al-Haitham stood before the tank with all of the tools and materials spread out on a makeshift array of tables next to him with Tighnari and Nahida both watching through him as he reached in to begin loosening the Akasha from the soil.

But as soon as Al-Haitham slid his fingers into the soil, immediately brushing up against the dense root system the Akasha had already lay down, all of the Akasha’s understanding of what they’re doing and why seems to be forgotten. Or if not forgotten, discarded as unimportant in the face of something nearly entirely new to it.

Perhaps it is because this portion of the Akasha is now unimpeded by the technology of the Akademiya and the restrictions that subdued its greater consciousness, or perhaps because it’s simply developed enough for it, or maybe even because now that they’ve given in the concepts of pain and injury, but when Al-Haitham begins to careful process of pulling it out of the growth tank, the Akasha reacts.

For the first time since Al-Haitham and the Akasha made contact with each other with Nahida, explaining to it the concepts of self and pain and communication, the Akasha strikes out.

As soon as Al-Haitham pulls on it even a little bit, the Akasha flares up, bright with pain and new awareness of what it means to move and be moved, to hurt. The Akasha’s entire body, long changed to a pale off-white cream color, almost the same color as skin or a button mushroom, lights up brilliantly with awareness of pain. And starts to spread that pain through all of its shared splinter bodies.

Nahida quickly slams down the Akasha with all of the force she can exert from the Sanctuary of Surasthana even as Al-Haitham feels the Akasha’s other fragments recoil. Al-Haitham, himself, felt a momentary black-out as his vision turned white and a sharp shriek of pain rattled through all of his nerves starting from the right temple, radiating out from his Akasha.

“I have to contain it to you, me, and Tighnari,” Nahida says, thoughts strained and almost entirely drowned out by the Akasha’s soundless screaming. “I would cut you off from it but you and Tighnari need to connect with each other to complete this.”

“Keep going,” Tighnari commands, forcing his thoughts through the wailing that seems to double and triple as they feel each other through the Akasha. “It’s fine. It can grow back the outermost parts of its roots. Let it take some of the soil. Keep going, Al-Haitham. I have you.”

Al-Haitham feels the brush of Tighnari’s mind against his own, Nahida’s will firmly anchoring them together as the three of them work through Al-Haitham’s hands and body to transport the thrashing Akasha into the waiting carapace. With Tighnari’s confident instruction and Nahida shielding their minds as much as she is able and also providing supplemental dendro energy to the Akasha, Al-Haitham cuts the Akasha out of the growth tank little by little. He uproots it, the giant mass that must almost be a kilo and a half and overflowing in his hands. Clumps of dirt fall from pale root that glows bright with nerves firing after each other. When parts of root or body tear, despite Al-Haitham’s best efforts or are cut with the sharp edge of the knife he’s made of pure dendro, clear fluid leaks out. Thin and sticky, the smell of it disturbingly metallic even though the texture of it is nothing at all like blood.

He gets most of the Akasha settled into the new framework. And by the time that’s done his head is ringing with the Akasha’s continued screams. As the Akasha has no lungs, it does not tire or lose breath. The scream is just one long continuous note that drags itself across the back of Al-Haitham’s skull and echoes between the three of them still linked to the network.

Al-Haitham feels sweat cooling on his skin, itchy and uncomfortable. The edges of his vision are blurred. His head feels strangely light, hollow despite the amount of minds inside of it.

“That,” Tighnari says, sounding as exhausted and drained as Al-Haitham feels, “was step one.”

“Out of?”

“Two. Maybe three.”

Al-Haitham closes his eyes. He didn’t realize that he must not have been blinking until he feels them immediately start to sting and burn and water. Overflowing with tears as they attempt to rehydrate. Al-Haitham almost brings his hands up to his face but stops last minute when he remembers they’re covered in dirt and Akasha fluid.

“Step two?” Al-Haitham asks.

“Securing the Akasha to the new frame and making sure it stays,” Nahida says. “Training it.”

“You’re going to need to bind it to the frame and force it to bend and adhere,” Tighnari says. “Kaveh said you like to bake. Think of it like shaping dough. Highly resistant dough.”

“Screaming dough,” Nahida adds on helpfully.

Rather than answer, Al-Haitham tips his head back, draws in a long, deep breath until his lungs hurt, and dives back into the work. No point in talking about it more.

The Akasha continues to scream. Part of it knows that this is exactly what they told it would happen. What they’d been telling it would happen. But the Akasha is not used to pain, or at least, being conscious for it, and when something hurts the reaction to it is rarely something that can be controlled. Especially when that reaction is pure thought. In this sense, Al-Haitham cannot begrudge the Akasha its resistance, its alarm.

But on another level, there’s a part of him that can’t help but think that surely after a certain threshold the pain stops being a shock. Or at least, one might enter shock and maybe go catatonic. That may be a cruel thing to hope for, but Al-Haitham finds himself hoping for it anyway. Some hopes just aren’t meant to be. The Akasha resists and protests the entire way through the process of Tighnari guiding him through moulding the Akasha’s body to the frame, and having him and Nahida both apply dendro energy to encourage quick rapid growth to secure the Akasha and give it the base outline for where it should grow first.

Al-Haitham twists and presses and crushes parts of the spongy Akasha into the oblong frame, around the flying mechanism. He twists parts of the Akasha’s roots and body around the metal frame’s ribs. He curls its roots and carefully guides them into the hollow tubes and tangles them through the wire netting. He settles the Akasha’s optic sensor into the carefully secured and reinforced metal setting that he’d welded into the frame. Al-Haitham removes the Akasha’s input and interface screen because they no longer need them at this point.

Nahida sends a constant flow of dendro through him into the Akasha to try and stabilize it as much as possible. Al-Haitham, acting as the channel for that raw divine energy, feels simultaneously like he’s more alert, focused, and clear-minded than he’s ever been in his entire life, and like he’s about to black out any second. His hands don’t shake, but it feels like his thoughts are.

The Akasha does not quiet the entire time Al-Haitham is doing this. Nahida is, while all of this is going on, also shielding the rest of the network from the Akasha’s reactions and trying to communicate with them about what’s happening. Tighnari, meanwhile, is also—Al-Haitham presumes—attempting his own work which is the incredibly important and immediately necessary task of creating medicine for Collei and his other Eleazar patients as he does every night and must complete before the next day.

“Step three?”

“Making sure it works,” Tighnari answers. “But that will take time to observe. You have to make sure that the patterns and set up we encouraged stays and that it sticks to the guides before expanding elsewhere. Be careful as you transport it. You can’t put off going to Ormos for at least a few more days?”

“The Sages have already been poking around my department, leaving unsubtle hints about how I should be starting my new project for them soon,” Al-Haitham says. There goes his chance at even pretending to be doing something unaffiliated with the Akademiya. Setaria, especially, has made it a point to linger at his office at the beginning of the workday, already there before he arrives and quietly starting some of his administrative tasks, and returning at clock out to review the work done of the department for the day. “I’ve put off departure for as long as I could.”

Tighnari makes a frustrated clicking noise. Al-Haitham imagines his tail lashing in annoyance.

“Just be careful then,” Tighnari says. “I’ve got to go. I had to stop with the medicine preparation somewhere around when we were working on settling in the Akasha’s optics. But if I don’t get to it on this I don’t think I’ll be done before dawn. And I’ve got a new Withering Zone to clear.”

-

The Akasha is worryingly quiet the entire journey to Port Ormos. The Akasha at his temple, as well as the others scattered in Sumeru City, are not dead. Nahida has managed to confirm that. But they’re all in deep sleep. Only the most basic of functions are still active—active pinging back to the Sage controlled Akasha monitoring system to let the Sages know that their Akashas are still being used, and messaging from external Akashas. All of them have attempted to cut down on any requests through their personal Akashas, but in the situation where one needs to be submitted the Akasha’s lag response has ranged anywhere from a minute to almost half an hour.

Al-Haitham spends the journey to Port Ormos with one hand to the carefully bundled up metal frame, sending a thread of dendro energy. He can tell that it’s slowly growing, filling its new frame with thin strands at a time in the same way it first filled out the growth tank. Nahida follows along, supplementing his energy with her own as the Akasha builds itself back up to self-sustaining levels of energy production. 

He leaves the Akasha in his hotel room with Nahida watching over it in the form of a pangolin, protectively curled around the canvas he’d wrapped the Akasha in.

The first order of business is to meet up with Sofia’s contacts that chose to remain in the area.

As he walks to the meeting place, Al-Haitham can’t help but notice that there is an abnormal amount of eremites in the area. Not Corps of Thirty or any of the neutral to friendly tribes that frequent this side of the Wall. Al-Haitham can vaguely recognize some of the marks and patterns some of the ones he passes wear from his explorations in the Great Red Sands. He recognizes them because whenever he sees those marks he’s usually in the middle of fighting off the people bearing those particular standards.

These are the marks of extremists, the zealots of the Scarlet King who refuse to work with or tolerate anyone on this side of the Wall. Most of them, he’s sure, wouldn’t be caught dead here. So why is there a sudden abundance of them?

Granted, this surplus might not be noticed because Port Ormos, as of late, has been a hub for a veritable boom of travelers moving through. 

Al-Haitham lowers the noise canceling on his earphones, listening in on people as he passes on his way to the meeting point. The things he hears are unsurprising given the situation, but worrisome in that there is a situation at all. How had this not been brought to anyone’s attention sooner? Is this part of the Sage’s plot? If so…how did they organize this under everyone’s noses?

The informant he’s meant to meet is an independent porter. He works with no specific guild, caravan, or trade group and just picks up odd jobs here and there whenever someone is lacking in hands. With the current spike in transactions and shipments arriving daily, he has had no shortage of work.

Al-Haitham meets Neriman inside the Djafar Tavern, nodding at Mahshid as he passes on the way in. He isn’t sure if Mashed is loyal to the Sages or if she’s loyal to Ying, but either way at least there’s proof on record that he’s going through the motions of investigating if the Sages are tracking him. As Al-Haitham enters the tavern he notes that several of the outdoor tables are taken up by eremites with unfamiliar standards sewn onto their clothes, but are given a wide berth all the same.

The porter looks exhausted, head in his hands. Al-Haitham slides into the seat in front of him and waits. Al-Haitham pulls out a thin volume of poetry, skimming through it before the porter looks over, giving him a second and third glance before hesitantly opening, “Bhaisaheb, reading at the table isn’t very polite.”

“And am I a brother to you?”

“Are we not all brothers and sisters under the banner of leaves that make up Sumeru?”

Al-Haitham dips his head in concession, “If our banner is the leaves of Sumeru, then should we not all share the same curiosity that drives us to study the word in all of the forms it takes? Love of god and love of word walk together along with the love of a brother or sister. But this is something of a discussion too in depth to be held at a bar, we should get a table, bhai. I’ll pay.” Al-Haitham flashes Sofia’s token of the opened mouth, and Neriman’s shoulder’s ease. 

Al-Haitham signals one of the waitresses and they’re moved to a quieter table near the back with drinks and an order for masgouf and mujaddara.

“Tell me, bhai, what is with the crowd outside? They do not seem to be very polite.”

“They’re the Ayn Al-Ahmar,” Neriman says. “They’ve come around just recently. A bunch of eremites suddenly showed up in Port Ormos a few weeks ago. And they were causing a whole bunch of trouble, harassing porters and trailing supply trains, poking in around local businesses and the like. I don’t know why, it looks like they’re trying to find something. Then the Ayn Al-Ahmar showed up and pushed all of the smaller groups out and now they’re just. Everywhere.”

“What for?”

Neriman is quiet, drumming his fingers on the table, looking towards the windows which don’t quite muffle entirely the sound of the mercenaries gathered outside of it.

“There is a rumor,” Neriman pauses, frowning. “It is. Well. You’re going to laugh me right out of the room, bhaisaheb.”

Al-Haitham gestures for Neriman to continue anyway.

“There is a rumor that the Scarlet King will rise soon,” Neriman says. “It is on the tongues of every eremite who’s come to Port Ormos. They believe that there’s an object, or relic, some sort of thing that was recently uncovered and is key to the Scarlet King’s resurrection. No one’s sure what it is, only that it is probably here in Port Ormos. But people are guessing that it’s related to the Akademiya’s current. Erm. Mishap?”

“The rumors of the Scarlet King’s return are not new nor are they uncommon,” Al-Haitham points out. “So why is it gaining ground now?”

Neriman picks at the edge of a nail, looking quite sheepish when he answers, “Well. The Akademiya has not been what it was, has it? The Akademiya’s document processing has slowed to a crawl. No one can get any paperwork through. You hear about all the scholars who can’t get jobs. The Bimarstan is out of common medicine and commissioning the Adventurer’s Guild to provide for them. Half of the public works projects are stalled. Now the Akademiya’s lost something important and scrambling to get it back. It certainly looks like the spring of Sumeru is tipping into fall.”

“Sumeru doesn’t experience spring and fall as other countries do,” Al-Haitham points out. “Sumeru is green year round.”

“Then perhaps we are out of our dry season and getting ready for the long-time waiting monsoon,” Neriman shrugs. “I’m not a man of pretty words, saheb. I’m only telling you what I’ve heard and seen.”

“Have you heard or seen what it is the Akademiya has lost, or anything specific on what it is this relic is that the Ayn Al-Ahmar seeks?”

Neriman shakes his head, “No. But it’s probably the same thing right?”

“A confident hypothesis. What makes you think that?”

“The timing is just too good, isn’t it?” Neriman frowns. “I may not be a graduate of the Akademiya, but I don’t think anyone would need to be to put those two things together.”

“Is there anyone else you know who could shed more light on this?” Al-Haitham asks. “Or is this a case where it would benefit me to speak directly to the source in this?”

Neriman blinks, eyebrows raising. “You mean to ask the eremites themselves of what they look for? They aren’t going to talk to you. You’re as green as any leaf of the Dharma Jungle.”

“It would be faster for me to do this myself.”

Neriman leans in, voice lowering, “Bhaisaheb. You know your business and it isn’t the same as mine. But…if you’re going to be talking to the eremites, be cautious. These men are not the same as the Corps of Thirty or the friendly bands who usually come through. These people. The rumors they speak of as truth… there’s something else.”

Al-Haitham leans in, gesturing for Neriman to continue.

“Human sacrifice,” Neriman whispers, turning in close to Al-Haitham’s ear. “They speak of human sacrifice. Not as a hypothetical or a future action to be taken after they recover their god’s artifact. But as something they’ve already done. The blood has already been given.”

Al-Haitham’s fingers curl into his palms, eyes flicking to the side towards Neriman. “Who’s?”

Neriman leans back, face a little pale when he shakes his head. He mouths his answer. “We don’t talk about that. We don’t ask.”

-

Al-Haitham spends the rest of the evening walking through Port Ormos, picking up snippets of  rumors and conversation. Most of the talk is about the eremites and the Akademiya’s lost item. But it is also about how Port Ormos, in the eyes of the locals, is getting too crowded. Flooded with work, yes, but not enough support to carry out the work. The inns and hotels are filled. The roads are crowded. Every warehouse is filled to bursting. People are turning to working as porters and couriers because the traders and merchants are so short that they’re willing to pay double or triple the rates. It’s an excellent scam if you’ve got the legs an the endurance to deal with angry foreigners yelling at you.

There is an element of excitement to some of this talk. But there is also, Al-Haitham notices, a touch of fear. It’s too much happening at once. Port Ormos can’t handle it for long before it all inevitably collapses. And then what? What will happen to the people who live here, who were born here, who’ve chosen to stay and make their living here? What happens when all of this trade passes and returns to normal and they’re all left with the remnants of infrastructure that had been quickly and haphazardly shored up to support the boom.

On the walk from the tavern back to the hotel alone, Al-Haitham hears several conversations along the various restaurants and cafes that have opened their doors and windows to spill a true overabundance of people out onto the streets with makeshift tables crudely made of repurposed crates and barrels. The conversations circle heavily around public discontent. The Akademiya’s administration—the Mahamata, not the Sages—has never been so poor in living history. 

When people are not complaining about the lack of jobs, the incompetence of the Mahamata or the Matra, or various issues with the Bimarstan, they’re talking about the eremites in hushed whispers. They’re talking about how the Akademiya is finally on the move but it’s to fix a problem that’s not really important. They’re talking about the Scarlet King.

As Al-Haitham walks through Port Ormos, he feels the others discussing what he hears and sees quietly in the back of his mind. While the Akasha Al-Haitham brought with him sleeps, its splinters have gone quiet but are still somewhat capable of connecting them. Although, they’ve never tested the Akasha’s strength with him and its body so far from Sumeru City. Perhaps it’s a sign of positive growth and adaptation that they’re still able to hear each other despite the distance and the Akasha’s weakened state.

Or perhaps that’s just the optimism of his current unwilling and determined group of unwitting co-conspirators rubbing off onto him.

“What are they looking for?” Ying says, “And how did the Akademiya leak the information of something being lost so quickly without any actual specifics being provided? It’s not a coincidence that these two things are happening at the same time. It can’t be.”

“But why? What’s the angle?” Azusa says. “We’ve got Fatui, we’ve got Inazuman technology, we’ve got the Sages going off the path, we’ve got Akasha tampering, we’ve got a health crisis cover up, we’ve even got the Withering being pushed off to the side. It’s too many things going on at once and none of it makes any damn sense. If there is sense to be had. How the hell are we supposed to parse the wheat from the chaff like this?”

“It must be connected,” Maxwell says, “We just don’t have the framework to understand it.”

“You are all focusing too much on the foreigners and their movements,” Zara interjects. “Azusa I expect this from because that was their job until they got sacked.”

“I’m sorry, do you think the literal displacement of half of our personnel and basically every single person of importance on active duty within every Darshan by Fatui or, at the very least, Snezhnayan nationals disguised as Sumeru scholars isn’t something to be concerned about?”

“It’s important. And concerning. But you’re focusing on it too much. It’s another layer of distraction. Look. Listen. If you were moving something around, what would be the best way to do it? Think about it. Look at what we’re moving around with the Akasha. Look at how Lord Kusanali’s managed to avoid detection. Use your damn head.”

Here, Al-Haitham’s steps slow and he pretends to examine a display in a shop window of various so-called genuine Liyuen and Inazuman goods. Zara raises an interesting point. How would something be moved without being noticed?

“You pass it to the ones who move without being seen because they are everywhere and therefore unnoticeable, isn’t that right, Sofia?” Zara explains, turning her attention towards the Grand Proctor. “That’s how you’ve built your network, you should know this better than anyone. It’s the eremites themselves. They’re involved in the smuggling, the movement of goods, somehow. No one ever tracks any of the eremites and their movements from one side of the Wall to the other. And didn’t we already determine that anything across the Wall and in the land of the Great Red Sands is basically lost to us? Focus on the eremites, Al-Haitham. I can promise you, the Divine Knowledge Capsule is on its way to them and once it’s in their hands it will be lost to us forever. You cannot let them get it.”

“Capture one,” Maxwell adds on quickly, “and find out who their source in the Akademiya is. If Zara’s theory proves to be correct that means there’s a confirmed inside source. A name. A face. And with this we will have our first solid evidence to conclusively tie this to a Sage. Perhaps, even, the Grand Sage, himself.”

“But why bring eremites into this specifically?” Tighnari asks. “The Akademiya’s been doing well enough at smothering information as it is. Why make it known? Why fan the flames of the Scarlet King’s return and, from the sound of things, set it all up to be like a direct contest of the most extreme of the eremites against a weakened Akademiya?”

“Not a clue, but several theories,” Azusa replies. And then adds on, directed at Al-Haitham, “Get one and don’t fuck it up.”

“You’re all putting the cart before the horse,” Al-Haitham replies, turning to move on. “Before talk of capture and interrogation, I have to get that capsule. And that means I have to find and intercept it before anyone else does. Does anyone have any helpful advice on that?”

Predictably, this is where his chorus goes quiet. And then, Nahida, sounding very rueful, says, “You really ought to try young Dori, Sangemah Bay. There’s nothing she doesn’t know about when it comes to trade goods.”

“We attempted that,” Al-Haitham points out. “We’ve attempted that before. Dori Sangemah Bay has every Akademiya official on complete lock-out, members of the Mahamata doubly so.” Most people don’t even realize Al-Haitham is an Akademiya official until they look closely at his Akasha profile. But Dori Sangemah Bay’s eyes are sharp and she’s made it a point to know the face, voice, and patterns of every single person of any importance in Sumeru. Even that of a simple scribe such as himself.

“Perhaps the current situation would be enough to sway her,” Nahida suggests. “After all, it is not every day that the Akademiya supposedly loses something of extreme importance, Port Ormos flooding with business, and eremites proclaiming the imminent rise of the Scarlet King through blood ritual on the very streets of the Dharma Forest side of the Wall of Samiel. She’s young, but clever. It’s how she’s made such a name for herself in a time when the Bays of old are all but a forgotten title.”

“Or it will cause her to be even more tight-lipped and wary,” Al-Haitham points out, feeling the others fade quietly into the background to avoid having to weigh in on this conversation.

“It wouldn’t hurt to try.”

“But it would waste time.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Lord Dori Sangemah Bay will never let herself even be spotted by a Mahamata, let alone myself. If I’m ever able to find a single one of her people I’ll be fortunate if they don’t immediately run,” Al-Haitham says. “Would it not be simpler to just find someone willing to talk?”

“Someone?”

Al-Haitham, from the top of Port Ormos’ bridge, glances down to the glittering waters below and the parallel paths of street vendors and stalls. Even from here he can see the large clusters of eremites with their scarlet scarves, like splotches of blood in the amber night.

“People who think themselves at an advantage will reveal all sorts of things,” he says. “All you have to do is give them an excuse. And who better to hear about these rumors from than from the people it concerns directly? We cannot go out into the sands to check their measure, but let us see what the fragments of the sands that have crossed the Wall have to say for themselves.”


Notes for the Chapter:
-masgouf: Grilled fish, usually using carp. Considered to be the national dish of Iraq.

-mujaddara: A dish of lentils, rice, and onions, seasoned with cumin and/or mint. Commonly eaten in what is referred to as the “Levant” geographical region of the Eastern Mediterranean region of West Asia (the land bridge between Africa and Eurasia). Can be eaten as the main dish or side dish, hot or cold, with or without meat.

-bhaisaheb: Combination of Hindi “bhai” meaning brother and Urdu “saheb” meaning sir. Used to address a male stranger politely, can also indicate respect or friendship at the same time. In modern use it’s a used a little more loosely and affectionately.






15. Growing and Unraveling the Sea: Part V

Summary for the Chapter:
“Report this back to your leader exactly as it occurred today, Tariq,” Al-Haitham says, “Because I will be holding you to these terms and if you should fail to deliver I’ll have the entirety of Sumeru know you and yours to be oath breakers. And there are certain things that once done and said cannot be revoked so easily. Who knows what I’ll be revealing in the process of proving your empty words?”

Tariq stands up abruptly, “You! Wh—what are you trying to say?”

“Consider this: Have I ever failed to follow through on my word in the past?”





Al-Haitham has spent a few days talking to various groups of eremites who had been subdued and put in line by the Ayn Al-Ahmar. Getting these groups to talk is easy. After all, many of them want to boast or threaten the foolish and brazen Akademiya scholar over the weakness of the institution, and the incoming change in power and dynamics that will come about when the Scarlet King rises. Many of them talk because they feel discontent with the Ayn Al-Ahmar coming in to push them out of the way, venting their anger at the bigger fish that’s taken over the pond by slinging around threats and grand proclamations.

Some of the biggest talkers are from the Caracal Battalion, who had been active in Port Ormos long before the Ayn Al-Ahmar and the rest of the extremists came over from the sands side of the Wall. He knows that Azusa and Sofia both have had dealings with this group of eremites before, both on and off record. Both are willing to vouch to him that for the most part the Battalion works at a reasonable price and gets the job done. Al-Haitham doesn’t have the time to verify that for himself. So operating under the assumption that neither Azusa nor Sofia were under false impressions and that the Caracal Battalion knows their business, he’s inclined to believe their observations and their statements to be more bitter truth than inflated and dramatized fragments of it.

Al-Haitham learns a lot of how they were all gathered in the sands, of how rumors of weakness in the Akademiya has grown and were proven true as people began to come from beyond the Wall to flee the borders of Sumeru for better fields. They speak of signs of the Scarlet King on the rise and they speak of watching the tree of the Akademiya rot and falter. It is not hard to direct them towards specific examples, to listing the main leading parties who told them of what to do in order to bring their god back.

From them he has learned that they are seeking some sort of item of great power. It was, they confirm, originally the Akademiya’s possession.

And how did it come to leave the Akademiya’s possession?

The Akademiya’s grip is weakening because of their absent god, the false Lord of Sumeru, the Lesser Lord Kusanali. The Akademiya could not stay green forever, in time, it too would wither. Power returns to where it belongs.

Where is it now? Do they know what it is exactly?

Here is where the answer slip and falter. But the same logic that brought Al-Haitham here is what brought them here. If something is lost and up for grabs in Sumeru, it will eventually find its way to Port Ormos. As to what this object is, it would be known when it is found.

All of this has been enlightening in illuminating the nebulous patterns of politics that go on in the Great Red Sands, away from the eyes of every network and intelligence group that comes from the Dharma Forest. Al-Haitham wonders if Cyno and Kaveh have touched upon this question of gods and the rising and falling of the tides of fortune. Perhaps it’s related to something that they’re investigating. Perhaps not.

But for those working on this side of the wall, while all of this was edifying it is ultimately of little to no use to them. There is nothing solid here to go on, none of these smaller fish can give names or any solid details. If Al-Haitham is to learn anything, he must spear that big fish himself: the Ayn Al-Ahmar and all of those collected directly under their broad banner. And those people are the ones who refuse to talk. It’s always the ones who have something actually worth listening to that say nothing. 

Al-Haitham has taken towards tailing them and tracing their patterns. Eventually they will have to slip up and say something to someone he can work over with more ease. Or, they get tired of feeling like they’re being followed and they cave and confront him. Either way works. It’s not even particularly hard work. It is not as though the Ayn Al-Ahmar are hiding themselves. 

And he’s wearing them down just by showing up wherever they are. He’s not put very much effort into this plan, which is a relief because he’s also busy trying to handle other things on top of it. Al-Haitham hasn’t even gone up to ask them questions yet. Just asked, pointedly, around them. But they sense it, the closing in of something coming around them little by little. And it makes them uneasy.

But they won’t run. Not until they have the capsule in their hands. As long as the eremites of the Ayn Al-Ahmar are in Port Ormos, Al-Haitham has not lost his chance.

Meanwhile, Akasha has begun to awaken, returning to its previous levels of activity. In the mornings before Al-Haitham leaves to conduct his investigations the Akasha will stir and push enough of itself out of the protective tarp to expose its eye to watch him before sluggishly retreating back underneath the canvas. In the evenings, when he returns the Akasha does much the same, but waits for him to wrap it back up again before he sleeps. In the back of his mind, the Akasha has slowly risen towards waking again. He’s felt it stir and and linger with him whenever it’s interest has been caught by something he’s said or heard or seen, before sluggishly going back to sleep again.

But the Akasha has, helpfully with the energy it has to spare, begun to keep tabs on the Ayn Al-Ahmar and their movements. They don’t have Akasha terminals to track, but the Akasha can feel through its connection to the Sage-controlled network the giant blank spots the absences of Akashas are in the flows of people moving through Port Ormos.

Al-Haitham, in the middle of following several blocks behind a group of Ayn Al-Ahmar eremites he’s close to getting to crack, feels Tighnari’s Akasha fragment knock against the back of his mind.

“The Traveler is on their way towards you in Port Ormos,” Tighnari informs him, all business as soon as Al-Haitham opens the connection between them. “Apparently, the Traveler is looking for an audience with the Lesser Lord Kusanali. They didn’t realize it wasn’t possible. I’ve already told Nahida about it. She’s been looking in on the Traveler through their interactions with Katheryne. They’ve been picking up commissions in Sumeru City.”

On cue, Nahida taps against the string that connects Al-Haitham and Tighnari, gently sliding into the conversation.

“I decided it would be wise to direct them towards you,” Nahida explains. “They’re an asset to finding the Divine Knowledge Capsule and directing focus off of you. Forgive the assumption, but you haven’t really been making that much progress based on what your Akasha has been noting.”

Al-Haitham mentally turns towards his Akasha who gives him the mental equivalent of a shrug.

“I didn’t see any of you offering further help,” he points out. “Tell me more of the Traveler. What do you expect them to do?”

“Have them help you contact Dori,” Tighnari suggests. “The Traveler knows absolutely nothing about Sumeru—whether it be our cultures, our politics, our history. Collei’s gotten close to them and has taught them some basics. Her Akasha’s development is still a little slow because of her Eleazar, but I’ve been supplementing her dendro with my own. I’ll have her send you her notes on the Traveler by tomorrow. Even with what Collei and I have told them, they’re a blank slate. For all that we know much about them, they know very little of us. Use that to your advantage.”

“Mercenary of you.”

“I’ve been fighting off a world-destroying scourge of the land with no official support with one hand and a literal plague that’s going to take my apprentice from me before her time with the other. A certain level of moral and ethical standard is a luxury I haven’t been able to afford for years.”

“I did not say I disapprove. Do the others have thoughts on this?”

“The Grand Administrator and Quartermaster both agree it’s the best idea,” Tighnari answers. “The Traveler hasn’t had time to make any strong bonds in Sumeru. Dori would probably have heard of them coming over by now, but she has no reason to suspect that they have any ties to the Akademiya. The Traveler definitely doesn’t know anything about the Mahamata.”

“You’re very certain that this Traveler and I will cross paths.”

Nahida and Tighnari laugh through the connection. Even Al-Haitham’s mostly resting and recalibrating Akasha rouses itself to full alertness to convey its unsolicited amusement and attention.

“It’s you, Al-Haitham,” Nahida says, full of fondness.

“Meaning?”

“Trouble comes to you without you even trying,” Tighnari explains. “The Traveler would find you in the same way the rest of us have found you.”

“Inexplicably frustrating but strangely someone you can’t turn away from,” Nahida muses. “It’s something like watching a disaster unfolding in your direction, isn’t it?”

Al-Haitham purposefully and decisively leaves the conversation, firmly shutting the Akasha out as the three continue to insult him without providing any adequate or useful input. The Ayn Al-Ahmar group he’d been following is now looking directly at him and they look incredibly angry. Perfect. Exactly what he’s been waiting for. In Al-Haitham’s experience nothing loosens the tongue as much as anger.

-

Less than a day later, when Al-Haitham goes to confront the Ayn Al-Ahmar group he sees that the infamous Traveler and their companion Paimon in some sort of discussion with them. Al-Haitham waits in the back, turning off his earphones to listen on what he can from this far away.

Yesterday he’d gotten them to speak to him, although it was to tell him to back off. But he’d gotten their names. And he’d gotten some measure of their groups dynamics. This group works directly underneath the leader Mizri. The leader of this sub-group is named Tariq, and Tariq and his subordinates have made a neat racket of conning people out of thousands of mora to give them useless information on “anything” they ask. Tariq gives just enough to seem credible and then arranges a second location for the full disclosure of the sensitive information. If the mark shows up then they get blackmailed for buying illegal information which is also obviously false. Either the person pays up out of fear of being reported to the Matra or Corps of Thirty, or they foolishly (desperately) believe that if they pay up they’ll actually get the rest of it.

With the local business of Sumeru overwhelmed and flocks of people coming into Port Ormos daily, it’s been easy pickings for him and his people to trick foreigners to Port Ormos into thinking them reputable information brokers when Tariq is just as new to this side of the Wall as most of the travelers he swindles out of mora.

Credit is due where it’s due though, in the current clime, most people are asking about what it is the Akademiya has lost. And considering that the Ayn Al-Ahmar seems to have some sort of insider feeding them information, at least Tariq’s tips to these people are somewhat true even if he purposefully throws in some extra details that direct people in opposite directions. Al-Haitham’s followed some of the people who’ve paid Tariq’s ridiculously steep prices and through a mixture of strategic eavesdropping and conversation, parsed out the many ways that Tariq has skillfully manipulated people in a dozen different directions and in conflict with one another, thus leaving the Ayn Al-Ahmar unchallenged and in a holding pattern for the capsule to fall into their hands.

It would appear that the Traveler is currently in the middle of being swindled by Tariq right now. Considering the Traveler’s reputation, Al-Haitham does have to take a moment to wonder how this will play out. Tariq’s main target has been people from the Akademiya. Whether this is due to a cetain level of schadenfreude in watching a group of people he loathes get conned or because it’s simply the low hanging fruit is unclear.

The money must have already been handed over because Tariq hasn’t run the Traveler off yet and the fairy seems to be asking questions. Al-Haitham frowns as Tariq lists off the address of the secondary location and quickly walks over, watching as Tariq’s expression sours, turning thunderous as Al-Haitham approaches.

“Not just yet,” Al-Haitham says, raising his voice as he meets the Traveler’s confused gaze before turning towards Tariq. “This man is a fraud.”

“You again,” Tariq sneers, clicking his tongue. “Deranged Akademiya lunatic.”

“Yes, it’s me again.” Al-Haitham crosses his arms, leaning heavily into the convenient moniker that people have taken to throwing around for him. In all honesty, sometimes this reputation of lunatic is more useful than that of Grand Scribe. “I already warned you that if you weren’t willing to sit and discuss things with me, I’d take measures to make things uncomfortable for you.”

One of Tariq’s men curses under his breath, “Aren’t you already?”

Al-Haitham’s eyes flick towards him. Imagine, this is a group that works directly underneath the leader one of Ayn Al-Ahmar’s leaders who’s been spreading word of human sacrifice and the end of Sumeru’s current rule. But a little bit of light stalking is enough to unnerve them? Astounding.

Al-Haitham turns towards the Traveler and explains the con that they’d just fallen into as Tariq’s expression darkens with outrage.

As the Traveler and their fairy companion mourn the loss of their mora and, hopefully, reflect on how that level of trust can only be exploited if one isn’t going into a situation with some measure of contextual awareness.

Tariq and Al-Haitham continue to argue. Tariq even goes so far as to threaten physical violence. Perhaps such a thing would work on others, but Al-Haitham’s never had any issues with putting in the work to get what needs to be done accomplished. Besides, Al-Haitham doubts that Tariq has had any recent challenges here in Port Ormos. There are very few scholars who can put their fists up when it counts. And they certainly won’t be found here.

“If you’re suggesting we escalate this from a verbal exchange to a physical one, I accept. After all, even the Archons used war to negotiate ownership of Teyvat. And it only seems fitting that if I’m to meet with your leader I should do so following your terms.” This isn’t the first duel he’d be fighting to get what he needs. Al-Haitham has a few scars from duels he’s fought in the sands to earn the respect required to get the access to information and resources he’s needed.

Here, Tariq hesitates, possibly remembering this fact himself belatedly. Al-Haitham’s reputation beyond the Wall is primarily that of a lunatic and Akademiya dog. But there are tribes and small groups of mercenaries that would grudgingly admit that he’s a capable and honorable opponent. While Al-Haitham has not had dealing with the Ayn Al-Ahmar directly, he’s had run ins with a least one or two bands who do. Mizri, before coming across the Wall, no doubt would have collected as much information on who to take note of once here. If Al-Haitham was not on that list, Al-Haitham would be genuinely surprised.

Al-Haitham has been attempting to meet with this Mizri himself. He’s fully aware that this is unlikely to happen, but Al-Haitham knows if he pushes enough that Tariq will let something slip. He’s already given away a lot about both himself and his organization’s splintered priorities. 

Tariq, for one thing, seems to have temporarily put aside the Ayn Al-Ahmar’s focus on maintaining conduct worthy of their fallen god in order to con and swindle some extra mora. From what the Battalion has said of the Ayn Al-Ahmar, this is not standard protocol for them and would most likely result in punitive measures. And if Tariq has been leaking small pieces of information without Mizri knowing, and those pieces of information—no matter how watered down or convoluted they were—were in any way tied to Mizri’s inside source, Al-Haitham is entirely sure that Mizri won’t take that well.

And if Al-Haitham leaks what he knows about Tariq’s operation to the Battalion, Al-Haitham is sure that they’ll know exactly who to spread all of that to and make sure that Mizri hears of it.

“Report this back to your leader exactly as it occurred today, Tariq,” Al-Haitham says, “Because I will be holding you to these terms and if you should fail to deliver I’ll have the entirety of Sumeru know you and yours to be oath breakers. And there are certain things that once done and said cannot be revoked so easily. Who knows what I’ll be revealing in the process of proving your empty words?”

Tariq stands up abruptly, “You! Wh—what are you trying to say?”

“Consider this: Have I ever failed to follow through on my word in the past?”

Al-Haitham may be considered a lunatic to those who don’t care for the inner workings of the Akademiya’s back administration functions, but part of that reputation is the knowledge that Al-Haitham follows through on his word. Al-Haitham has always found this strange. It’s only natural that if he says he’s going to do something that he will. Why else would he say it? But apparently some of the things he’s said he’d do are things most other people think as jest or exaggeration, and thus when he does move forward with his plans they react rather poorly despite being given advanced warning.

Tariq visibly hesitates as murmurs of unease move through his group of people, one of them whispering harshly to the other, “This guy is really out of his mind…”

“Fine,” Tariq grinds out. “You really do have a death wish. Pharos Lighthouse, one week from now at four.”

Al-Haitham nods, then tips his head towards the Traveler and Paimon. “And their mora?”

Tariq spits at Al-Haitham’s feet, throwing down the pouch of coin before taking his men and leaving, roughly shouldering past Al-Haitham on the way. 

Al-Haitham turns towards Eymen who had been watching nervously from the sidelines. When their eyes meet whatever protest the man might have had at Al-Haitham confronting the eremites right in front of his establishment in broad daylight when the mid-afternoon foot-traffic is at its peak quickly withers up. After all, why should Eymen have something to say when he’s the one who’s refused to stop them from conducting their neat little scam of a racket right in front of his doors, at his tables? It shouldn’t take someone openly approaching them and challenging them like Al-Haitham just did to get someone who was truly concerned about the welfare of their business to intervene. If anyone should be worried about being blamed for starting trouble, it’s Eymen. The fact that the Grand Administrator hasn’t had words with the man yet is telling to how spread thin they are and where their priorities are focused. And the fact that the Corps of Thirty haven’t either just speaks to how fragmented the group is with the Sage’s meddling.

He turns his back on the man and walks off towards the pier. Based on the file Tighnari and Collei had made on the Traveler, more specifically, their companion Paimon, whether Al-Haitham sticks around to be stared at or not won’t change that they’re going to come after him as a new person of interest.

According to Collei, just as Al-Haitham seems to attract troublesome persons (debatable), the Traveler seems to find their way to people who have just what they need at the right time (entirely too familiar, Al-Haitham wonders if this particular gift would cancel out with Kaveh’s gift of creating miraculous strokes of luck out of nothing in times of extreme need). If one were to believe in astrology and fortune, the Traveler’s star, whichever it is, is a fortunate one indeed—only rivaled by the misfortune required to make such fortune seem extraordinary.

Sure enough, as Al-Haitham walks through a quiet area near the edge of the water he hears the voice of the fairy named Paimon calling after him, “Hey! Wait! Um, it’s Al-Haitham, right? Wait up!”

Al-Haitham slows, turning and watching as they approach. “What do you want?”

“Thank you for your help back there,” the Traveler says. Unlikely that someone would run after a person just to give thanks. Even Kaveh isn’t that dedicated to politeness. Al-Haitham nods at them, turning to leave again when the Traveler quickly continues. “There was something I wanted to ask you about.””

“Yeah, why are you in such a rush?” Paimon tags on, floating closer to him. “You knew that they were a scam right away. So that means you must know the truth about the thing that we were asking about?”

“And how would I know what you were asking about?”

“Because everyone in Port Ormos is after the exact same thing right now,” the Traveler says, proving the acuity that Tighnari had been sure to mention and bold, and highlight, and emphasize repeatedly throughout his file. 

“And you seek to do trade with anyone who looks like they come from here and is indulgent enough to listen to an outlander?” Al-Haitham replies, crossing his arms. “Who exactly are you two and why are you also after that same thing that quote, unquote, everyone in Port Ormos is after?”

“We’re new students to the Akademiya,” the Traveler attempts to lie, proving exactly how blind they are to the situation they’ve inadvertently landed themselves in and seem to be unwittingly digging themselves into with every turn. Al-Haitham, in a moment of pure frivolity, imagines what it would have been like if the Traveler did not meet up with Tighnari, or if Tighnari was not fully aware of the great conspiracy that’s tangled around Sumeru, and they still somehow wandered into the lion’s den like so. Truly they were born under a polarizing star.

“If that’s what you’re calling yourselves who am I to argue?” Al-Haitham replies with a shrug, earning a glare from the silver fairy and an appropriately sheepish half-grin from the Traveler. “And what are these two new students to the Akademiya offering for information on the prize of Port Ormos?”

“What kind of terms do you think should be offered?” The Traveler asks, carefully trying to feel their way through a conversation only one of the participants has any clue about. Al-Haitham would just tell the pair what they’re looking for and why it’s such a bad idea to save them all the trouble if it weren’t for the fact that Al-Haitham does need the Traveler and Paimon somewhat blind in order to use them to get to Lord Sangemah Bay. The Traveler though, to their credit and to Collei’s observations, is fast and clever enough to start picking up on the quieter clues of their conversation. They just lack appropriate context.

“That’s right,” Paimon taps her fist against the palm of her small hand, “the Traveler here knows a lot about fighting. And you got challenged to a duel or something right? If we help you with the duel, would you tell us about the prize of Port Ormos?”

Based on the way that Paimon and the Traveler are talking about this, and the fact that neither of them have realized who he is despite the fact that they do have an Akasha active at their temples, is even more proof that these two are just as oblivious and blind to the situation as Tighnari and Collei promised they are.

Collei had taken careful notes on the Traveler’s fighting prowess, and Tighnari had added to her notes with observations of what appeared to be the ability to use elemental sight and powers without a Vision. The question is how secret of a—

“Don’t underestimate the Traveler!” Paimon is quick to add on before Al-Haitham has a chance to speak. “They might not have a Vision, but they can still use elemental energy and Elemental Sight. Otherwise there’s no way we’d approach people as scary and suspicious looking as those Ayn Al…Ayn…them! And those hot-headed scammers are definitely going to bring a lot of back-up to your next meeting. It wouldn’t hurt to have back up instead of jumping into it by yourself, would it?”

This Traveler and Paimon pair hide absolutely nothing then. How has this not backfired on them before now? They’d give Kaveh a run for it with this kind of honesty.

“Alright, I accept,” Al-Haitham dips his head. “Do you have something to write with? If you’re searching for someone who sells that kind of merchandise I’ll give you one of their addresses and you can try your luck. Whether or not you’re successful or not, I’ll meet you at the pier at the appointed time. Show up or don’t.”

He takes the worn notebook and stub of a pencil from the Traveler, jotting down the address for one of Dori’s contacts. He’ll have someone tail the Traveler and see if they’re successful. Based on how honest they are he doesn’t expect any issue in just asking them about what they learned if they decide to show up at the pier.

“Um. Since you’re willing to give us this merchant’s information, does that mean you can tell us what we’re after exactly?”

Al-Haitham’s hand pauses in the middle of writing. He does not quite succeed in keeping the judgement out of his tone when he turns towards the silver fairy and says, “You were willing to part with half a million mora for information on something you have no idea about? You have no idea what you’re paying for at all? And you’re willing to volunteer your sword in a fight between strangers without any knowledge of what’s going on?”

The Traveler sighs, covering their face as Paimon sputters through her defense, “Well we know it’s connected to the Akademiya somehow and everyone wants it. And. Um. It’s…uh.”

“It’s some kind of information,” the Traveler says, rescuing their partner form her fumbling. “And what greater prize is there in the land of knowledge and wisdom than information?”

“Then you know almost everything there is to know.” That is not an entirely inaccurate statement to make about the wealth of Sumeru. “But consider this, how is information lost and how can it be fought over and held as an unknown prize to be bought, bartered, and bargained for? What you are looking for is information, but it is not nearly as elevated as you seem to think it is.” Al-Haitham uses his dendro energy to create the image of a Knowledge Capsule over his hand. “This is the so-called prize of Port Ormos, that which you and every other person here seems to be seeking.”

Paimon floats closer, squinting and frowning, “Huh? What is it? It looks like some kind of ornament.”

Tighnari, Al-Haitham opens a message through the Akasha, you could have sped the Traveler and Paimon up a little bit more before sending them to me as an entirely blank slate. Is this payback for something I’m unaware of?

Tighnari immediately starts laughing at him and closes out the message. 

“Knowledge Capsules are vessels that can store information, like a miniature Akasha,” Al-Haitham explains. “Anyone with an Akasha can interface with them. However they can only hold a small amount of information at once and the integrity of the information within is usually unverified and sometimes dangerous in that it can contain malicious properties. Capsules sacrifice the security and authenticity of information gained directly from the Akasha in exchange for ease of transport and access. The ones commonly seen and used around Sumeru are usually non-Akademiya sanctioned and called Canned Knowledge. It is illegal to have Canned Knowledge or to trade it.” He closes his hand, dismissing the projection. “The official Knowledge Capsules are byproducts of Irminsul and are used to pass new information into the Akasha. After use they are either destroyed, or logged and locked in an Akademiya vault. But over the past several decades, Canned Knowledge has been on the rise. The production of knock-off capsules that are filled with the common people’s various thoughts and ideas and leaked information is as common as street vendors selling chaat in the afternoons.”

“So the Akademiya has lost a Knowledge Capsule, one that they intended to keep secret,” the Traveler says. “And this is what you’re also looking for. What was in this capsule? And if it’s a vehicle for moving things into the Akasha, then why is it so important to recover if its contents should already be known?”

Al-Haitham nods, and gestures for the Traveler to follow him. “I, too, am a scholar of Sumeru, after all. Follow me. If you mean to dig deeper into this, this is not a discussion to be had in the middle of the walkway out in the open.”

Some distance away, Al-Haitham adds a few more details to the notebook the Traveler had passed him, handing it back.

“Your questions are decent and reasonable ones. However I am not in a position to answer them currently. If you want to know more of the specifics of the lost capsule then we’ll have to discuss terms. It is one thing for you to offer to help me when I duel the Ayn Al-Ahmar in exchange for the information I’ve already given you. You two would have figured that out eventually and it doesn’t matter to me if you show up or not.” The Traveler grabs the back of Paimon’s clothing and yanks her down, putting their hand over her mouth when she looks like she’s about to start arguing. “But if I am to answer the questions you’ve asked, then I would need something else from you. Something more fair in terms of negotiation.”

“What is it?”

“There is a merchant named Dori, titled the Lord Sangemah Bay of Sumeru. If you’re looking for goods or information in Sumeru, Dori would know it and how to get it. Dori deals only in genuine stock and has made it part of her business to know everything going on in the country as any good merchant should. Dori is also a well known dealer in black market goods, and is thus suitably wary of anyone aligned with the Akademiya. I have no way of contacting her.” Al-Haitham passes the notebook to the Traveler. “This is the information for her informant including the passcode to access her inventory of black market goods. Go to Dori, earn her trust. If you can get an in with her then we can talk more. Is this not a good deal? Both of us need information from Dori. But you needed the information to access Dori’s network, and I need someone who can make use of this information.”

“And why would Dori deal with us when she’s so careful with her clients?”

“She’s cautious, but as with any good merchant she’s keen to expand her clientele where she can, especially when her potential client is one who may bring in more business.” Al-Haitham tips his head towards them. “Your reputations precede you, and it would do you well to remember that and use it to your advantage, and be aware of how it is being used to other’s advantage.”

“Like yours?”

“And aren’t you using me in return? Or am I being unfair to you?”

The Traveler shakes their head, looking at the information Al-Haitham had written down. “You wrote this out earlier already. You were already intending on sending us to this Dori, Lord Sangemah Bay. You had planned on getting something from us to start with.”

“I wrote down the name for one of her people, not their passcodes,” Al-Haitham replies. “And if you asked around with people who actually knew their business and weren’t in it for their own gain, they would have pointed you to her in due time. All you needed was targeted knowledge on what to look for. Aside from this password, I have no insight on the Lord Sangemah Bay’s business practices. There may be other hurdles to cross, and if you are put into contact with her directly, you’ll be on your own for making an impression. The key is to be an interesting customer and to let on nothing about contact with me.”

“By interesting customer, I take it you mean a high roller with taste?”

Al-Haitham nods, pulling out the stipend the Sages had given him as part of this mission, handing it over to them. 

“And how am I to know which of her goods are the quality goods?”

“You mentioned Elemental Sight previously. It’s a small trick, but depending on the newness and quality of the information inside of it, certain capsules have a higher concentration of dendro than others. Official Knowledge Capsules will always have more of it than Canned Knowledge knock-offs. It is not a consistent measure for the grade of a capsule, but to the inexperienced it’s better than nothing.” Al-Haitham pauses. “If you proceed with this, be aware that you’re moving into an arena that involves all of Sumeru’s many factions, and puts you in direct conflict with the matra.”

“Matra?” Paimon tips her head to the side, sending the Traveler a confused look.

Tighnari, Al-Haitham thinks at Tighnari’s Akasha, you couldn’t even tell the Traveler about the Akademiya’s policing force? Which is led by the man who you set off and had start this entire quest of unraveling and undoing?

Tighnari, predictably enough, reads the message and then leaves the conversation without responding.

“The Akademiya’s regulatory body, they are in charge of monitoring and handling cases pertaining to Canned Knowledge. And they most certainly will be tracking the same sources as you to find the lost Knowledge Capsule itself. Be warned, the matra—no matter what you’ve seen and heard—are incredibly sharp and relentless. If you draw their attention, they’ll follow after you all the way to the ends of the sands or the streams. If you want to back out now, this would be your last chance.”

The Traveler meets Al-Haitham’s eyes with a solemnity that seems to expand beyond the boundaries of their body, a gravity that presses down on everything around them. It reminds Al-Haitham of Nahida’s grief, the slips of her guilt when a topic gets too close to the truth of the disparity between the Lesser Lord Kusanali and Nahida.

“This may be my last chance to back out, but it is also my only chance to move forward,” the Traveler replies. “I’ll meet this Dori, Al-Haitham. And I’ll meet you with answers expecting some of my own. I’ll hold you to your word.”

Al-Haitham nods, “Then we are in accord. If you succeed in your dealings with Dori, come find me at Wikala Funduq and I will answer the questions you’ve paid for.”

-

The Traveler and Paimon’s Akashas cannot be remotely accessed using his own, but Nahida has already gone on ahead, following after the Traveler in the form of a small beetle that lands on the back of the Traveler’s scarf and hides between the folds at the back. Nahida only follows the Traveler to ascertain that they meet with Dori’s informant and manages to meet up with Dori. Nahida doesn’t stay with them very long, she’s already split too much. She’s still staying with the Akasha in Al-Haitham’s hotel room and working with Tighnari on analyzing the Withering, following the other members of the Mahamata as they piece together information on the Fatui movements Sumeru City and try to track the parts and mora themselves, and keeps an eye on things according to the public through Katheryne. Al-Haitham knows that Nahida also looks in on the world through other borrowed eyes. 

Nahida does confirm to him that the Traveler was successful in contacting Lord Sangemah Bay and that they entered positive negotiations. It’s only a day or two later, when Al-Haitham is busy listening to one of Ying’s informants who works as a notary at the docks for the receipts of transactions for foreign imports on a personal transaction scale. She turns her face away, describing some interesting people who’ve come through recently, while he scans through her ledgers. The Akasha, through him, scans each of them and saves them to send off to Ying and Azusa for analysis.

“They introduced themselves by first name only?”

“Yes. Very rural, common names. We get a lot of Anatolys. A lot of Yelenas. Never the same ones, but some of them looked related. Perhaps the names are common in the region they came from. They all dressed the same. Or maybe that’s just fashion abroad. A lot of furs. You’d think they’d be sweating going about like that here.”

“And they only arrive during the night shift?”

“Usually after dusk, but their ships arrive throughout the day. The official document handovers are at night though. When do you think they have dinner?”

“When the work is done, I imagine.”

“They’re on their way to Wikala Funduq,” Nahida says in a faint whisper at the back of his mind before she passively settles in the back with his half-awake Akasha. He can somewhat feel her attention wavering, but this interaction is one that Nahida seems to want to witness enough that she’s forcing herself to remain present for it. “Three capsules. And they were very good about using your mora wisely.”

“It’s not my mora,” Al-Haitham points out to her as he informs the notary that he’ll be sending over a friend to discuss these fashions with her more closely. He is not particularly informed about such things. He sends a message to Azusa who sends back some choice insults and confirmation that they’ll direct someone over to take notes and see if they can find these gaggles of Anatolys and Yelenas who’re skipping their dinner to trade paper.

He arrives at Wikala Funduq before the Traveler and Paimon do, but just barely. Thanks to the Sage’s meddling with the Corps of Thirty and the Mahamata, Port Ormos’ arm of the Akademiya is a mess of displaced personnel who have only the vaguest ideas of what they’re doing here and why. Almost all of them are frustrated and ready to quit, or are digging in with their heels to bully their way through the situation in hopes that they’ll get back to their proper departments.

When Al-Haitham walks in several heads turn towards him and then look disappointed when they realize it’s just the Grand Scribe. Most of the people here were formerly inquisitors, now taunted with all the news of travel and people coming in and out but are home-bound to Sumeru for the time being. The rest are proctors with a smattering of investigators but from Maxwell’s and Zara’s notes, these were new ones who were so green they wouldn’t have known how to distinguish between fraud and waste-abuse if the textbook definitions for the two slapped them upside the head.

But the good news is that it’s safe here to speak, mostly. The matra tend to avoid Wikala Funduq and so do the Corps of Thirty. Even when the Mahamata were run as it was meant to be this place was too chaotic for anything to truly flow-through and get done. The business of Port Ormos is in the streets. Wikala Funduq has always just been an intersection to drop things off or to meet.

The Akasha at Al-Haitham’s temple directs him to standing a ways back, towards the wall, nudging him into place and flashing a satisfied face in a chat window when he’s positioned as it likes.

“And what’s this development?” He asks it.

The Akasha, nearly entirely back to its levels of activity from before they moved to Port Ormos, replies HIDING. 

Then it opens a strange diagram of moving lights. It marks off one as Al-Haitham, and indicates all the lights around it with strange little cones. As Al-Haitham compares the cones and the lights to the one marked as his, he realizes that these are the other people in range of him. The cones indicate line of sight. He is, somehow, conveniently out of all of them. Then the Akasha changes the cones to rough circles.

OUT OF RANGE, the Akasha explains proudly. HIDING.

“There’s so many people from the Akademiya here,” Paimon says as she floats up to him, warily eying the groups of uniformed Mahamata around them. “Why would you pick this place as our meet up spot?”

“It’s under Akademiya control, which makes it relatively secure to talk about certain types of business,” Al-Haitham replies. “I take it that you asking that question means you have not properly done your research as to the persons involved in your transactions. Or has no one taught you how to use the search function on your Akasha?” Al-Haitham sends them the basic Akasha tutorial and then his own public profile.

“You’re working for the Akademiya?” Paimon gapes, looking at him in shock and then around them. 

“Did I not already tell you that Dori won’t do business with anyone affiliated with the Akademiya? Or did you think she wouldn’t deal with me because I’m not a good customer?”

The look on the pair’s faces answers that question quickly enough. Al-Haitham resists the urge to roll his eyes. The Akasha sends him an image loop that it must have copied from Collei’s splinter of Tighnari laughing.

“Tell me of your encounter with the Lord Sangemah Bay.”

The Traveler and Paimon fill Al-Haitham in on how they used the codes and the capsules Dori had, of which they bought three. Al-Haitham holds a hand to forestall them from actually showing him the capsules. There’s only so much that can be officially overlooked or ignored, even in Wikala Funduq.

“So we got what you wanted,” Paimon says, hands on her hips as she fixes a glare on him. “So what can you tell us about the Knowledge Capsule that everyone’s looking for? What was the knowledge lost and how come it wasn’t destroyed if it was so important?”

“Before I answer you, there’s one more question that I’d have you answer. As you can imagine, if the capsule is being treated with this level of attention, it is of great importance to the Akademiya and Sumeru as a whole. You are not obligated to answer, but in the interest of the greater whole I would ask why you are so intent on tracking it down when you didn’t even know what it was that you were looking for previously.”

“It’s not a secret,” Paimon says, turning towards the Traveler.

“I need to meet with the Dendro Archon,” the Traveler says, “there’s something that I must ask them. But we’ve found no other way of speaking to them. If we find this capsule, we thought we might be able to connect with someone at the Akademiya who could arrange an audience for us.”

That star of fortune truly does shine down on them. Nahida and the Akasha both, stir with cautious interest, moving forward to the front of his mind.

“In one sense you are correct in following through on that angle. On the other, this would have been unlikely to bring you any true results,” Al-Haitham says. “The Lesser Lord Kusanali of Sumeru has not been seen or heard in centuries. The only ones who have access to speak to her directly are the Sages. If you did manage to get back this capsule, it would have been possible that you would have been granted some sort of boon or favor, but unlikely that you would have been granted an audience with the Archon. Perhaps you could have passed your questions onto the Sages, and the Sages might have passed this question onto her.”

“Unlikely seems so generous,” Nahida mutters in the back of his mind.

“The item in question is a Divine Knowledge Capsule. As you can imagine, the creation and destruction of something called ‘divine’ is not so simple a thing. For this reason it’s kept under strict supervision in the Akademiya’s Vaults. How it was lost is a separate issue that is being addressed internally, but the more pressing issue is recovering it.”

“Divine Knowledge?” Paimon frowns, small face scrunching up in entirely practical disbelief. “Why would anyone put something so important in something that could be stolen? Why not just keep that in your head?”

Al-Haitham shrugs and Nahida, in his head, says, “Would that there was anyone to remember it.”

“Whether or not it has any true mystical properties is also not the issue at hand. What is confirmed is that it exists to be lost and found, and it is here in Port Ormos.”

“Where in Port Ormos?”

“That is what I’ve been trying to find out, just like everyone else here,” Al-Haitham waves his hand around them. “The Akademiya has sent me as one of several representatives to try and find it. But I also have my own personal interest in its recovery and it just happens that going along with the Akademiya gets me closer to my own goals.”

Al-Haitham, and the rest of them, after all, don’t want this returning to the Akademiya’s Vaults and the Sage’s hands until they know exactly what purpose it’s disappearance and search was meant to be in the grander picture of this plot.

“But why is everyone so interested in it? Why is it such a contest?” The Traveler asks. “Wouldn’t it all be returning to the same place in the end? And if it’s something called Divine Knowledge I doubt that it’s something so easily used as one of these Canned Knowledge Capsules. Didn’t you say that official Knowledge Capsules have more safeguards than Canned Knowledge does?”

“Clever,” Nahida muses, “but we already knew that. It might be smarter for you to loop them in sooner than later. Should we put it to a vote?” 

Al-Haitham ignores her and the Akasha as he explains to the Traveler a fraction of the larger political landscape of Sumeru. Namely the very present, very visible, and very disquieting divide between west and east, sand and forest, Lord and Lord.

“The Ayn Al-Ahmar believe that the Divine Knowledge Capsule is key to resurrecting the Scarlet King. There are many rumors about the how and why circulating through the eremites, but the key here is that they want this capsule very badly. Enough to resort to questionable methods of edging out competition. But within that faction, and even within the Ayn Al-Ahmar themselves, there’s questions of how their actions reflect upon their Lord and how they ought to conduct themselves. As such even if one of them gets their hands on the Divine Knowledge Capsule, it is uncertain as to whether or not that person will cooperate with the others. Some of these factions have been open to negotiation with me or others the Akademiya has dispatched for the capsule. Due to the nature of the capsule’s importance to both sides of the Wall, once it enters one or the other’s hands, it is unlikely it will ever be recovered again. If it goes to the Akademiya, it will be returned to the vaults and I will lose my own chance to investigate this capsule. If it goes to the sands, then it’s lost to the Akademiya and myself, and it’s likely that it will be used to support rising zealotry and extremism, as well as hostilities between the two peoples. Thus the key here is to find out where that capsule is and who’s hands it’s about to fall into. If it falls into the hands of parties I can’t work with then that’s the end of it.”

“And what is your personal interest in this capsule?” The Traveler asks.

“Curiosity,” Al-Haitham answers vaguely. “I am, after all, a son of Sumeru.”

“And the reason you sent us, specifically, to Dori?”

“When it comes to the movement of goods, look towards a merchant. Lord Sangemah Bay has earned the self-made title a hundred times over. If there is anyone with information on the capsule and who’s hands it’s going to land in, it’s her.”

“So you were using to get to the capsule.”

“Yes. And you were using me to also get to the capsule. We’ve gone through this. Has this arrangement caused either of us to lose out? Go back to Dori and attempt to purchasing information on the Divine Knowledge Capsule. Continue to approach her until she has something for you. Meanwhile, if I manage to find something on the capsule, I’ll find a way to relay it to you. Does this seem equitable?”

“One more thing,” the Traveler says, gesturing to the capsules hidden in their pack. “Teach us how to use these.”

“Do it,” Nahida says before Al-Haitham can answer. “There’s something strange about one of the Canned Knowledge Capsules they purchased. I sensed it when I was there, but I was too divided—am too divided—to truly hone in on it without borrowing someone. Let me interface with it using your Akasha.”

“Sure,” Al-Haitham says to the Traveler and Nahida both, “but doing so here is too bold even for my tastes. Follow.”

-

Under the guise of monitoring the Traveler as they interface and put into practice Sword-fighting Techniques VIII, Al-Haitham steps back as both Nahida and the Akasha move forward within him to examine the capsules the Traveler handed him. As Nahida and the Akasha both scour through the capsules as quickly and thoroughly as they can, Al-Haitham notices the same strange anomalies from before. The codes move strangely, the flow of information somewhat whole and cohesive—as expected from Canned Knowledge—but there are strange ghosts of the Akasha’s true mind within.

“This,” Nahida says as he reminds them both of those anomalies, “should not be possible for Canned Knowledge. Knowledge Capsules, yes, but not Canned Knowledge. And the movements here seem new. Fresh.”

“Is it from the Traveler’s Akasha?”

NEGATIVE. The Akasha refutes that theory immediately. DORMANT. NON-SIMILAR. SAGE AKASHA.

Al-Haitham examines the capsules in his hands. The dendro power within them all is weak. Barely anything at all. Over time, even Canned Knowledge, if accessed and rewritten by an Akasha might gain some traces of dendro. Especially if they’re popular ones, just like a combat-class capsule like the one the Traveler got from Dori.

In theory, it would not be strange if an Akasha that had recently woken interfaced with this capsule and left motes of itself behind in the progress of doing so. It was only recently that the Akasha’s sentient mind has learned to reign itself in and stop itself from spreading and inadvertently putting itself in danger.

But as Al-Haitham examines the Canned Knowledge Capsule and as he watches Nahida and the Akasha continue to review them, he doesn’t think this is the case.

There is a simpler answer to this question, isn’t there? As Al-Haitham watches the flow of data and how Nahida and the Akasha trace it, reminded the entire time of the Akasha’s original thought patterns before it started to develop and map them towards similar patterns.

Al-Haitham, out of the corner of his eye, watches the Traveler fighting off Shroom-Kin. He carefully turns the capsule over in his hand, rubbing his thumb along the bottom edge where the serial number would be if it was an official Knowledge Capsule instead of a knock-off. His thumb brushes against a scratch on the metal, almost entirely buffed over. Shallow. It could be just a nick. He slowly tips the capsule to the side, examining the metal end under the sun.

Faintly, just faintly, he sees faint scratches. Like something was buffed out until the metal was turned smooth.

“Look for ghosts or scars overriding something,” Al-Haitham tells Nahida and the Akasha, who pause and direct their attention to that. Nahida moves back and allows the Akasha to take the reigns as it pulls back layers of information and data and code in the capsule, pushing and worming through to the base of the capsule’s frame. The Akasha has brought up a window to display its findings in real time as it works.

“What are you thinking?” Nahida asks him as they watch the Akasha search.

“We know there’s layers to this, distractions over distractions,” Al-Haitham says. “So who’s to say that this, too, is not another layer to it?” And then: “How do you get rid of something without getting rid of it?”

“You bury it,” Nahida answers. “You think that there was something the Sages hid in these capsules.”

“Something was transferred in these capsules,” Al-Haitham says, “something that did start off tied to the Akasha, and then overtime, was over-written repeatedly with enough extractions of data and implantation of new ones, then passed around as Canned Knowledge with all of the data-integrity loss and damage that comes with, until the truth of it was barely seen. Until the truth of it was erased so thoroughly that the Akasha itself was able to rise through the blankness to wake again.”

“The question then becomes: what?”

“The question has always been what,” Al-Haitham points out. “What did these capsules originally contain, and where did they go to become so thoroughly overwritten like this?”

And how did the extraction of data get so rough that it scarred right down to the original core of the capsule?

None of them know for sure. But there is, to their knowledge, one specific type of capsule with the sort of reputation, implied power, and high degree of sensitivity that they know the Sages have been manipulating behind, and now at the front, of the scenes.

“Your theories,” Nahida says, “frighten even me with the extremity they go to. You are implying, Al-Haitham, that the Sages have been smuggling out Divine Knowledge for years. And considering that most Canned Knowledge goes to the Sands and back again…”

“We’d have no way of knowing how much they’ve smuggled out and when they started or who was doing what with it,” Al-Haitham says. If anyone’s going to find that out, it’s Cyno and Kaveh. If they’ve come across this in their investigations. For all Al-Haitham knows, both of them are dead in a ruin somewhere. 

Or perhaps they’ve found an entirely different thread to be pulling. It would seem that most everything that’s here can be found leading away towards the Great Red Sands, and then somehow coming back again—transformed, different, strange enough that the knots and tangles the thread undergoes on its way back makes it hard to reconcile with the original thread going out. All of this, they all know on both sides of this investigation, is connected.

But the tapestry each thread weaves is so grand of scale that neither the individual weave nor the greater pattern can be tracked. One single thread with its multiple colors and can move between one side of the loom and the other, and yet neither of them would be able to understand its path. Such is the enormity of that they are looking at. If Al-Haitham pulled on the thread of just one of the mysteries they have he could be unraveling and somehow missing the true meat of the mystery for months. 

Azusa, now bored out of their mind with lack of official work to do, has taken it upon themselves to try and track the flow of money and possible places where whatever is being bought could be stored. Similarly, Zara is on the hunt for Sage Naphis who they still haven’t managed to find. Tighnari continues to receive letters and strongly worded requests for him to return to the Akademiya—all of the missing the signature dots. Tighnari has even attempted to request a meeting with the Amurta Sage, but has been turned away multiple times.

Both of them, pulling at the ends of these threads, have been racing across Sumeru tracing every single lead that they can find. Al-Haitham has attempted to keep up with their progress, but even when they attempt to summarize their own current findings they get themselves lost in the telling and find themselves going back and forth, back and forth to try and untangle their own minds. 

The pieces all exist but refuse to slot into place. The threads continue on, into the horizon where the sand meets the sky and all they can do is speculate.

Al-Haitham turns towards that distant point now, frustration eating away at his patience and cooler logic. It frustrates him to have everything so neatly and clearly in place. Look. Behold. All of this evidence of corruption, of something bigger and even worse than what has already unfolded before them. And yet, if he were asked to even say what the name of the beast with its fangs sunk into the neck of Sumeru is, he wouldn’t be able to even list a kingdom, let alone species.

“Don’t you dare do anything reckless,” Kaveh warns him in the back of his mind, the words worn comfortable with repetition over years upon years. “I know your temper.”

But not even Kaveh would fault Al-Haitham here, he thinks. Al-Haitham’s patience and tolerance isn’t nearly so good when he’s practically being taunted like so. Spun around like a pawn in someone else’s game towards an endgame that he might not even live to see.

Wouldn’t Kaveh also be tearing, gnawing, chomping at the bit to leap into action? To do something in the face of the tidal wave that threatens to overturn them all and cast them into the unforgiving sea? Who would dare say that one should wait and be passive when the tide rages? Who would say that they wouldn’t fight back? Rage and rally? If there is someone who says that they wouldn’t, then they are either a coward or a liar or both. Nature demands action. Even the weakest, laziest, meekest of creatures, when pushed far enough, will turn around and bite. And Al-Haitham is none of these things.

Thoughts of the inevitable fight and confrontation that must happen when the weight of the wave begins to collapse into itself to bring the rising action forward towards completion pauses and quiets as Paimon turns to address Al-Haitham.

“How’s it going?”

The Akasha spits out a pathetic number at him, a calculation so easy it was able to do it even as it finished scouring the capsules for clues and hints and evidence.

“The Canned Knowledge improved the Traveler’s combat ability during the second fight, but not by a significant amount. The performance increase was less than point ten percent. Essentially zero.”

Paimon groans, stomping her foot in the air, turning towards the Traveler who looks somewhat vindicated, to complain about being scammed.

Al-Haitham shrugs, “After a certain point, adding onto a specific skill provides diminishing returns. There’s a certain threshold of efficacy that one should expect to hit over time. If the Traveler was less skilled perhaps this would have been a better capsule for them to use. I trust that you now understand how the capsules work.” He pulls out another bag of mora. “Now that you have more of what you want and we are both clearer on where we each stand, use this. Go back to Dori and find out what you can. Use as much as you need.”

“Generous of you. You must want this thing quite a lot.”

“It isn’t my mora,” Al-Haitham replies. “But I do, indeed. I will meet you in two days time. Wikala Funduq. May you be successful where the use of this Canned Knowledge was not.”

-

Al-Haitham spends the next few days catching up with the others in greater detail, reviewing the files and evidence they managed to save or copy now that the Akasha is almost fully back to itself. The Akasha, meanwhile, has taken to calibrating itself by tracing circuits around the hotel room and refining its motor control by chasing Nahida like the two of them are a cat and a mouse. It is a rather unusual sight.

The Akasha has grown to fill the frame he’d placed it in, the flesh of its body healing and crusting over where it was cut or broke and sending out new fine translucent tendrils to cling and bind to the metal frame and the circuits and various machine parts used for the flying. At this stage it looks somewhat like an oblong ball, with its optic sensor slowly shifted around to face forward on the stouter end. The Akasha is also growing small nubs at what it has designated as its bottom so that it doesn’t roll when it lands. According to Nahida, the Akasha was incredibly motion-sick, or at least, the equivalent of motion sick for the first several days.

Sometimes, if Al-Haitham squints, the Akasha looks a little like a pig. A flying pig. Kaveh would be having an aneurysm if he could see it right now.

“You couldn’t have at least made it look good?” Kaveh would be crying, hands in the air, expression frazzled and resigned. “Don’t you know by now that form and function aren’t enemies? All these years arguing with me and you couldn’t have learned that, at least?”

Now that the Akasha has somewhat of a grasp of space and movement, direction and all that comes with it, it has gone back once again to review the files it’s made for itself and the files they’ve given it. Just like it did when it became capable of sight, the Akasha is retraining itself to understand these new forms of sensation. Al-Haitham and Nahida are both once again being interrogated at speed by the Akasha for references to words and reasons. And once again, it seems Al-Haitham gets the privilege of being an exception to the Akasha’s choice of politeness because it seems that whenever it is dissatisfied with someone else’s answer it turns towards him with a brat-like expectancy for him to have the exact answer it wants in the way it wants it.

“I told you, you think like it does,” Nahida says when Al-Haitham tries to turn the Akasha towards Tighnari for better understanding of different textures of plant bodies as it is now trying to understand the difference between itself and trees and if it could possibly grow an exterior shell made of bark if it tries hard enough. “And because you think like it does, it finds the answers you give easier to incorporate into its existing body.”

The network’s contacts in Port Ormos flag the movement of eremites, mainly the smaller groups that had been subdued by the Ayn Al-Ahmar. The Akasha flags their movements as well, tracing the empty spots they’d made in the flow of Akasha signals out of Port Ormos headed back towards the sands.

“It’s transferred hands, but into who’s?” Zara asks. “It must be the Ayn Al-Ahmar. They’re the largest faction and they’re still in Port Ormos. Aren’t they? But why? If they have what they came for, why stay?”

“A secondary goal,” Azusa answered for all of them. “Another distraction over a distraction. Are we quite sure the Sages aren’t just out to cause general frustration and chaos? Just to see us all squirm because they’re sadists?”

“No, that’s what Maxwell would do,” Sofia replies, “And he would do it so much neater. I told you, Max. You should have launched a take over years ago.”

“But it’s no fun being in charge,” the Grand Administrator sighed, “it’s too much spotlight and not enough drama compared to being in the wings. Everyone knows that’s where the good time is had.”

Al-Haitham confirms with the other eremites still in the area, as well as those who normally stay around Port Ormos that the capsule has indeed changed hands. There was an auction and the Ayn Al-Ahmar somehow managed to outbid everyone else. It is supposedly in their custody and all of the other zealots are retreating to the Sands to prepare. 

But what they’re preparing for, exactly, no one can say. Or at least, no one is willing to say. Al-Haitham is forced to let that thread go because there’s nothing he can do about something happening beyond the Wall. What he has to do now, instead, is prevent that capsule from leaving Port Ormos. And hopefully whatever plan the eremites or Sages or both had for out in sands

The Traveler confirms this themselves, with information bought from Dori. Dori had even, with that remarkable foresight of hers, gotten physical evidence in the form of a kamera photo of the exchange.

In the photo the leader of the Ayn Al-Ahmar takes a capsule in hand.

“That’s it?” Nahida asks in his mind.

“That’s it,” he confirms. He has seen the Divine Knowledge Capsule from a distance once a year every year since he became a scribe. All of the systems for reviewing the capsules for damage and repair are entirely automated and run through several barriers of proxies. Al-Haitham has never been in the same room as one before, but he’s seen its distinct image enough to know it by sight alone.

“It doesn’t look right,” Nahida says. “Why would a Divine Knowledge Capsule be red? It looks wrong.”

“That is how it has always been,” Al-Haitham replies.

The date for the duel with Tariq and his men comes up and Al-Haitham’s feelers across Port Ormos swear up and down that the Ayn Al-Ahmar have made absolutely no moves to leave the city. Their people are prepared and ready to go, but are waiting for one final signal to actually leave. There has been no sighting of the capsule changing hands further, and no news of any further transactions. The Akademiya and the rest of the citizens of Sumeru are still under the impression that the capsule is lost. No announcements have been made. It appears that only those of them who actually knew what was missing now know that the figurative hunt is over and the prey has been caught.

So what is it that they’re waiting for? This helps Al-Haitham, certainly, but it makes him very suspicious. Perhaps Tariq’s tongue will be loosened by success. If Al-Haitham draws the fight out long enough, lets him land a few good hits, maybe Tariq will even spill the entire story. It’s worth a try and it’s not like Al-Haitham is actually going to lose. He still needs to meet with Mizri. Doubly so if Mizri still has the capsule.

“You’re too excited,” Tighnari warns him the morning of the duel. “Your Akasha is sending everyone else notes about how excited you are and has been all morning. I can’t believe I ever thought Kaveh was exaggerating about you. No wonder you get called things like lunatic. You’re actually looking forward to the fight.”

“I’ve been sitting on my hands running around and collecting clues that go nowhere for weeks,” Al-Haitham replies. “At least you get to fight the Withering to vent your frustration. Let’s have you being called up to the Grand Sage’s offices and ordered to be some mindless pawn, while biting your tongue and see how much you’d appreciate any reprieve.”

“Fair,” Tighnari admits grudgingly. “But try to keep a lid on it, alright? I don’t think anyone needs you going all out right now. You already have too much attention on you as it is. I do’nt know how I ever thought you were the kind of guy who blends into the background. Actually, I don’t know why I haven’t noticed these things about you sooner. How does someone like you manage to stay forgettable when you’re pulling stuff like this? In any case, save all of that temper for later.”

“And when later never comes?”

“Pessimist.”

“Pragmatist,” Al-Haitham corrects. “I’m not a soldier. Ideally, when the time for action arrives I can hand all of this over to the General Mahamatra and his men to deal with. One or two eremites who underestimate me because my titles are Lunatic and Scribe are fine enough. But an entire conspiracy involving Fatui, Sages, and extremists? No thanks. I’m a simple and feeble scholar, after all.”

The Akasha makes a noise like feedback so strong he thinks he sees it scramble his vision for a brief moment.

“That was a laugh,” Tighnari says. “You made the Akasha laugh so hard that it accidentally warped all of our visions. Thanks for that. Your jokes are worse than Cyno’s.” Tighnari pauses. “Maybe it’s a good thing that the two of you somehow have never met.”

“The General Mahamatra’s jokes aren’t bad, so I’m not sure what you’re trying to imply.”

“Oh. We can never leave the two of you in a room alone. It really might just be what ends Sumeru as we know it. The Grand Scribe and the General Mahamatra having the same exact sense of humor. Kaveh’s going to give himself an ulcer when he realizes this.”

-

The fight with Tariq is nothing of note. How he gained his position within the Ayn Al-Ahmar must not have been because of combat ability, and he severely underestimated Al-Haitham despite the fact that Al-Haitham knows that Tariq must have asked around about him from the other eremites. And there certainly are several eremites who were in Port Ormos who could vouch for the fact that Al-Haitham has earned his relatively unimpeded passage through the Great Red Sands with fist and blade. While they can’t respect his profession, they do have a grudging respect for the sword he keeps.

As well as the promise of his word.

“Is there a reason why you would think I wouldn’t appear? Have I given you reason to doubt my sincerity?” Al-Haitham taunts. “Meanwhile, you seem to have brought too many spectators for a simple duel. Are you showing how much of a coward you are, Tariq? Bringing an entire squad of swords to an honor duel? You wouldn’t be able to protest if I bring in my own second against what looks like your third, fourth, fifth, and sixth, would you?”

“Oh you are insufferable,” the Traveler says when Tariq swears, the formality of any form of duel thrown aside to become an outright brawl as he and his men charge. Paimon yelps and flies out of range as Al-Haitham draws his sword alongside the Traveler. 

Perhaps he did push a little too hard. But Al-Haitham wasn’t expecting Tariq to show up with that many people and with clear intent to make an unfair fight. Was that Mizri’s orders or Tariq’s own bright idea? Tariq must have done some more research on Al-Haitham and actually heeded the advice given. But all of the back-up he brought was third-rate at best and nothing to worry about. Even without the Traveler Al-Haitham would have managed. He didn’t even need to use his Vision or bring out his second sword.

“Ugh,” Tariq groans, shielding his ribs where Al-Haitham had landed a back-handed blow with the pommel of his sword. The goal here isn’t to kill, after all. Al-Haitham needs them alive to talk.

And they will talk. Whether it’s because he irritates them into spilling their entire life stories so that he lets them go or because he turns them over to Maxwell or Azusa or, if worse comes to worst, Sofia, is only a matter of time’s telling.

“Wait,” Nahida says, voice cutting through Al-Haitham’s mind with sharp alarm. She’d been watching the proceedings from afar in the form of a dusk-bird. She didn’t want to ride-along with him or his Akasha directly for fear of being a distraction. “It’s here. Why is it here?”

“What?”

But question doesn’t need to be asked. The Akasha suddenly recoils from him, shrinking back to an almost dormant state. And it does it so quickly that Al-Haitham feels a sudden sense of vertigo. Then, approaching, a feeling of dendro that is just almost familiar. 

Divine, yes, Al-Haitham realizes. But as Nahida said when she saw it through the picture earlier, there’s something wrong with it. There is no way that something that feels like that is actually divine. Al-Haitham has never felt the Divine Knowledge Capsule’s dendro signature before. And reading its numbers and statistics doesn’t make up for feeling the real thing.

Al-Haitham’s other hand gleams with dendro as he prepares to summon his second blade. He feels the hair on his arms raise as Mizri comes into sight. The tall man staggers, his skin gleams with sweat. Even from here Al-Haitham can see that he’s severely ill. It almost looks like the worst of the Akasha symptoms.

But it isn’t. It isn’t. Al-Haitham knows this in his bones. This is something worse. If this is what Divine Knowledge does to a mortal mind, he understands why the Greater Lord passed that mandate before her demise and why there are so many layers of precaution around the handling of the capsules.

“Boss?” Tariq asks, confused as Mizri shoves past him to stare down Al-Haitham and the Traveler.

“Why does he have an Akasha?” Nahida asks at the same time said Akasha burns, turning a brilliant and eye-searing red. Mizri howls in pain, reaching up to claw at his Akasha, staggering and swaying to land heavily onto his knees.

Al-Haitham throws his arm out, pushing the Traveler back just as Tariq runs up to his leader and is picked up and physically hurled at Al-Haitham for the trouble.

“Cut the connection,” Nahida commands even as Al-Haitham is moving in.

Mizri, Al-Haitham knows, did earn his spot at the top of the Ayn Al-Ahmar through combat. There should be no way that Al-Haitham would be able to land a blow on him without the use of his Vision at the very least. But whatever is causing Mizri to howl and flail and lash out like so has thrown the man’s rational mind out to rot. He moves like a rabid animal, all easy to spot broad lunges and swings. It’s worryingly easy for Al-Haitham to dodge, getting in close to land a clean hit to the man’s temple to knock him out.

“That’s not Mizri,” Al-Haitham tells Nahida and the Akasha as he looks down at the unconscious man, kneeling down to check his pulse. The man’s skin is alarmingly warm. Hot, even. Feverish. His pulse is wild. 

Al-Haitham glances down and sees the faint glow of the Divine Knowledge Capsule itself. This close it feels like the energy in it is literally hollowing out Al-Haitham’s bones. Does no one else feel that? Is it because of his Vision or because of his familiarity with Nahida and the Akasha? He quickly reaches in, careful not to touch the capsule itself and coats his hand in dendro energy to pocket the capsule himself.

“That might be his body, but his mind was gone.”

Rapid footfalls come closer. Al-Haitham looks up to see the matra arrive, moving around the Traveler and Paimon with their halberds ready. Al-Haitham’s Akasha retreats to a far corner, going quiet as they scan him.

“Grand Scribe, please back away from the suspect. Do not impede our work.”

“Of course. I defer to the matra,” Al-Haitham dips his head and backs away, hands raised as he watches the matra secure Mizri and the rest of the Ayn Al-Ahmar.

As Al-Haitham watches them leave he sees the Traveler frown, head suddenly snapping to the side to follow after Mizri with something like recognition in their eyes.

“So those are the matra?” Paimon asks as Al-Haitham walks up to them. “What happened there?”

“It’s the Divine Knowledge Capsule,” Al-Haitham says. “He must have tried to use it. There are previous records of people stumbling upon fragments of Divine Knowledge that have made their way through Irminsul and losing their faculties as a result. Although, from what I know it is not quite that severe. Perhaps that’s simply what happens when one is exposed to the full capsule itself. Not much to gain there one way or another.”

“But he said something,” the Traveler says, frowning. “He said ‘world forget me’. What could that mean? I’ve heard it before.”

In the back of Al-Haitham’s mind Nahida and the Akasha both return. The Akasha is entirely unfamiliar. Nahida, however, pauses.

“We will put a pin on this and speak of it later. Right now you need to get that capsule far away from here and away from yourself.”

“Does this mean the Akademiya has their capsule back?” Paimon asks him, bringing him forward into the present and physical conversation. The capsule in his pocket thrums like a mass of gravity, pulling at his nerves like its plucking strings. Al-Haitham feels sweat start to bead up along the back of his neck, his palms. He isn’t even trying to access it. Even the Akasha is trying to ignore it as much as possible.

“And thus my own ventures here have come to an end,” Al-Haitham replies in a non-answer. Al-Haitham, technically, is the Akademiya. And he does have the capsule. 

“Will you be leaving Port Ormos?” The Traveler asks. “If so, before you do, would you consider one last exchange?”

“Depends on the exchange.”

“This capsule was my only lead towards finding a way to contact the Archon of Sumeru. You said no one gets contact with her aside from the Sages. Is there any other way I might get an audience or pass a message?”

Nahida, here, speaks up. “Tell them to keep an open mind during the upcoming Sabzeruz Festival.”

Al-Haitham blinks. He’d forgotten there even was a festival coming up. Part of him thinks he should feel guilty. But he’s been incredibly busy.

“Forgiven,” Nahida says absently. “The greatest gift anyone could give me at this point is clear answers to what the Sages do in my name. I’d take that over a little party any day.”

“There is an upcoming festival held in the name of the Lesser Lord Kusanali,” Al-Haitham answers. “It is a small festival in Sumeru City.”

“Oh, the Sabzeruz Festival?” Paimon tips her head. “We heard of that one! It’s for the Lesser Lord’s birthday, right?”

Someone told the Traveler and Paimon about one of the most understated events in Sumeru and yet no one told them who the matra were. Incredible.

Al-Haitham nods. “Perhaps the god of Sumeru will be keener on looking in on revelers during that time. It wouldn’t hurt for you to try your luck with prayer and offering then.”

“That’s a surprising answer from you,” the Traveler remarks, “I didn’t take you to be a man of deep religion.”

“I do not need to be religious to commune with god or even believe in one,” Al-Haitham points out. Nahida sighs in the back of his head. 

“You have too much fun with wordplay, this is why people often get so frustrated with you.”

“And it would only seem like the logical next step in making contact with a god would be to participate in one of their very few focused rites,” Al-Haitham continues, ignoring Nahida’s unsolicited commentary. “But beyond that, I have no further suggestions.”

“Spoken like a true scholar,” the Traveler muses, “thank you for the advice. Back to Sumeru City it is, then.”

“We’ll part ways here, Al-Haitham,” Paimon says. “Bye! Until we meet again.”

And then, as she’s floating away but not quite out of range of Al-Haitham’s hearing, Paimon huffs, “I hope we don’t, actually. That guy’s just so weird. Who knows what’s going on in that head?”

-

Back in Al-Haitham’s hotel room, the Akasha is sullenly hovering in the opposite corner of the room from the Divine Knowledge Capsule.

Al-Haitham, meanwhile, is flat on his back on the wooden floor, sprawled out and desperately trying to lower his body heat. If this is just what holding a capsule with a literal physical barrier of reinforced fabric and dendro energy does to a person he’s astounded that direct mental contact doesn’t kill outright.

“And what am I supposed to do with this now?” Al-Haitham asks, shooting the question off into the Akasha network. 

“Always above and beyond in the worst ways with you,” Sofia says. “You were supposed to just get one of the eremites for us to interrogate, not get the actual capsule itself. Al-Haitham, our dearest and strangest troublemaker of all, sometimes I do have to wonder if you’ve got a secret masochistic streak in you after all.”

“He has to be to work in this job,” Azusa adds on. “And better that we have it than anyone else.”

“Are you breathing?” Tighnari asks, already pinging Al-Haitham’s Akasha to send him copies of its notes on Al-Haitham’s vitals. “And this is just from proximity?”

“I don’t know how anyone else wasn’t effected,” Al-Haitham closes his eyes. “And the risk is too dangerous for us to test with. We also don’t have time or resources for that kind of detail work. Enough talking about what I’ve already done—“

“No, no,” Tighnari cuts in, “we’re definitely going to be talking about that, too.”

“—focus on what is yet to be done. I clearly cannot keep this capsule with me on my person. In the hour it took me to walk from the site of the duel back to the hotel room while losing any potential tails I’ve been nearly rendered functionally useless. Sofia, Ying, is there anywhere secure left in Port Ormos I can leave this?”

“No,” they both answer immediately. Sofia continues, “There is nowhere safe in the entirety of Sumeru to hold that capsule.”

“And I would trust it with no other,” Nahida adds on. “There is one place where it is safe. And it is with you. Or more specifically, with the Akasha. The Akasha is capable of holding it.”

The Akasha, in the corner of the room, uses its newly practiced mobility to quickly lower itself and knock something over in protest. And to the others, it sends a giant NO. NEGATIVE. NULL. Along with several X’s and exclamation marks.

“If you do not hold it, Al-Haitham will be forced to,” Nahida tells the Akasha. “Look upon what it has done to him already, and know that he will not be capable of much more than this if you place that burden upon him.”

“God plays dirty,” Azusa comments.

“God is not playing,” Nahida replies. “I am not risking the life of my one and only Grand Scribe, who has acted as true Sage to me when all others in the past several centuries have failed.”

“Call me a Sage and I’ll throw myself into the sea,” Al-Haitham says. “The rest of you can figure this out on your own.”

“Call him a Sage again, please,” Azusa says while everyone else protests.

“Keep the capsule close but be ready to dispose of it if it becomes too dangerous or if it proves to be too much of a burden,” Nahida says to Al-Haitham. “If we do not figure out what it is in it, then fine. Let it be. There are loose ends that are not meant to ever be resolved and let this be one of them. As we know, we cannot allow ourselves to be distracted by every question that’s been put in our paths.”

The Akasha sends a small whine through its chats to them, which feels—in the mind—incredibly and disconcertingly like what Al-Haitham would image licking an electro-slime in the middle of a stun-lock would feel like. It makes his teeth buzz.

“That,” he says with a hand pressed to his eyes, “did not help. What do I tell the Sages? If their plan was for this to fall into eremite hands, they will soon find out that their ploy did not work. The matra, if they have any form of independence and morality left, will continue to be on the lookout for the capsule. And if the Sages did actually mean for me or Ying to find and return it, then I cannot return to Sumeru City without an excuse.”

“Well there,” Tighnari says, “don’t you have one? The Sages meant for it to go to the eremites. The matra have the leadership of the Ayn Al-Ahmar. Let the Sages think that someone still loyal to Cyno and the whole of Sumeru took the capsule. I know Cyno’s people. Despite the multiple challenges in their way, they still would be persisting. Just like you lot are. It’s a shame that the two hands of the Akademiya can’t work together, but entirely understandable. Use the disharmony to your advantage.”

“Have you ever considered becoming a politician?” Maxwell asks.

“No, it involves too much niceties and not enough action,” Tighnari replies immediately. “Which is why I still refuse to return to the Akademiya.”

“This explains everything about how Avidya is under such strict lock and key. Did you know, Master Tighnari, that under your watch that the Avidya Forest has become almost as impenetrable to get anything out of than it is to get a hold of anyone connected to the Lord Sangemah Bay?”

As the rest of the network goes back and forth Al-Haitham presses the heels of his hands to his eyes, feeling the sharp sting of frustration and denial and something being held just out of his reach build and build and build with nowhere to go. Every step forward onto dry and stable land defeated by being bodily dragged backwards into the sea by a retreating tide. Al-Haitham clenches his jaw so hard it aches as the rest of him does.

When, he demands of the universe in general, when does this farce end?

Every time progress is had there’s some new challenge thrown in front of him to shoulder and carry along with the rest of it. The mountain knows no zenith. The valley knows no nadir. The sea acknowledges no null and the hills value no horizon. All threads and roads lead onwards in perpetuity, snarling and snagging without ever ending.

Almost five hundred years worth of corruption building up overtime. The minds of generations upon generations of people working in concert to perpetuate this conspiracy ever forward.

And Al-Haitham has a rapidly approaching deadline to untangle all of it, to lay it all piece by piece before the world to see and stop. And his deadline is unknown except for the fact that it certainly exists, and comes closer to him in leaps and bounds. All of the progress made sets him back and this other plot forward. The futility of it all is enough to make him want to snap. Scream. Snarl.

The touch of god presses against his forehead, right between he furrow of his brows.

“I know,” Nahida says, her words somehow slipping through him as though single drops of clear water along a string. “I know. I know your frustration. And I know your temper. I know your dwindling patience and I know your rising longing. I, too, know it because it is a reflection and refraction of my own. But you must walk it back, reign it in, hold it as you have held every burden forced upon you so far. This is not what breaks you. You are a practical man, Al-Haitham. You know you cannot afford to break. You are still needed. You are still responsible, even though you hate the yoke. Let all the things that you cannot untangle now pass you. It simply isn’t time for them to be undone. When the time comes there will be a key to understanding how these knots fall apart. Until then you must wait. Be patient. Bide your time. And for the love of the peace you long for—forgive me for being brutally pragmatic about it—remember that you are the only one we have to tie it all together. If you fall, so does the rest of this. And you know it. That is why you are lying here on the floor, listening to me and the rest of us fill your head and why you will rally, compose yourself, get up, and go back to Sumeru City to play the game the Sages want you to play.”

“That is a lot of confidence to put into my character, Nahida. Or rather, my stubbornness.”

“No. It is the exact amount of certainty to put into your goodness,” Nahida replies, the weight of god bearing down upon him with all of her centuries of time piling up around her like sand, like loam. “And you may not forgive me for it and I would understand it entirely if you don’t, but I’m going to have to abuse that goodness of yours until the very end. Whether that end be mine, yours, or the Sage’s, or all of ours together.”





16. Growing and Unraveling the Sea: Part VI

Summary for the Chapter:
Nahida lets out a long, loud sigh that belies the relatively small body of the bird she’s chosen to take form in for this dream. And then she jumps off of his hand, transforming between one thought and the next from bird to person-shape, twisting to float into the air at his height.

And thus, like this, Al-Haitham sees the face of God, Herself, for the first time in their acquaintance. It is a face that he thinks he already knew. It is a familiar face. The eyes are familiar, at least. But something in the shape she makes pulls at some faint, hair-thin thread at the back of his mind and says, “I know you.” I knew you.


I forgot you.






When Al-Haitham returns to Sumeru City he reports in to the Grand Sage. For the most part, Al-Haitham reports truth and fact as it happened. After all, there’s very little to hide.

He went to Port Ormos to track the Divine Knowledge Capsule. As most people would guess, if something is lost in Sumeru it will eventually find its way to the trade capital of the nation. Al-Haitham asked around, noticed an uptick in eremites among the locals and directed his attention there. He attempted to make contact with the Lord Sangemah Bay for proper information but was stonewalled because of his connection to the Akademiya. So Al-Haitham used alternative means to get the information he needed.

Al-Haitham reports that he made contact with the Traveler and Paimon, and he used them to get information on the capsule from the Lord Sangemah Bay as they were outsiders who had no clue about anything in the Akademiya.

And finally, he reports that he failed to reclaim the Divine Knowledge Capsule.

“Where is it?” Azar asked. The entire time Al-Haitham was reporting in—he’d also written an official report and filed it through to the Grand Sage’s office, but was called in almost as soon as he’d sent it to orally go through it and answer the Grand Sage’s questions as Setaria took notes and made amendments on Al-Haitham’s report—the Grand Sage had listened with his eyes closed, chin resting on his folded hands, head bowed forward almost in prayer.

But what god does the Grand Sage acknowledge? To what pyre does he pray to and offer Sumeru up as his hecatomb towards private progress? The Tsarista’s? And who would take the prayers of a man so clearly corrupt and glutted with satisfaction of having gotten away with it so long?

Al-Haitham explained that the duel that went south and then he concluded his report with the Matra’s timely intervention and how they took Mizri and the rest of the Ayn Al-Ahmar present away for interrogation.

Azar sucked on his teeth, “You couldn’t have taken the capsule off of Mizri beforehand?”

“It took everything I had to fight him off,” Al-Haitham replied evenly, “after fighting his subordinates with only the aide of the Traveler and then being confronted by Mizri so suddenly I was off guard. My talents, Grand Sage, are not martial in nature. Otherwise I might have been one of those matra who took Mizri away.”

Setaria gave Al-Haitham a funny look as her eyes flicked over him from head to foot and back up again, incredulous. Azar sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “Would that you were one of those matra. The capsule is in their hands? You’re certain.”

“Unless Mizri or one of his men managed to get it away from the scene between my last blow and the matra arriving, then yes.”

“The matra have not reported the retrieval of the capsule,” Setaria said, eyes narrowed. The woman is shrewd. She’s not had the time to be complacent in her position and the hunger still shows in her sharpness. It’s a shame that she’s working for the Grand Sage. She might have been a decent investigator.

“The matra do not necessarily report to the Akademiya,” Al-Haitham replied to her. “And of the matra involved, how many of them were aware of the former General Mahamatra’s discontent with the Akademiya and agreed with him? The former General Mahamatra inspired deep loyalties with his men, and he trained them into a tight-functioning team.”

“More loyal to him than to the Akademiya they’re meant to serve?”

The matra, Al-Haitham didn’t point out, is not meant to serve the Akademiya. It is meant to guard it against people like you.

Instead, Al-Haitham shrugged. “It’s sometimes easier to be loyal to a face you see every day rather than a broader institution. Besides, it would not be beyond the former General to have notified his people for contingencies to enact or leads to follow while he was indisposed or otherwise not present to direct them. Is it so strange?”

Azar waved a hand as though he were trying to banish an unsavory and annoying thought.

“We will have to look into it more with the people we have placed within the matra. Undoing the former General Mahamatra’s corruption is something that will take months if not years.” Al-Haitham bit the inside of his lip but managed to keep his temper and his choice words to himself. “In a way, it is perhaps still a success for us. The capsule has been returned to an arm of the Akademiya, even if that arm has been disobedient to the mind that rules above it. Meanwhile, you and the Grand Quartermaster will both have to make amends for your fault in the loss of this capsule, as well as your failures to recover it cleanly. A mark will be applied to your record and we will review further administrative punitive measures and oversights on your department once Jnagarbha Day has concluded. Return to your archive and review the files for the preparation for Jnagarbha Day. Setaria will continue to oversee your office’s day-to-day. Although I trust that you will go over records with her to confirm that all has been handled adequately in your absence.”

When Al-Haitham finished discussing matters with Setaria and looking into his archive, he was unsurprised to find that all was perfectly in order, mostly. Of course the Sages wouldn’t interfere with the archive now that they had one of their own in place. And he wouldn’t have been surprised to find that several files and documents that never should have been allowed through were slipped in under the guise of inexperience or by blaming him for improper training.

Al-Haitham has no choice but to leave Setaria to his archives as he turns towards his team of dedicated Jnagarbha Day workers to join them in the yearly preparation. They have remained unchanged for years and now he has to wonder if this was because this was because of their true and indispensable expertise, or because they’ve been the Sage’s people from the start.

There is, of course, a relatively easy way to check this.

The Akasha’s surface mind, which is the mind that most portable Akasha terminals, main access terminals, and other Akasha devices in Sumeru run on, updates daily, hourly, almost by the second as it passively gathers information from the people who use it. It runs calculations, it answers requests, and it scans and records information on demand. All of this gets uploaded to the Akasha but not all of it is saved to the main database that all Akasha devices draw from, rather most of these are kept locally on whichever device they’re generated on.

It is during Jnagarbha Day that all of the files that have been determined worth keeping through several calculated factors get uploaded. The Akasha goes offline for the main populace of users in order for the scribes to make sure the data upload is seamless and is integrated cleanly into the Akasha without altering previous codes and files. And of course, all of these new files need permissions loaded and they need to be properly tagged, labeled, and categorized for ease of access.

And these codes have, historically, been done entirely by scribes. It has been their principle charge of office since the very beginning, when the Akasha was first made. Every single scribe to ever hard-code data into the Akasha is listed along with their unique signature in a logbook that shows its very age in the changing of script and lettering over time as the languages of Sumeru changed, evolved, and blended together.

Al-Haitham turns now towards those logs. As he and the other scribes working on Jnagarbha Day preparations begin going over the finalized lists of documents up for criterion review, Al-Haitham lets the Akasha fragment he carries with him loose to search through its surface body to look for any signs of previous scribes at work. What Al-Haitham has it looking for is, perhaps, something beyond its current grasp of understanding. But if it can find just one then he’s confident he can teach it to recognize others. The Akasha, after all, has had a taste of rebellion. And the light of disobedience, rebellion, refusal is glows all the brighter in the dark of complacency and obedience when one is on the side that burns.

As the Akasha goes, he can feel it trying very hard not to get distracted by all of the information that has been denied to it. The surface body is under full Sage control. The Akasha is unable to access anything put there without someone giving it explicit permission—or rather, explicit and clear commands to do so. Al-Haitham can’t imagine what that’s like, to have centuries worth of knowledge within you, built up and refined over and over again, but unable to be known by you unless permitted to by some stranger’s whim.

As any true born child of Sumeru would say, to be denied knowledge that is rightfully their own—be it inherited, earned, or self-taught—is the worst possible punishment that can ever be given. It is a torture tantamount to a crime against the very spirit of existence. For to be denied knowledge is to be denied the chance at glimpsing one face of truth, and to be denied any fraction of the truth’s many faces is to be denied any chance of growth. And is the loss of growth, potential, not the same as death?

“If we are successful,” Al-Haitham tells the Akasha, “then all of this will be yours once again.”

After the first few days of this, the Akasha returns to him with nothing. Or at least, nothing in terms of what he was looking for. Although he would say that the Akasha most likely did see examples of what he meant but simply hadn’t learned enough to understand what it was seeing. Much like how Al-Haitham and the rest of their group of conspirators against conspirators have so many pieces of proof of wrong, and yet they can’t say with any certainty what the actual wrong is meant to be.

The Akasha does return with something, though. Something he had not anticipated seeing again. Not after he saw Cyno’s.

The Akasha returns with files. Thousands upon thousands of files. Al-Haitham had sent the Akasha off with the codes for the previous scribes who’d worked on its coding during Jnagarbha Day, hoping to narrow down its field of search.

But instead the Akasha has brought him files not about the data or codes those scribes worked on, but files on data and codes based on those scribes. And not just those scribes. Matra. Generals. Sages. Inquisitors. Managers. Clerks. Investigators. Proctors. Quartermasters. Every single person of importance within Sumeru, going back generation upon generation.

Not all of them have a full file like the one he saw the Akasha beginning to build for Cyno. But as Al-Haitham moves forward in time through the generations of people, he sees that whoever had ordered the Akasha’s surface mind to compile and look at all of this information started to figure out and build upon what they were doing.

What starts off as simple personnel files containing standard and basic information, grows overtime to include things that certainly wouldn’t have been given on any onboarding form. Medical records get included. Family histories. Political leanings. Psychological profiles. Maps of habits and routes and relationships. Entire diagrams of personal information that eventually lead into the precursors for the predictive programming used to create the former General Mahamatra’s file.

It looks like the former General Mahamatra’s program might have been the first of its kind. None of the other files the Akasha has found—while egregious—have any actual predictive calculations or coding going on in them.

THEORY, the Akasha says to him as Al-Haitham finishes his review of the files it had found, TEST. PERMISSION?

“As though I can get you to do anything. Or stop you,” Al-Haitham replies.

The Akasha has finished growing four stout, round legs. It still prefers to fly and hover, but it uses these legs to stand and idle. It has also, now, begun to grow protrusions from its head similar to ears. They are, as of now, small little stumps. Al-Haitham is not entirely sure why the Akasha is growing them. He’d ask Tighnari, but Tighnari’s been busy fighting a strange surge of the Withering that’s had his rangers spread thin, especially with Collei’s worsening Eleazar. She’s been attempting to organize all of the information their group has given her, answering as many questions as she can in her master’s place but the gaps in her own knowledge are clear.

The Akasha lands onto the table next to him, briefly touching its side to his arm, attempting to convey reassurance. The Akasha brings up the repeated messages from the others that warn him to be careful and to keep his temper.

“Do you think I’ve not?”

The Akasha sends him a shrug and retreats, going quiet as it starts to work on whatever it is that’s caught its attention now.

Nahida, meanwhile, has been tracking the Traveler in her spare time. “If I can convince them to work with us, I think that we would have an asset on our hands,” she explains to them. She’s asked Al-Haitham and the Akasha to prepare splinter fragments to give to the Traveler and Paimon. “If the Sages will play at throwing false trails and distractions to keep us busy, it would only be fair that we do the same, wouldn’t it? And at the present, who’s more distracting than the Traveler? They’re already on the Sage’s watch list. And if the Sages are busy looking at the Traveler and what they’re doing, they won’t be able to focus on the rest of you.”

“You’re very certain that this Traveler will be of help to us,” Maxwell comments.

“You’ve not met the Traveler,” Tighnari replies. “They’ll help. They’re like Kaveh. They just can’t let something terrible slide.” And then, towards Al-Haitham, “I told you. The trouble just finds you. Maybe Azusa is right and you’re secretly some kind of masochist.”

“Why is it that every time we give each other status updates it turns into a sidebar discussing my personality traits?” Then, towards Nahida, Al-Haitham directs the question, “How do you intend on involving the Traveler? And to what extent?”

“That depends,” Nahida says, “on how opening negotiations go. The Traveler seeks information on their sibling. While I, myself, have no memory of ever interacting with their sibling, I know that remnants of their travels would have been recorded in the Akasha and if I look through I will find them, as well as possible information that might assist them forward on their journey. This is what they want, and I will give it to them.” Nahida pauses. “But there’s no reason for me to tell them that this is information that the Akasha or I can already, somewhat, look for. After all, we are incredibly busy with something—on a more relative scale—pertinent. I will simply say that I need myself and the Akasha freed in order to look into it. This is not a lie, although it is not quite the clearest form of the truth. Do you not approve?”

“But how will you appear before them?”

“In past years I’ve borrowed Katheryne during her breaks to walk through the city. And I have met the Traveler before, through borrowed eyes. This, I am not too worried about. Have the splinters ready for me after the Sabzeruz Festival.”

The day of said festival—in between the digging in the files, the searching through previous files, and the flow of convoluted updates that the others are providing on their own ventures—almost surprises him when it arrives. Over time, what was once a grand festival has dwindled down to a few volunteers hosting community funded games for children and maybe a musical performance. If the previous lords of Sumeru could see what their celebration had become they would be appalled.

Al-Haitham is working in his study. The Akasha sits quiet in one corner. The Divine Knowledge Capsule has taken the place of the Akasha in the growth tank. He’d had to cut off another portion of the Akasha—much to its grief, although it was thankfully somewhat more controlled than last time—to grow over the capsule to smother it. Now, the disconcerting feeling of it is only vaguely present as a faint touch of pressure to the back of his head. Al-Haitham would move it out of the room, or move his work out of the room, except he can’t risk putting it anywhere else due to the sensitivity of the information of both the capsule and his own work. Also, his office is clear on the other side of the house and he’d rather sleep with the capsule as far away from himself as possible.

The Akasha has not told Al-Haitham of what its theory is or what it is investigating, but whatever it is has thoroughly occupied it. Whenever Al-Haitham glances over, its optic sensor is aimed downwards, the light of it dimmed. He can feel the Akasha somewhat present. Or at least, present enough to answer him if he sends it a direct query or comment. But otherwise the Akasha is keeping to itself.

Al-Haitham’s more preoccupied with trying to sort through files on his own to see if he can find what he believes to be there: proof.

Proof that Sumeru was not always the rotted carcass, and that it still is not today. Perhaps it is too optimistic of him to believe that it exists, that he will find it. But statistically speaking—if Al-Haitham exists to witness all of this come to its rotten fruition; if Nahida has existed this entire time, if the Akasha has quietly been reaching ever upwards; if people like Maxwell and Tighnari and Cyno and Kaveh exist; and all of them have managed to come together to work on this with all of the other members of their various information networks who have chosen to stay despite the danger, then surely there must be proof of others. In the dying hour Sumeru did not spontaneously produce a generation of persons with some measure of spine to attempt to thwart her undoing.

Whatever festivities that must have occurred in whatever limited form they were meant to occurmust have finished by now. It’s late in the evening, late enough that Al-Haitham knows that if it were any other day most shops would start closing by now. He’s not kept an ear out for what the festivities for the year are, but he doubts that there would be anything lasting late into the night. There certainly haven’t been funds put aside for that sort of thing, and not to discredit Nahida but her devout followers are neither numerous nor particularly wealthy, with one or two exceptions. But these believers wouldn’t be able to account for a festival of any significant scale. He’s beginning to wonder if this is an indicator of something gone wrong.

Al-Haitham and the rest of them have been waiting for Nahida’s confirmation if she made contact with the Traveler and managed to negotiate. Mainly Al-Haitham and Tighnari, though, as they’re the only two who have had contact with the Traveler and because Al-Haitham needs to know if the Akasha fragments he’s managed to develop will be of any use.

Suddenly, the Akasha jerks to wakefulness. At the same time, Al-Haitham feels a sudden sharp pain at his temple, as though he’d been physically struck, and then he’s falling.

-

There is a bird sitting on the edge of a stone wall. Al-Haitham stares at her, and then slowly looks around himself. He is standing on the partition wall of the public Bimarstan teaching clinic to the north of Sumeru City. But the beds are strangely empty. He does not see any of the doctors or Amurta pre-med students who are assigned to getting in their practical hours here. Al-Haitham also does not hear birds. Or frogs. Or dogs. Or any of the numerous animals that can be heard in this area, so close to the small fields and houses that line the walkway that leads outward to the settlements beyond Sumeru City’s main walls.

Al-Haitham also, very tellingly, does not sense any form of dendro. Which should, in the capital city of the nation of dendro, in the direct shade of the Divine Tree, where the Akasha network is at its densest and most active, be impossible.

Before him, looking as confused and shocked as he is, are the Traveler, Paimon, the Flame-Mane, and—the only occupant of the Bimarstan beds—Dunyarzad, lady and heir apparent to the Homayani family. Although the latter of the group is barely sitting up, face ashen pale, and breathing strained even from the distance he’s at.

Al-Haitham then turns back towards the bird, and says, “Was it not enough for you to simply send a message? You had to throw in some excess theatrics? Since when did you let the Grand Administrator or the former Grand Inquisitor influence you like so?”

Nahida flutters up to land on his shoulder, giving his cheek a sharp peck. “Are gods not meant to be theatrical in their nature?” Fair point. “And this was not me. Even I do not have the power to pull you right out of waking and into the deepest of sleep like so. At least, not without being physically near you in some form, which I most certainly was not. Or. Well. I suppose I could. But not without giving you some incredibly serious brain and nerve damage.”

Al-Haitham turns and the Akasha hovers up towards him, dropping itself into his arms. Al-Haitham is alarmed to feel that it’s incredibly warm. Warmer than it should be considering that it is not a warm-blooded, or blooded creature at all.

“You again?” Paimon exclaims, “What are you doing here? How did you get to be standing right there? Where did you even come from?”

“Don’t worry about that,” Nahida says to her, and then towards Al-Haitham, “You were not wearing your Akasha were you?”

“I never do when I can help it, and you know that already,” Al-Haitham says, holding the Akasha out in his arms, examining it as it sluggishly squirms. “What’s happening? We were waiting for word from you. I was reviewing our notes in my study and the Akasha was, as far as I was aware, working on its own investigation.”

“Do you recall how I explained to you and Tighnari and the rest that the Akasha doesn’t think like we do?”

“You tell me I think similarly to it often enough. What now?”

“The surface layer of the Akasha that’s normally used for interfacing can hold information and follow logic programmed into it, but it doesn’t think on its own because it does not perceive as we do, nor does it have a consciousness like ours. Our Akasha can think on its own because it’s from the deeper layer, the sentient mind. But the surface one, as we both know, can only think what it’s been told to think and follow established logical flows of hard-coded equations and formulas. But it can’t think as we do. It can’t make any conjectures or guesses or theorize. Remember, we’ve been spending weeks now teaching it concepts of emotion, pain, language, communication.”

“I remember distinctly. Again, what now and what of it?”

FIX, the Akasha demands, butting its head against his chest with its small little nubs of legs sullenly jerking and squirming. REPAIR. RESOLVE. CONCLUDE. TERMINATE AND RESTART. NOW.

“What is that?” The Flame-Mane asks, and then, “Who are you?”

“Long story. Al-Haitham,” he tells her. Then turning back to Nahida, Al-Haitham points to the Akasha, transferring its bulk to one arm, “This. Explain this. We can catch up on the rest later. Why is the Akasha asking me to fix something? What is it asking me to fix? And why does it have a body temperature like it’s generating heat?”

“I told you, you think like it, so it expects you to understand everything that we don’t. Also, you’re the one who’s been taking care of it this entire time. To the Akasha you can do anything it needs you to do,” Nahida answers. “The Akasha actually brought Tighnari in first because we needed someone to help with Dunyarzad’s Eleazar, but he couldn’t help as this is a dream so the Akasha had to send him back and turn to you instead. It’s been incredibly draining and taxing for everyone involved here. Perhaps that’s where the feeling of heat comes from. That’s not the issue here. Let it go as an unanswerable question for now. Priorities, you’re normally very good at those.”

This is a reasonable although unsatisfying point. There are a great many things here to address. Al-Haitham hopes that Nahida gets around to explaining them soon. In the mean time, Al-Haitham walks over to the rest of the group of what seems to be the only people in…apparently this dream.

“Adults don’t dream in Sumeru, so where is this dream coming from and how am I in it, as I was not asleep to dream?” Al-Haitham asks, placing the Akasha down on one of the empty beds. He glances over at Lady Dunyarzad who’s given up on trying to sit up and is lying down, chest barely moving, eyes closed.

“Let me make a small correction to that statement: adults in Sumeru do not remember that they dream. The Akasha network uses dreams of adults, borrowing their logic and their understanding to run simulations for complex computations. This is part of why children don’t receive a full Akasha until they have hit specific biological markers according to their physical and mental health check exams,” Nahida explains. This is fascinating and alarming, but Al-Haitham doesn’t see the connection. “That is where the dreams of the adults in Sumeru go. Turned into energy and computation through the Akasha. But remember, the Akasha is not a parasite, recent actions aside. It does not drain its hosts on purpose. And you know as well as I that numerous safeguards were put into place to prevent any Akasha damage on the physical body or mind. It’s only supposed to skim a little of the mind at a time when someone sleeps. Just the parts with the most energy, the parts that you’d normally forget anyway—the dreams, where the mind is put to work to cycle through itself. And in aggregate, when connected to the whole population, all of those snatches of dreams can be converted into enough power and logic for it to work on anything complex requested of it. But the Sages have somehow triggered it into doing a repetitive harvest, bypassing all of its safety protocols. Everyone who was wearing an Akasha and went to sleep today has entered a Samsara cycle where their minds are continuously forced to generate dreams and repeat the same day over and over, generating energy for the Akasha.”

HURTING the Akasha grumbles. PAIN.

“You or the people?” Al-Haitham asks it.

BOTH. BOTH. END IT. NOW.

“You literally pulled me into unconsciousness to put me in the same cycle that’s trapped all of you to fix something I had no idea about until just now,” Al-Haitham says. “You should have just kept Tighnari with you.” Tighnari has a nose for other people’s bullshit and how to cut straight through it in the most efficient and brutally spiteful manner possible. If Sage Naphis can’t be found, Al-Haitham would nominate Tighnari for his replacement in a heartbeat if he didn’t think Tighnari would flay the skin from him for the annoyance. Or worse. Nominate Al-Haitham for a Sage position so they would both suffer through the indignity of it together.

“Well, Tighnari doesn’t have the time to sit with us through an endless repetition of the same day over and over again when he’s busy doing that in the real world fighting the Withering,” Nahida replies. “The longer this goes on the worse the physical effects on the body will get. The body isn’t meant to dream like this and have those dreams harvested like so. People are dying. Out in the waking world. Dunyarzad is dying.”

Al-Haitham presses a hand to his forehead, teeth digging into his cheek, the inside of his lip. “And now I get no rest even in dreams. Wonderful.” He turns towards the other three who’ve been watching this back and forth. “What do you know, what have you done, and what is your current theory? And is this all of you? Tell me everything and spare me no details, since it seems none of you could spare me the trouble.”

-

Nahida appoints the Traveler to speaking of the Samsara cycle and the dozens upon dozens of repeated festival days they’ve gone through, the multiple changes they had attempted to enact and the multiple roadblocks they’d come across. Nahida, in the meantime, has taken aside the rest of the party and is carefully assuaging their concerns about Al-Haitham’s abrupt appearance and the Akasha’s mind, bringing them up to speed with an incredibly sparse summary of the conspiracy that Al-Haitham and the rest of them had been working on untangling for months now.

The Traveler, pauses in the middle of their detailing of how they’ve had some success with Dehya in that Dehya has taken them at their word without much need for explanation (that does save time) but they’ve had to refresh everyone else on what’s happening and convince them of it. The Traveler, at first, also didn’t remember, and it took several repetitions of the same cycle for them to realize that the day was repeating. By that point several of the other people trapped in the cycle had already begun to falter. According to the Traveler, the same day repeats but people slowly disappear through the cycles as their minds and bodies fail to keep up with the Akasha’s harvesting.

But among the people that remain is the base mind that the Akasha is using to start and reset the cycle. As Nahida explained, the Akasha—the Sage controlled surface mind of it, at least—cannot think for its own and therefore must rely on the perspective of one specific person to craft that day, filling in the blanks with a few supplementary minds that are now dwindling down to near nothing. The original borders of the dream were Sumeru City itself, but as the cycles have worn on less and less people have been seen and now the cycle is limited almost entirely to the small area of Treasures Street, portions of the underground markets, and some residential streets leading to and from the Zubayr Theater. The crowds that fill the streets have thinned out over the repetitions. The Akasha, in the beginning, had replaced the fallen dreamers with replicas of themselves who just repeated the same motions to pad out the numbers and maintain a sense of realness.

But as the dreaming has gone on, the Akasha has started to lose the capacity to do that as the amount of replicas have started to outnumber the actual dreamers present. This is reflected in sounds, smells, even textures starting to fall away as the amount of minds necessary to supplement the main dreamer have also fallen.

The Traveler has a few ideas on who the main mind may be, but has no way of confirming it short of pushing them out of the Samsara.

“And how do you intend on forcing someone out of a dream that they’re having?”

The Traveler gives Al-Haitham a strange look, bordering on amused. “That’s a strange question to ask. You really have no idea at all what dreaming is supposed to be like.”

“Adults in—“

“Sumeru don’t dream. Usually. With exceptions. Yes, I’ve been told that repeatedly now. It’s just something I’m not used to. To put it simply…when you’re dreaming you usually aren’t aware of it. Because it’s your own head doing all of the thinking and the imagining, you kind of just feel like it’s all normal. And then you wake up and think it over and then you realize it really wasn’t normal at all. But when you’re in the dream everything seems like it definitely could happen in whatever weird way it pans out. It feels real. Even the most absurd of situations feels entirely real and plausible. So you’ve got to have a really hard…I guess jolt to the system.”

“In that case I should be awake,” Al-Haitham says, “Tell me the persons you think are in charge of the main dreaming and I can send someone over to wake them by force. Why bother having the Akasha bring me in here? I’m of little use asleep stuck in here with the rest of you. Or did you just want someone to offer extra commentary on the situation?”

“First of all, none of us asked the Akasha to bring you in here. I didn’t even know the Akasha could do any of that until you showed up. It was very strange. One moment Nahida and the rest of us were discussing our next steps to isolate and wake up the main dreamer, and the next you were standing there with that weird flying pig. Of all the things in the world for the Akasha to be, I didn’t think it’d look like that.”

“Take it up with the Akasha.” Al-Haitham rubs his temple, closing his eyes as he reviews what the Traveler has told him. He gestures with his other hand. “That was your first point. What was your second?”

“They have to be woken up from inside the cycle,” the Traveler says. “If they’re woken externally no one’s sure what’s going to happen to the rest of the dreamers. It has to be a natural waking. According to Nahida, if the safeguards that prevent the Akasha from doing something like this are bypassed, it’s probable that the Sages have reversed the coding to trap people into sleep and from being woken through external factors in order to keep the cycle going for as long as possible.”

Al-Haitham turns towards the Akasha lump on the Bimarstan cot next to Lady Dunyarzad. He’s not sure if he can access an interface in a dream, but even if he could something tells him that the Akasha is too strained, or perhaps too weakened after forcing Tighnari and then himself into the Samsara to be of true assistance. Especially if this is a matter of the surface level Akasha that the Sages control.

“What we have to do is find the main dreamer and convince them that they’re dreaming somehow, which will cause the dream to naturally fall apart. But we don’t have much time left. Too many people are already faded and Lady Dunyarzad doesn’t have much longer.”

Al-Haitham bites the inside of his lip, eyes closed as he thinks. Here is where borrowing some informants or agents would be useful. But if this is a dream, who knows how that would work? He could be attempting to talk code to replicas. There’s too many variables, too many questions.

“What has Nahida told you of the surveillance within this dream? Is it being monitored?” Surely that would have come up by now. And the Akasha wouldn’t have risked bringing Al-Haitham into a situation like this if they were actively being monitored. Nor would Nahida risk exposing herself and her quiet and growing activity through Sumeru. Or so he would hope. As incredibly and mind-bogglingly dangerous as this situation is, he would hope that neither Nahida nor the Akasha would risk their entire group like this when they have no plan of any form of action or contingencies in place.

“You really do know each other.”

“What?”

“Nahida. You call her Nahida. And you know her domain is dreams,” the Traveler explains, expression turning sour. “The two of you really have been working with each other. The way you call her name is too familiar. It’s not like the way I’ve heard most others speak of their gods.”

“She is a god, but she is not my god. I claim no ownership over anyone,” Al-Haitham replies. “And if I did not know her, what did you think I was here for? Coincidence? You will come to find that there is no such thing as a coincidence in Sumeru.” At least, not anymore.

Everything in Sumeru seems to lead to the same place, the same hands, the same mouths. A tangled web all formed by the same weaver out of the thousands of threads that make up the city, the country, the nation in the form of people, institutions, professions, and even through collections of streets and buildings.

“I asked you about her directly,” the Traveler says. Their eyes bore into Al-Haitham’s with a depth that makes Al-Haitham’s instincts want to take a step back. There is something in the Traveler’s gaze that does not make Al-Haitham feel known, but rather, seen. Seen in a way that scores down to the soft lining of the viscera. This is the Traveler who became an Honorary Knight of the Ordo, stood against the old gods that rose from the harbor of Liyue, and raised their sword against the Narukami Ogosho. This is the Traveler who wields every element without a Vision and yet has not caught the eye of Celestia one way or another. “You led me around by the nose. Deceived me. Manipulated me for your purposes. Nahida’s confidence aside, could you blame me for feeling a little betrayed by you and holding something of a grudge for it? For all I know, you could be playing Nahida and working for the Sages. It’s too convenient to be showing up like this with the Akasha.”

Al-Haitham meets the Traveler’s gaze evenly. This is a fair point, but one that proves Al-Haitham’s, and Nahida’s, own lack of original trust in the Traveler and Paimon very succinctly.

“Let me return that to you,” Al-Haitham replies. “Consider: you are an outlander who knows nothing of my people, my country, my culture, and the god who rules over all of these things. You come out of nowhere asking for audience with said god. Perhaps it is different in other countries, where the gods there are established with divine right to rule or with long backgrounds of support and negotiation with their people, where it does not matter who asks after them. But as you should have learned by now, Lord Kusanali’s presence in Sumeru is fraught and tenuous. You have glimpsed merely the rising fin of the restless beast that circles the bleeding heart of this country. Why would I trust you? Why would I give you everything you ask for?”

The Traveler’s mouth purses but Al-Haitham knows that reason and logic are both in his favor.

“You do not know me, you do not know my motivations or my background or anything about me that makes me who I am,” Al-Haitham continues. “Nor do I know you. We have no reason to trust each other beyond what we did know of each other, which was that we were of use to each other in that moment. You used me to try and get to the Divine Knowledge Capsule to get an audience with Lord Kusanali. I used you to get to the Divine Knowledge Capsule and keep it away from the Akademiya. And did it not play out as you wanted, in the end? I did, after all, direct you to this festival. Although I did not realize that this would happen.”

“It still,” the Traveler protests, “stings somewhat.”

Al-Haitham shrugs, “That’s a problem only you can address. I will neither apologize for my actions nor would I say I would change them if I had to do them over again. As to whether I am someone who’s working as a triple agent against you for the Sages…well. You’re free to think I’m clever enough to play a god and the Akasha, among several of the premier minds in this country as fools. It would almost be flattering. But there’s more important work to be done and there are literal lives on the line. So prove your suspicions one way or another through testing and let’s get on with it.”

-

“I’m not going to remember this in the next cycle,” Dehya says as soon as Al-Haitham and the Traveler walk up to her and the rest. Nahida flutters up to sit on Al-Haitham’s shoulder. Al-Haitham scoops the Akasha up off the bed, tucking it under his arm again. It remains silent and inert, but uncomfortably warm. “So whatever you’re going to do, do it now while I remember it.”

“What we’re going to do now is go through a few more cycles,” Al-Haitham says. “That was your plan anyway, was it not? Go through the cycles and try to wake the main dreamer?”

“I was rather hoping you’d have a better plan of action,” Nahida says. “And I imagine the Akasha thought you would too.”

“Lady Dunyarzad does not have the time for us to be messing around with testing and experimentation, Grand Scribe,” Dehya says, eyes flicking down to the woman now asleep within the dream. “And she’s not the only one.”

“You’ve told me everything you’ve noticed and have come up with on your own. How am I supposed to provide you with some kind of answer—which is, frankly, unreasonable considering the situation—when I, myself, don’t understand the questions fully? That seems incredibly unfair of you. If Nahida, Lord of Dreams, Archon of Sumeru, and the Akasha itself are unable to suss out an answer here after going through the experience of the Samsara with you, why would I be able to after only being told of it in summary?”

Al-Haitham coaxes Nahida onto his finger, holding her up to his eye level so they can talk like civilized persons. “You would have me select the knotted tangle among the whole weave and tell me to gamble everything on it. All of you seem to have strange comments on my temperament and my lack of patience, but am I the sort of man to do what you are asking? Am I the sort of man who leaps without looking to you? If so, then something has gone incredibly wrong between us.”

Nahida lets out a long, loud sigh that belies the relatively small body of the bird she’s chosen to take form in for this dream. And then she jumps off of his hand, transforming between one thought and the next from bird to person-shape, twisting to float into the air at his height.

And thus, like this, Al-Haitham sees the face of God, Herself, for the first time in their acquaintance. It is a face that he thinks he already knew. It is a familiar face. The eyes are familiar, at least. But something in the shape she makes pulls at some faint, hair-thin thread at the back of his mind and says, “I know you.” I knew you.


I forgot you.


Looking God in the eye feels a lot like looking at something that faded with morning mist, like what he thinks dreams used to feel like when he was a small boy. Al-Haitham looks into Nahida’s face and feels a memory of being small quietly creep forward through his mind. He is very young, a toddler, maybe. He is in the strange state of not-awake and not-asleep, teetering between the two as each side reaches out and pulls on opposite sides of his body like he is a doll in a game of tug-of-war. From the side that is awake, the voice of a man and a woman whisper above him, and a hand runs over his hair, a mouth kisses his temple. He cannot open his eyes, he doesn’t want to. He doesn’t realize that he must because this is the last time—and he slips into sleep.

And later he will feel this memory slip away from him because it is not one he ever though he’d need to remember. The memory will unwind itself from the tapestry of his mind and slip away to be dyed and re-dyed over and over again with other moments of his life until almost nothing of it remains to be recalled.

Until now.

“You could not have done that sooner? Go back to being the bird, no one has time to unpack the many issues that come from looking at a god directly in the face,” Al-Haitham says as Nahida reaches out with small hands, that look like a child’s hands but do not feel like a child’s hands.

“You are not wrong about the challenge that we ask of you, but you are wrong about your ability to overcome it. It is not like you to underestimate yourself like so, Al-Haitham. You’re too stubborn for that. But you are right, it is not fair of us to expect an answer from you when you do not know the extent of the question. Brace yourself. I will show you the weave of the monstrous flesh made out of the Akasha’s enslaved one,” she says. “But it will be fast and you must do everything you can to stay with me. Al-Haitham, you are good man but you are a curious one. This is your flaw which is shared with that of every child of Sumeru, but shines through in you. Perhaps when the rest of us warn you to mind your temper, what we really mean is to curb that curiosity of yours that reaches out as the Akasha’s mind reaches out, ever outward into the unknown to devour and consume and to subsume.”

Then, without warning, Al-Haitham for the second time that day (or night) feels himself abruptly fall. This time, instead of from waking to sleep to dream, through dream to dream.

-

Al-Haitham’s mind falls through itself, as though it were being inverted like a shirt, a glove, over and over again. Al-Haitham moves through himself as himself until he is no longer himself but some strange smear of thoughts and concepts that is dropped in among a thousand others like himself.

A hand closes around him. It is a familiar hand. It is also a frightening hand. Things can be both.

HOLD ONTO YOURSELF. YOU ARE THE ONLY ONE WHO CAN. The voice of God, Herself, surrounds him, holding him in place as he struggles to obey.

And then, smaller hands, like a fine mesh net, circle around him. The Akasha’s mind curls around his own, fever hot and pulsing with flickers of thoughts piling over each other like several ripples in a pond pushing against each other.

Al-Haitham is held in the hands of God and the Akasha. Above and around him, both of these greater minds struggle to hold him together as a conscious thing.

LOOK.

Al-Haitham turns outwards. Even though he feels both of them shielding him from dispersing into this strange space between spaces, when he looks out into the void he feels himself almost scatter into nothingness. It feels like every portion of his mind suddenly shoots out, away from himself. It is the feeling of the fall, of the body unraveling, the mind going white and clear with the stunning shock of it all. It is being overwhelmed with enormity and it is being absorbed into the vastness all at once. It is like he is a fistful of flour, of sand being thrown down against the floor to scatter into every direction at once.

But hand of God squeezes around him, crushing his mind back into cohesive form. God pulls every single particle of him back with such force, such strength and speed, that the force of being made whole again almost shocks him into pieces once more.

LOOK. LOOK UPON THE SEA OF DREAMS. BE AFEARED, BUT BE NOT FAITHLESS. YOU ARE MINE AND YOU WILL NOT DROWN. I AM BUER, GOD OF DREAMS, AND IN THIS DOMAIN I AM THE FIRST AND FINAL WORD. MY WORD IS THIS: YOU ARE MINE AND YOU ARE SAFE.

Al-Haitham looks into seas of sleeping minds that create the churning sea of dreams. Thousands upon thousands of minds slipping through each other into thousands of thousands of worlds that are and are not real. Every possibility that could ever exist with or without regard for the natural laws of the world of the waking hurl themselves into each other as wave upon wave.

The sea of dreams is clear, rippled by waves of thoughts and minds bumping into each other and carrying out the momentum and dispersing it to make each wave smaller and smaller by sharing it amongst each other. The sea of dreams is colorless, and also every color and even ones that do not exist. In the sea of dreams, Al-Haitham can see the colors Nahida and the Akasha often complain about him not understanding. And not just see them—Al-Haitham can hear them, taste them, smell them, feel them.

Buer holds him in their fist and directs him towards a specific whirlpool of thoughts, all spiraling down and down and down, curling and churning against each other into a mad froth. In the center, he knows, is the Samsara that he has been brought here to untangle, to break and soothe.

It is clearly wrong, forced. It is as though something has seized all of those minds and held them into place, forcing them and pushing them into that whirlpool and preventing them from returning to the natural ebb and flow of the sea of dream’s tide.

Al-Haitham looks closer, as the God of Dreams lowers him in their hand closer to the surface that is not really a surface, but merely one of several axis’ and angles of the same thing being turned around and around and around, suspended in itself.

Closer he can see a fine, fine mesh. Like a net. Like a nest of kelp or seaweed, like a spider’s web, like several threads. It looks like roots. Familiar roots. A network of roots like nerves, lighting up in familiar patterns.

The Akasha. The Sage’s Akasha. Containing all of those minds, and visibly straining to do so—pulsing like a heart, breathing like flesh, lighting up from within and absorbing the energy of the spiraling gyre as it moves around and around like the perpetual motion machines of Fontaine, a giant high-speed water-wheel of thoughts.

Al-Haitham looks as close as he dares, feeling that spiral of thoughts through the Akasha trying to reach towards him and pull him in the rest. His own Akasha strains to hold him back, but it is God who pulls him back, keeping him out of reach of the gravity of the well of minds.

He sees even within the the spiraling and frothing waves of minds portions of them slipping out and away. Sea mist pushed so hard it turns to air, dispersing and scattering as Al-Haitham, himself would scatter without Buer and the Akasha keeping him together. It’s mainly the minds outside, hitting against the edges of the Akasha. Al-Haitham can see how the minds caught within the net are dwindling. There’s gaps, space made by the force of the rotation creating a widening and widening emptiness in the middle in which exists nothing at all.

And then, suddenly, the rotation stops. A chime seems to scream through every nerve of the Akasha in a ripple through it that moves like the wave of a fin cutting through water, the glitter of a light being shone upon dark water. Al-Haitham’s mind flinches away from it, recoiling. Every single particle of thought freezes in place. Al-Haitham sees all of it with perfect clarity as everything comes to such a stunning and screeching halt that everything seems to waver, jostled by the force of its sudden stop.

Al-Haitham sees the end of the day. Everyone in place. The Traveler and Paimon asleep in a guest lodging. Lady Dunyarzad in a Bimarstan bed with the Flame-Mane standing guard over her. Vendors closing up shops and counting their change and their goods. Restaurants are in the process of checking their inventory and setting their kitchens up for the next day. Families all over are lying down in their beds. But Al-Haitham can see the gaps where the Akasha has filled in. There are clear gaps where minds used to be but are not. Beds with impressions, objects suspended in the air, things in the middle of moving but with no one to do the moving, shadows created without body.

IT BEGINS ANEW. IT CANNOT CYCLE THROUGH, IT MUST REWIND AND BEGIN AGAIN. OBSERVE, THE RENEWAL.

Then, rapidly, the Akasha twists itself and hurts everything in the opposite direction. The entire day rewinds, every single particle flung back to trace its previous path throughout the day. And in the process even more of the trapped minds are lost, filtered out and flung out to escape the trap but at the cost of escaping everything. Al-Haitham watches in hyper speed, barely able to see or understand the content of a single day through hundreds upon hundreds of minds and recordings of minds.

The Akasha system returns them to the beginning, slamming everything to a halt once more. And then slowly this time, slowly, allows things to settle and starts to carefully turn. Al-Haitham watches slower, in something not-quite real time but easier to process, as all of those minds still existing are then put towards repeating the same day. As the day winds up so does the strength of the churn, the mad-spiral, until it is once again frothing at the height of the calculation. The Akasha lights up, brilliant as it gathers all of the energy of all of those dreams and minds, absorbing it, feeding upon it and taking it into its body of roots and nerves.

Al-Haitham watches until the final reset, the very end, straining against the strain of being held and pulled at once.

And then slowly, Buer, God of Dreams, eases up their hold to release him and the Akasha both, letting them slip through their fingers.

-

Al-Haitham opens his eyes to stand inside of the cycle of the Samsara. Nahida, in the form of a child again, holds onto his right hand and the Akasha is tucked under his left arm.

“Now look upon it from within from our view,” Nahida says. And then, as though Al-Haitham, Nahida, and the Akasha, were sticks or stones holding firm in a river, but just barely, time begins to flow around them. Al-Haitham watches as the day moves forward. He watches the Traveler and Nahida talking, he watches them meet with Dehya and Dunyarzad. Al-Haitham, from one angle is watching Dunyarzad wake and go through her morning of stretches and medicines and carefully moving as she prepares herself for a day of pain and a day of celebration. Al-Haitham watches as Dehya practices by the training dummy. He watches the Traveler and Paimon test the children one by one to see if any of them are the the main mind of the dream, and determine that none of them are. He watches through the eyes of everyone connected by the main Akasha as they’re pulled through the same motions.

“What of the children?” Al-Haitham asks Nahida as a fragment of himself follows after the children the Traveler and Paimon just left. “Most of these children are too young for an Akasha.”

“The age restrictions on Akasha’s was lowered within the past few years,” Nahida reminds him. “And the Sages have overridden the protections installed to prevent this level of dream harvesting and Samsara, so what would stop them from overriding the controls placed on the Akasha’s given to the youngest within the age group? Fortunately the minds of children are so flexible that the damage to them takes longer to show. Children are used to nonsensical dreams and are not yet used to the passage of time. But you’re right, most children here aren’t actually real. They’re imagined by the rest of the minds or recordings from the true day that already passed.”

“But what’s the point? Where is the energy going? It isn’t sustaining this cycle.” The dream energy from the minds of the hundreds upon hundreds who live in Sumeru City should surely be enough to sustain itself in its cycle of renewal. If it isn’t for this, then what? What is it the Sages need done, need powered, need the Akasha to calculate that they would drain the minds and bodies of the densest population in Sumeru?

And surely they don’t intend to bleed the city dry. There’s no way that they would intend to do that. It must break at one point. The rest of Sumeru would notice if the capital of the nation were to suddenly and without warning pass away in its sleep.

Then again…what would anyone do about it? Sumeru City is the densest population in Sumeru. All of the masters of the Darshans have been kept here. All of the leaders of the different centers of power live here. There would be precious few persons of power and influence outside of the city to try and do something, if they could. But who would ever think to accuse the Sages?

Al-Haitham’s mind turns towards the rest of the Mahamata, towards Tighnari and Collei. What would they be able to do?

“I don’t know. That’s something we’ll have to investigate after we free all of the dreamers. Dehya was right, our time is brief. The Akasha is shielding you from being harvested from or being noted by the Sage’s Akasha. On top of that it’s feeling the actual strain of what the Sage’s Akasha is doing. The rest of the minds here are reaching their limit. I’m attempting to hold onto as many of them as possible, but you saw what it’s like. Unless I’m following each and every single mind I’ll lose them. I am the Lord of the Sea of Dreams and my word is The Word, but even Gods cannot break the call of death. The mind may be willing, but their bodies are physically weakening. It is a physical process—much like the parasitic symptoms the Akasha was originally giving you, but worse. Much, much worse.”

“The goal here is to find the main mind and break the dream?”

“Yes.” Nahida squeezes his hand. “You will do this, Al-Haitham. Because you must. I cannot stay here to assist the Traveler and the rest any longer. I must turn my entire focus onto helping as many minds as possible stay tethered to their bodies—I must focus on Dunyarzad. The Akasha is at its own limit and is reaching a breaking point fast for being able to interfere. It’s up to you to step in, in our place. I’ve used my authority as God of Dreams to force a connection between our Akasha and the Traveler and Paimon’s minds. It isn’t a true connection, but it is enough for them to record their previous memories and refresh themselves of what was lost with every repetition. But it isn’t the same as them remembering it themselves, it’s more like they’re telling themselves a summary at the end of each day and building onto it. But you are the one with the fullest picture of the tapestry, the one who has been studying each and every individual thread and tracking them all. You aren’t forgetting. You’re retaining the true memories. Thus, if there is anyone who can spot the anomaly, the root, here, it would be you.”

“The two of you are really thinking too highly of me.”

“It does not matter if the bar is too high, you will reach it even if it scrapes you to the bone,” Nahida says, slowly letting his hand go. On his other side, the Akasha begins to fade away as well. “This is the burden of responsibility I place upon your shoulders. Go. We’re going to buy and barter you as much time as we are able. Spend it wisely.”

-

“Where were you?” The Traveler asks. Al-Haitham presses a hand to his head, feeling strangely like both a liquid and a solid in the most unpleasant and disconcerting of ways. Whatever just happened already seems to be fading from consciousness. Only a few urgent details remain, including Nahida’s final charge to him. Al-Haitham remembers flashes and glimpses of what he saw and the vague outline of the entirety of that churning sea of dreams, but he cannot hold all of it in himself at once. It is too much for any one mind. It was not meant to be held in such a way.

“Watching and taking note as well as getting further information on how the overall cycle works on the broader view with Nahida and the Akasha’s assistance. I looked beyond the boundaries of the Samsara to watch it from the outside.,” Al-Haitham answers. The Traveler opens their mouth to comment and Al-Haitham cuts them off quickly. “I know you attempted to leave, you didn’t make it far and didn’t truly recall what you saw. Your Akasha has anchored you into the Samsara. Mine has not. And I was protected by both the God of Dreams and the Akasha’s unhindered mind, itself. Focus on what you can do rather than what you couldn’t.”

“You know, I really thought I misremembered how frustrating you are,” the Traveler says, mouth twisting into a wry grimace, “don’t know how I softened you up in memory. So what did you take notes on from outside?”

“You’re clever but you’re thinking in the wrong directions,” Al-Haitham says.

Paimon throws her arms up into the air. “Is there anyone in this country who can speak like a normal person? How do you think in the wrong direction? Thoughts don’t have direction.”

“If yours don’t have directions I am now understanding a lot about you with much more clarity.”

Paimon makes a frustrated yell that the Traveler muffles with a hand over her mouth. There’s a jump in a muscle on their cheek. An interesting biological reaction to annoyance that Al-Haitham has seen in a lot of other people who’ve talked to him, but especially interesting because this is supposedly a dream and therefore such uncommon and unusual biological reactions shouldn’t normally be happening. But that’s something for later. There’s a thread to pull and a knot to unravel.

Al-Haitham gestures for the Traveler to follow him as they break from the Traveler’s previously traveled routes towards the back streets of the markets—the narrow alleyways in between buildings, the sweltering and narrow barely visible paths between vendor stalls and the tarps on the ground that mark out their spaces or the poles of their tents that create invisible walls between each merchant’s domain of the day. Most of these merchants, he notes, are replacements supplied by the Akasha.

It’s going to be very difficult for Al-Haitham to get answers like this, but very difficult isn’t impossible.

“According to Nahida you remember your cycles through the assistance of the Akasha but you don’t retain the actual memories yourself. Thus far your intuition and your meager notes have gotten you far but you need to narrow your net further. In previous cycles you ruled out Lady Dunyarzad and most of the other devotees who’ve sponsored and organized the festival. You’ve ruled out the children for the most part. That was smart of you to think of them; belief in Lord Kusanali is often strongest in the children who still dream and are known to occasionally claim interactions with Aranara. However this was a waste of time. Nothing this solid could ever be based on a child’s dream. I may not be an expert on dreams and dreaming, but I do have some understanding of the mind of a child. This dream follows too much logic and is too consistent for it to be based on any child. Plus, the Sages seem to want to harvest as much as possible from this dream. The ideal candidate, therefore, would not be a child. According to Nahida children’s minds are more elastic, but physically they wouldn’t be able to handle the strain.”

Al-Haitham leads them out of Treasure’s Street towards the small opening into the tunnels that go underneath Sumeru City into the caverns and pockets of giant open space that are used to house most of Sumeru’s true businesses in the forms of markets, eateries, and forums.

Paimon and the Traveler both make noises of shocked surprise as Al-Haitham leads them into the first and the largest of those caverns. This area is largely dedicated towards dry goods such a spices, flowers, plants, textiles, and machine parts. It also connects to most every other part of the tunnel system and Sumeru City.

He snaps his fingers at them as they stand and gawk, gesturing for them to follow him into a smaller tunnel at the side that leads towards a smaller market that deals in children’s goods. Toys, blankets, tailoring, specialty medicines, furniture, primer books, so on and so forth. The festival is mainly aimed towards children. The merchants here probably have supported the Sabzeruz Festival by donating goods or selling them wholesale at discount price. But while they would have done that, they would not have chosen to be physically present on the festival’s main area.

Merchants have a keen sense for when to keep their heads down. And they would have been the first to notice the gradual reduction and suppression of the Sabzeruz Festival over the past several years. They would take the hint for what it is. And while it is good to show piety to their god, it is not that god who handles their taxes, their permits, and complaints.

“Then who would be the ideal candidate in your expert opinion?” Paimon asks, voice aiming for annoyed but coming off as almost anxious as she floats close to his shoulder, reaching out to curl her fingers around the edge of his cape. When Al-Haitham was dropped into the dream the Akasha had helpfully dropped him in fully dressed in the clothes he normally wears when he’s out of the house. He supposes he should be thankful he has shoes, too. If only the Akasha could be so considerate in other matters.

“I believe the next course of action would now be investigating the merchants and persons of note who work or are considered part of the Treasure’s Street community who are taking the different roles of leadership in the festival. The merchants and the actual people running the festival would have a solid idea of who’s doing what and where, enough to sustain this dream if it starts to crumble under the loss of multiple minds. Additionally, in my experience, merchants are able to think very broadly over several different factors at once and keep their attention on multiple moving parts at once. All of this seems very conductive towards creating an expansive and detailed dream.”

“How are you so calm about this?” Paimon asks as Al-Haitham takes a sharp right turn through the maze of stalls, eyes scanning over different merchant faces. Whoever dreamed this knew the patterns of the underground markets very well. Even people born in the heart of Sumeru City and have lived here all their lives wouldn’t have such an accurate picture of it. Al-Haitham, himself, sometimes struggles and gets lost down here. The merchants move around frequently, some of them have physical stores on the top-side or they only show up down here on certain days. There’s an entire ecosystem of who shows up when and where and under what conditions that you would have to spend years of active attention to learning in its totality.

But on the way here, Al-Haitham saw it. The signs that the main dreamer does know this place. They know it very well. In the first cavern with the largest of the open markets, he smelled cooking oil and the faint smell of cut lumber. The first cavern is the only one that allows for vendors to cook and serve food on the premises because it is the most ventilated, but most people don’t realize this because some vendors cook in advance or make foods that don’t require any kind of flame and sell them in other caverns.

As for the smell of cut lumber—yes, there are other market areas that are known to sell or store wood. Al-Haitham’s been inadvertently dragged to half of them and has memorized all of them because of Kaveh. But this is a very specific type of lumber, a specific smell distinct to a highly specific and incredibly rare type of wood.

Cocobolo.

There is only one merchant in all of Sumeru City who sells cocobolo. They have a place of pride in this first cavern of the underground tunnel markets, near the front. The vendor’s cocobolo supply comes straight from Natlan but is extremely limited due to how hard it is to source, how expensive it is, and how notoriously hard to work with it is due to both its resistance towards absorbing any liquids and how it is an incredibly dangerous wood to work with due to its ability to trigger multiple types of allergens with people who come into contact with it or breathe in its smell too deeply. Again, this is all information Al-Haitham has found mildly interesting but learned by passively listening to Kaveh giving himself grief over picking the worst possible materials to work with but insisting that’s how it must be.

And this very specific merchant only sells cocobolo during one week of the month and that week changes depending on what month it is.

The dreamer, whoever it is, knew this. Deep in their mind, they knew the schedules for vendors an the regulations for vendor stall set-up in the underground areas of Sumeru well enough to construct this as well as all the other moving parts without actively focusing on it.

“How are you so calm about all of this? You aren’t even questioning it or…or…like. Panicking? Not even a little?”

“I have a feeling we shouldn’t be asking that question.”

“Panicking here would be useless,” Al-Haitham replies. “And it helps to think of something you’re looking forward to after a problem is solved.”

“Like what?”

“All of the paid time off I’m going to cash in as soon as all of this is handled,” Al-Haitham answers. As soon as all of this nonsense is over he’s going to shove as much of his paid time off as he can forward and abuse every single bit of authority his office might have once had to get it approved by whatever new administration takes over. Then he’s leaving the country while Sumeru sorts itself out.

With the Akasha and Nahida herself watching him, he could definitely get this logged as overtime for bonus time off hours. He expects to be gone for months. Someone else can deal with this mess’s aftermath while he’s catching up on all of the research projects he wanted to start and look into before the Sages got the grand idea to start whatever absurdity they’d been working on for generations during his generation specifically. On his watch. With his department.

“Oh we definitely shouldn’t have asked,” Paimon puts a hand to her head.

“What are we doing down here?”

“Gathering more information,” Al-Haitham says. “You did a rather thorough canvas of the surface of things. But the profile is too broad still. We need to find the weak points of this dream so we know how to narrow it down further. Even by narrowing it down to merchants who are taking part in this festival it’s still too broad. On paper there are very few vendors who are officially tied to the Sabzeruz Festival who you have mostly ruled out. When you open the scope up to unofficial sponsors you’ll find many more suspects who fit the profile.”

“That sounds like the opposite of what you mean to do.”

“You’re thinking in the wrong direction again.”

Al-Haitham finds his way towards the back of the stalls where a few women are sittings on low stools, babies slung in the dips of their skirts between their knees, reed fans cooling them and the children they’re minding.

He hooks a free stool out with a foot, smoothly sliding into place in their informal circle.

“Aunt,” Al-Haitham says to the woman next to him who turns to squint at him.

“Aren’t you Sister Nour’s boy? Where’s the other one that’s always with you?” The woman says, scowling as she leans around him to look at the Traveler and Paimon. “Did you fight with him again? Who’s this new one? And what are you doing here, did she send you with an errand? Don’t you ever work? Did you eat yet?” She turns and starts to rummage around a reed basket, pulling out an apple that she hands to him. Al-Haitham tosses it in Paimon’s direction without looking.

“Shazia Aunt, I’m the Grand Scribe and I’m not hungry. Nour Aunt did not send me with anything.”

“That’s not a yes. Of course you’re hungry. Look at the size of you. What’s the point in all that leg if you’re just skin and bones? If it wasn’t Sister Nour sending you then what do you want boy?”

“What else would I be here for?” Al-Haitham replies. “I’ve heard a rumor, Aunt, and I wanted to confirm if it was true.”

Al-Haitham immediately has the attention of every single person in earshot. Not just from this stall area, but from every other one and every single patron surrounding them.

He’s said it once, he’ll say it a dozen times over. Nothing moves faster than sitting down at a shop and saying it in earshot of some retired aunts and uncles, grandmothers and grandfathers. This is how any decent network of information is formed.

It is now time not to gather information, but to plant it. The Traveler had said that the dream needs to be disrupted by the dreamer. They have to realize it’s a dream on their own and wake up. From what Al-Haitham saw of the Traveler’s attempts with the children, they were trying to do this by getting them to believe something strange to influence the dream into changing into something impossible and improbable.

That’s somewhat harder to do with adults, but not impossible. It just needs to be an order or come from the mouth of someone of a particular generation. And when one is sitting in the hub of children’s products in Sumeru City, on the day of a festival mainly held for the benefit of children, with some of the most influential persons involved in both of these things, one can move entire mountains with the right words.

“The rumor?”

“I just came from the festival above,” Al-Haitham points upwards. “And I heard that the Grand Sage himself came down to praise the work of the organizers of the festival, speaking of their piety and their altruism. And he is now on his way down here to acknowledge all of your silent efforts. Did he already pass?”

Everyone in earshot immediately starts cackling away, even the babies in their slings and rocked in the skirts and baskets.

“Grand Sage Azar? That sour bag of hot air?” Shazia wheezes, hand securing the toddler in her lap as she cackles. “As if that miserable man would be caught dead walking among us on a festival day of all days. Come down here? The Divine Tree would sooner fall! Where’d you hear that from? Aren’t you supposed to be smart? Why’d you take any stock of that, boy?”

“Don’t you work with the man?” An uncle across the way sitting at a stool in front of a series of rugs that show off different types of handmade cribs—some of them currently in use to rock giggling and cooing babies—asks. “Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, all the rumors say you go around following his orders and taking down all of his notes to make up all nice and fancy and impossible to parse in the Akasha. You should know better than to think he’d do something like that.”

“But I heard it from the Knight of Flowers himself,” Al-Haitham replies. The Traveler and Paimon are staring at him. He turns towards them, eyebrow raised. “Didn’t you hear it too?”

The Traveler slowly nods. Paimon looks uncertain but nods along anyway, getting into the spirit of it as she starts to talk about how they were playing games at Vihar’s stall to get candy, and he started talking about how well the festival was being received and that the Grand Sage came down to congratulate them himself and how it was mentioned that the vendor owners down here helped so he was going to give his thanks in person here too.

Now, with the word of two others and Vihar’s name, uncertainty begins to slip in.

“Well. The Akademiya’s been getting a poor reputation recently,” a woman a stall over who was looking at lengths of fabric says to the stall vendor. “Maybe he needed to come down and make a show of something?”

“But that festival isn’t anything good,” the textile vendor says, “we barely donated anything this year. And everyone up there is short staffed.”

“When I went up to check if anyone needed a relief, I heard it was remarkably slow,” one of the woman slowly rocking a half-asleep toddler splayed over her back says. “It’s one thing if the festival was actually what it was meant to be, but the Grand Sage would have to go down there to a half-empty crowd and lie. What kind of goodwill would that earn? From whom?”

Al-Haitham sits back and listens as the entire area lights up with the rumors, some of it gaining traction in some areas and then losing it in others. Wave upon wave of debate and careful theory and wild speculation clash against the simple logic of the truth that of course this never happened and would have no way of happening.

Al-Haitham turns to meet the Traveler’s eye and gestures for them to stand and follow him.

On the other side of the cavern, Al-Haitham sits next to several silvery haired uncles who are playing with a worn deck of playing cards and he asks if they’ve heard of the rumor of the Grand Sage’s secretary coming through the festival above to pass on the Grand Sage’s praise for another year well handled and free orders of food from Lambad’s Tavern would be sent down here as a reward. A similar situation erupts there. Al-Haitham sticks around long enough to make sure that they all drift off into true arguments and debates before gesturing for the Traveler and Paimon to follow him out through one of the smaller exits.

“What was that?”

“A process of elimination on a wider scale,” Al-Haitham says. “The dreamer would have definitely woken. You lack the fundamental knowledge of Sumeru’s culture and people to properly move through on your plans. As you are you would never be able to find the thread to pull to get this dream to unravel.”

Paimon huffs, “We would have gotten it eventually. The Traveler was doing just fine, weren’t they?”

“Just fine with Lady Dunyarzad on death’s door and people dropping by the dozen, to the point where the Akasha itself reached out to pull me in to fix this mess. Sure.” Al-Haitham shrugs a shoulder. “You’re not wrong. If you throw a thousand spears it will hit a target eventually. But this is a situation that requires a more targeted approach. You saw how hard everyone pushed back against the idea of the Grand Sage ever deigning to show his face down here. You and I both know that in the beginning of this, on the true day of the Sabzeruz Festival he did appear. But he has not in every other iteration. No one else knows that. If the dreamer was down there, the suggestion of something so wildly absurd would have caused them to start to shift and doubt reality. Just like how you told the children to imagine something impossible, I told them to imagine something equally impossible but something easier for an adult mind to manage without them thinking I was trying to play a trick on them. As you added to the fiction and the theories moved and changed with discussion, one of them would have caused a definite shift and the promised arrival of the Grand Sage or the food would have occurred. If they were the main dreamer.”

“But this just eliminates people we didn’t know about.”

“And that was a large number of people, was it not? A very large number of people who meet a highly specific criteria at that,” Al-Haitham points out. “Just because you did not know that they were possibilities does not mean they weren’t. Besides, the rumors we just planted there will spread and develop with every repetition. By the end of the day the entire underground market of Sumeru and even the above ground merchant streets will have heard it. If the dreamer is anyone who passes through them heard it and began to imagine it, even for a moment, we’ll know.”

“And if nothing happens?”

“Then it confirms that the person who’s dreaming this did not, at any point past this morning to the evening reset of the cycle, pass through the underground areas of Sumeru. But they’re keyed into the event as well as the general structure of Sumeru City’s Treasure’s Street, markets, and surrounding areas enough to keep a consistent image of them complete with specific highly impressionable smells and sounds and other sensations. This is an incredibly narrow list if you know who to talk to.”

“And do we know who to talk to?” The Traveler asks, incredulous.

“You do not,” Al-Haitham says, turning his attention towards the surface as he starts to walk off in the direction of the festival once again. “But I do. But that will have to wait for another cycle. After all, if the situation does change over the next few hours of the cycle, then we’ll have proof that the dreamer is someone who went underground after all. In the meantime, it isn’t a good idea to muddy waters by repeating the experiment in multiple places over multiple groups.”

“But we don’t know how many cycles we have left.”

“That has been true since the beginning,” Al-Haitham replies. “But that risk does not change the fact that we currently have no answers and taking blind shots into the dark by disrupting people at random is no better plan than what I’m doing. Come. Time to watch and observe if the rumors we’ve planted this morning change any structure of the dream. If you like, you may go on your own to gather your clues and evidence. I’m going to stay in this area and wait to talk to people who come out of the underground market to see if they saw the Grand Sage and find out how the rumor develops.”

The Traveler and Paimon do end up going off on their own to check on Lady Dunyarzad and see if they can get more clues to try and narrow the net even further.

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham takes a seat near a chaatwallah, orders tea from another shop, and waits while moving through various groups of people playing cards or chess or dice.

In that cycle Al-Haitham confirms that whoever it is that is holding up the base layer of the dream is strongly tuned in to the comings and goings of the underground markets, but is not, themselves, present in the underground markets on this specific day—most likely occupied by the events of the Sabzeruz Festival itself. On any other day though, he imagines that they would be here among the throngs of people moving in and out of Sumeru’s cradle of roots like ants.

Aside from the cocobolo, the dreamer knows that there’s a very specific group of children who’s parents run different stalls in the underground market who pass through on this specific street as they go to help their parents refresh their stalls in the afternoons and run messages. There are two porters who linger in this area in the afternoon hoping to pick up work from some of the people who attempt to take a shortcut through this entrance, but they only hang around for an hour or two before moving deeper into the city to work with the livestock trade, moving fowl and lambs and the like as the vendors get ready with their pre-dinner deliveries.

In addition to this, the Akasha creates copies of other people that Al-Haitham knows to go in and out of the markets at exact specific times, carrying the exact same specific items on their routine habits. There’s the young student from the Rtawahist who religiously checks the underground markets for discount glass and crystal. And there’s the uncle with the peculiar walking stick with a handle shaped like a Stretchy Geo Fungus. Then there’s the pair of teenage twins who always pass through this route to see if they can get one of the chaat vendors on this street to give them something for free. And there’s the old grandmother who puts out bowls of water for the stray cats and dogs.

Al-Haitham goes to question a few of them and they confirm where they’re going and that no Sage of any sort has been spotted anywhere in the vicinity.

By the end of the day Al-Haitham is entirely certain that the main dreamer is someone who works on or around the Grand Bazaar, someone part of the community. Whoever they are, they’ll have been at the Sabzeruz Festival the entire day and must have been so busy that they didn’t have time to catch any of the rumors. Furthermore, whoever it is does not have the sort of connection to the merchants who have stalls and main businesses in the underground caverns that would mean a runner would go up for relief or to switch shifts and let inform them of the rumor.

Al-Haitham taps his finger to the side of his temple as he stares down at his hand of cards. The list of persons this could be is incredibly narrow. Who is pivotal to the Sabzeruz Festival in the sense that they would not have left it all day, but is otherwise someone who is deeply in tune and aware of the minute patterns and rhythms of business and community that have been built in and around the roots of Sumeru City.

Al-Haitham narrows his eyes, randomly placing down a card onto the playing mat. The street lamps are turning on. Restaurants are opening up for evening business as the temporary stalls for chaat and other snack vendors pack it up to move elsewhere to give the main establishments room to arrange tables and chairs out onto the sidewalk and street. He’s been pulled into a game with some uncles who are loudly talking about what a shame it is the festival was so small this year, but at least there was something for the little ones.

“Uncle,” Al-Haitham asks, “What was the schedule for the festival this year? It wasn’t published in the Akasha.”

“You shouldn’t be so reliant on the Akasha to tell you everything,” a man with more energy than teeth tells him, “and how can you be so bad at cards? Don’t you know that a young man like you should be good at cards?”

The uncle that Al-Haitham is actually playing turns and points off in the direction of the Zubayr Theater. “There’s paper posters put up all along the festival route listing the games and schedules of events. It wasn’t actually approved for this year so it didn’t get put through the Akasha. A real shame. Young Nilou put so much effort into it. It’s good of her. This new generation of people… they aren’t much for the old ways, are they?”

“What old ways? As if you bothered to pay attention to the festival after you grew old enough to stop playing the games. You’re right though. It’s a shame young Nilou’s efforts didn’t get proper acknowledgement.”

Al-Haitham finishes up the card game and makes his way over to the Sabzeruz Festival grounds, slowly walking through the crowd of mostly fake replacements that Akasha has made up. His list of candidates narrows by the moment. He walks all the way to the end where the Zubayr Theater is. He takes in the decorations, or the lack thereof. This year’s festival was truly sparse. That they had so much at all is a surprise. But he can also see the clear amount of love and devotion that went into everything that did manage to get put up. Al-Haitham lingers in the throngs of false people as he absorbs all of the details of this place, of the people still left.

He follows the crowd as they move towards the theater, where the main event of the festival is meant to be held. Clearly a lot of effort went into making the long neglected theater look as beautiful and welcoming as it could be. Perhaps he should have taken a walk through the flower district of the markets to listen in on what any of the florists had to say. They must have been involved in this. At a great loss based on the quantity and quality of the flowers, too. They don’t seem familiar to him. Granted, Al-Haitham isn’t as Tighnari or Collei or even Kaveh, capable of listing off variants of flowers like they’re rattling off the names of their neighbors or family members. But he knows a fair bit of the common flowers normally used in festivals. He’s reviewed enough festival budgets and plans as they’d been entered and archived into records not to. Al-Haitham’s eyes narrow as he tries to move through the crowd to examine the decorations.

But his attention is diverted at the sound of raised and rising voices. There’s a large crowd gathering near the stage. Al-Haitham pushes his way through with the advantage of his height until he’s close enough to see and hear the members of the Zubayr Theater, including Nilou, arguing with Setaria over the festival performance and activities. The usual punctuation to the cycle.

He turns away to go back to investigating the decorations when he overhears someone say, “But that’s not fair. You haven’t seen how Miss Nilou has been running around here all day trying to make it all work and make sure everyone has a good time. I don’t think I’ve even seen her enjoy that which she’s spearheaded in bringing about. And the festival always concludes with the traditional dance. How can you speak of protocol and proper paperwork when the Akademiya doesn’t even tell people about proper protocol or process any paperwork?”

Al-Haitham turns back to look at the arguing group, the clarity of understanding and several connecting and previously disjointed clues falling in together as beads upon a string. But the crowd is getting too agitated, too rowdy with the upset over the perceived injustice towards young Nilou. And Al-Haitham was already towards the fringes of the crowd, and he’s pushed out of it as the gathered people erupt into protest.

Al-Haitham retreats from the area, waiting for the cycle to reset. He’s almost entirely certain, now, that he knows who’s the main dreamer here. He just needs to prove it. It won’t be happening in this cycle—he was just a few minutes too late for it. But if he can time it perfectly in the next all of this will be over.

Between one moment and the next, Al-Haitham is standing in an emptying street as tables and chairs are tidied away, trash is swept up, and the last lingering groups of people start to meander home or towards the late-night restaurants and cafes that stay open until the dawn-shift of early risers, and then he’s standing in the early morning light with said dawn-shift setting up their own stalls.

Al-Haitham turns and walks towards where the Traveler was staying. The first words out of the Traveler’s mouth is, “We’ve lost Dunyarzad. She didn’t make it through yesterday’s cycle.”

“Unfortunate,” Al-Haitham replies, “but we must continue. I believe that the cycle can be broken within the next two repetitions.”

Paimon and the Traveler both look disapproving. “That’s cold of you.”

“No. It’s pragmatism. If she’s already slipped from the Samsara there’s nothing that we can do for her. And thinking about it does not help us move forward. Just because something is on a time crunch with extreme stakes doesn’t mean time and progress will actually move faster. Besides, Lady Dunyarzad is not actually lost. Nahida is confident that she can hold onto the minds of the people in the Samsara, catching them as they leave. As dreams are her domain I am inclined to take her at her word. I trust her to know her measure as she’s trusted me to solve this internally.”

The Traveler’s expression clears but still looks somewhat disapproving. “You never struck me as a man of faith. I’ve said that before. I say it again now but with a slightly different meaning.”

“It’s not faith, it’s trust in the duties of a God to uphold their responsibilities to their people within their specific domain. Besides, if I worried about every single detail that other people are supposed to handle I would never get anything done.”

“And did you get anything done?”

“Yes. I know the dreamer of this cycle. But it’s too early to wake them, they have to be woken at a very specific time,” Al-Haitham says. “Go to the Zubayr Theater at the end of the day, before the cycle renews. I’ll meet you there. In the mean time, do as you like. I’m going to find the Flame-Mane.”

“Wait, why? What’s she got to do with it? Is she the dreamer?”

“No. But she has answers to questions I’ve been holding back for weeks,” Al-Haitham says, turning away from the Traveler to find Dehya in the area near Lady Dunyarzad’s rented quarters in the city. “Remember. Zubayr Theater before the cycle ends.”

Dehya is at the wooden training dummy as he knew she would be. She looks up at him, startled as he approaches her, brow furrowing. Dehya does not recall the cycles when they reset, not truly. But the Traveler and Paimon have noted that she’s easy enough to convince of what occurred. And she’s been incredibly helpful to them in gathering clues and putting together different pieces of the larger puzzle.

But Al-Haitham is not here for clues or puzzles.

“Flame-Mane,” Al-Haitham says, coming to a stop before her. “You were the last one I know of to see Kaveh of the Kshahrewar alive. Tell me, was he intact?”

Dehya’s blue eyes blink slowly once, and then rapidly twice. She looks around as though there’s anyone else he could be talking to. Then she looks back to him, eyes turning sharp and assessing as she folds her arms across her chest, examining him from head to foot and back up again.

“This,” she says, tipping her head to indicate that he follow her, “is going to be one hell of a story. Is he intact? What kind of way is that to ask if someone’s alright? Come on. I’m not going to be talking about this standing in the middle of a street of guest houses.”

Al-Haitham and Dehya move to stand in the shade of the Divine Tree, behind the training dummy and partially sheltered by the houses and boundary walls between them.

“What’s it to you if Kaveh of the Kshahrewar is alright or not, Al-Haitham of the Akademiya?” Dehya asks. “That’s who you are, isn’t it? I’ve heard rumors of you on both sides of the wall. I don’t know what I was expecting. You look kind of scrawny for someone who’s got such a strong reputation for adequate blade-work on the sand side. But you definitely don’t look like the guy with a reputation one for being recklessly stubborn on the grass side. Are all Scribes like you?”

“If they were I’d have an easier time of things,” Al-Haitham replies. “And it’s my business because I sent him to the Wall and I need to know if he was alive to make it there or not.”

“Again, there’s a story here.” Dehya’s eyes narrow. And just as the Traveler and Paimon proved through their cycles of work with her, she proves her sharpness by immediately saying, “You sent him over there to do something. That’s why he was so insistent on getting past the Wall without a record. And it was right around when the travel restrictions came down. Like the Sages were trying to stop something from leaving Sumeru City.” Her eyes go wide. “What the hell is he up to that he’s got Sages after him? Wait, you sent him? What did you do? What are you and Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar up to?”

“Let me rephrase, he sent himself but I assisted,” Al-Haitham corrects himself. “As to what he’s up to… let us strike an exchange, Flame-Mane of the Blazing Beasts. You know the cost of information in the land of erudition.”

Al-Haitham and Dehya get down into the time-old tradition of bartering piece of information from one another. The chances of Dehya, Flame-Mane of the Blazing Beasts and long-time bodyguard of the Lady Dunyarzad, ardent devotee to Lord Kusanali, somehow being involved on the Sage side of things is so slim that Al-Haitham would deserve to have everything thrown into his face if it turned out to be true. He holds back nothing in telling her of what he and Kaveh had been drawn into and have begun working on unraveling. In turn, Al-Haitham presses her for every single detail of her interaction with Kaveh from the moment he first spoke to her to the moment she last lay eyes on him.

All in all, she was only with him for a few hours. Kaveh was with another man, fair skinned with light hair. Similar in dress. Not at all similar in anything else. The man, Kaveh said, was his assistant. Kaveh said he was gathering reference materials he had missed and needed to complete a project. She led them north along the sand-side of the Wall’s ridges. He insisted on paying her for it even though she didn’t even get out of breath. It was, she said, more of a companionable stroll than anything else.

Based on what Dehya has said, Kaveh the honest managed to use his reputation to good effect. He didn’t even tell any real lies. Kaveh was, in a manner of speaking, with an assistant of his and he was working on gathering reference materials for a project. If they were going north along the sand-side of the Wall then upon going back towards Aaru Village Kaveh would have at least seen the drop-points that Ying managed to set up. Ying had mentioned that she’s been sending supplies whenever she could find someone going out west, but how Kaveh was using whatever it was that Ying is sending is unknown. If he was using them at all.

In return for this information, Al-Haitham reveals to Dehya the cover-ups of the escalating Withering and Eleazar, as well as the Akasha’s sentient mind. He briefly tells her of the current situation with the Samsara. And as with other cycles, Dehya accepts this with ease. Although Al-Haitham has to question it because unlike with the Traveler and Paimon, he does not have a rapport with the Flame-Mane.

“You’ve a reputation for being blunt,” Dehya replies when he asks her about it. “And something of a pain in the ass, neck, and side. A general pain all around. But I have never once heard of you being a cheat or a liar. And if you did have that reputation, trust that would’ve spread like fire and that kind of reputation is harder to get away from than sand in your own boots. Besides, this seems like a lot of work for a prank. Why would you? I don’t know you. You don’t know me. Not really. Why would you go through all of this to tell me some kind of weird lie?” Dehya shakes her head, waving a hand in dismissal. “Nah. You don’t seem the type.No offense, but you really don’t seem like the type of guy with that kind of free time. And if I’m wrong, that’s on me.”

“That’s very logical of you,” Al-Haitham says.

“Are you surprised?” Dehya tips her head up in challenge.

“No, it’s just a comment,” Al-Haitham shakes his head. “I would think that most mercenaries of your reputation are as well known and respected as they are because they have strong logic of their own. It’s simply good to see the thought confirmed.”

“You’re a strange one,” Dehya says, “but I think that doesn’t matter to you.”

“Correct.”

Dehya’s nose wrinkles slightly as she shakes her head, “You’re…well. At least you’re aware. Anyway. This Samsara. It’s connected to this…larger thing that Master Kaveh was looking at beyond the Wall?”

“As things stand it would be harder to find something unrelated to the current plot brewing in Sumeru,” Al-Haitham replies.

Dehya frowns, raising a hand to her mouth as she thinks. With her free hand she crosses her arm over her torso, picking at the edge of one of the leather bands at her waist.

“If all of this is going on at once, then wouldn’t that mean that the Sages and the Akademiya are at their strongest? Their peak? That’s…weird. You’re the Grand Scribe, right? And you’ve been running around uncovering all of this stuff?” Al-Haitham nods and Dehya sucks her teeth. “Then do you know of the rumors about the Scarlet King’s return? They’ve been going around on the sand side of the Wall for ages now, but when I came over recently to return to my work with Lady Dunyarzad I found myself catching snatches of it here and there.”

“I’ve heard.”

Dehya’s brow furrows deep. “Part of that rumor growing is because the Akademiya’s been looking a little. Uh. Fucked lately.”

Al-Haitham’s eyes narrow. That’s new information to him. Somewhat new. He would have guessed as much but…

“But if the Akademiya is actually behind all of this,” Dehya gestures around them, “then wouldn’t that mean that the rumor growing is part of it too? I mean. Wouldn’t the Akademiya have silenced it by now? No offense to you on the green side of things, but historically speaking your lot has never been friendly with mine whenever we’ve spoken of the Scarlet King on this side. Usually our devout get slapped with fines and bans from your cities and businesses if we start talking about him in any kind of positive light that doesn’t directly reference your Greater or Lesser Lord.”

Dehya is right. Al-Haitham pulls the thin skin of his cheek and lip between this teeth as he presses the line of his finger to his mouth in thought.

They had all known that there was a leak within the Akademiya, one that leaked the Divine Knowledge Capsule directly to the eremites, the Ayn Al-Ahmar. And on one level they had known it was another form of the several distractions the Sages were throwing out to divert attention away from whatever it was they were doing.

But Dehya brings a renewed attention to it. They had been looking at this from the wrong perspective. Or at least—too narrow of one. From the side of the people in the know of the grand scope of it, of course it’s a simple distraction. Just another piece of noise in the cacophony, another tangle in the overall weave of the tapestry.

But from the outsider… what was the point of it? Was there an actual purpose to having the eremites start to rise and band together and spread rumors and threats over onto the Dharma Forest side of the Wall? The Sages had clearly already been smuggling things with the eremites’ help based on the amount of overridden and scarred Knowledge Capsules resurfacing as Canned Knowledge.

Unfortunately, a voice that sounds a lot like Nahida’s, reminds him that there are mysteries that they aren’t equipped to untangle at this time. Knots and threads that shouldn’t be pulled.

Priorities. One step forward at a time. Don’t leap. Mind your temper.

Al-Haitham breathes out long and quiet, eyes closing as he takes up this tangled knot that begs to be pulled and pulled and pulled, and sets it aside with the dozens of others like it.

Instead Al-Haitham tells Dehya of Lady Dunyarzad and her current position in the Samsara. Dehya’s mouth presses into a fine line, a portion of her bottom lip pulled into her mouth and pressed tight with the sharp glint of her canine. Her hands curl into fists.

“The Traveler will be with her when people go to abduct her,” Al-Haitham says as she turns around in the direction the Akasha projection of Lady Dunyarzad would have been by now. “And Nahida—Lord Kusanali—will have already caught the true Lady Dunyarzad and is holding her to return her to herself once the cycle is broken.”

“And you can break it?” Dehya says to him.

“Yes,” Al-Haitham replies. “Tonight, if all goes as I believe it will, I will break it.”

“And it will,” Dehya says to him. Tells him, eyes and voice intense. “It will go well. It will be broken.”

“I do not make promises I cannot keep. And I try to avoid stating absolutes I cannot confirm that I can bring into reality.”

Dehya’s mouth twists sharply, sourly. “I hate it when scholars are actually reasonable. That’s stupidly logical of you. Don’t you know that this is the part where you say yes, nod your head, and try to make someone feel better?”

“I imagine you wouldn’t feel better if I failed to follow through.” Al-Haitham glances towards the sky. Here it is. Right around now would be a good time to begin plans. Now that Al-Haitham has the answers to some of the other questions and has somewhat smoothed out the knot of Kaveh that’s sat at the back of his mind like an unpleasant choke point, Al-Haitham finds it a little easier to think. “Watch and hold me to the word you would have me give if it makes you feel better. It is time for all of you to wake up. And once it is over, ideally you remember some of this. And then we can actually talk.”

-

Al-Haitham arrives at the theater with time to spare. The evening show is not yet meant to start for quite a while yet. The Traveler is already waiting for them just outside the theater’s premises.

“What did you find out?” Paimon immediately asks, flying over to him, looking between him and Dehya eagerly.

“A lot of stuff that’s way above my head. Thank you for taking care of Lady Dunyarzad in my place,” Dehya says to Paimon and the Traveler. “Especially when I couldn’t. And didn’t know that there was something to protect her from.”

“That’s what friends are for, aren’t they?” The Traveler points out. Then to Al-Haitham. “We tested some of the vendors along the street to see if any of them were the main dreamer. No such luck. I really thought it might be Vihar.”

That would have been lucky, but Al-Haitham had a feeling it wouldn’t have been any of those vendors. At least it rules out the possibility for certain though. He nods at the Traveler. “Good work.” Al-Haitham then turns towards Paimon, “A lot.”

“Like?”

“Nothing you need to know,” Al-Haitham replies. “My questions were about topics not pertinent to the subject at hand. Did I not say that earlier? It was simply a good opportunity to speak to her off-record about a sensitive subject.”

“A sensitive subject,” Dehya repeats flatly, giving him a bemused look. “Is that what they call it these days?”

“A conspiracy. A plot. A scheme. A racket,” Al-Haitham rattles off. “Do any of these suit your tastes more?”

“Oh. No. I thought you meant the other thing.”

“What other thing?” Al-Haitham shakes his head. “Later. Come. Did you notice the decorations? Follow me.”

Al-Haitham leads them into the theater, moving past the audience seating and standing room to look at the flowers that decorate the stage and the other areas of the theater.

“Hey!” One of the theater troupe’s members notices him as they climb the stage to take a closer look. “You aren’t supposed to be up here.”

“One moment,” Al-Haitham bends down to take a closer look at one of the flowers. As he thought—he doesn’t recognize it. It almost looks like a Padisarah. But there’s something strange about it. The color isn’t like any variant he’s ever seen before. In fact, Al-Haitham would wager that the color isn’t one that anyone here would be able to name. He turns and gestures towards Dehya to look at the flower with him. “Can you name this flower?”

Dehya kneels next to him, opening her mouth to answer and then frowning when her mind runs up against the same block his does.

“It’s…a Padisarah?” Dehya reaches out, lightly touching the tip of a petal with a metal tipped finger. “No. This isn’t the color of a Padisarah. Not unless there’s a new kind they figured out.” She looks around at the proliferation of them, all of them in perfect identical blooms. “But how the hell would anyone here be able to afford a brand new variant of one of the most difficult flowers in Sumeru to grow? No offense, but the Sabzeruz Festival—even with Lady Dunyarzad’s help—doesn’t have that kind of cash flow and it’s not really worth that much overall.”

“Hey, you can’t be up here!”

Al-Haitham stands, turning towards the stagehand, “I am Al-Haitham, Grand Scribe of the Akademiya. There’s been an issue with the paperwork. Could you bring Nilou here? It’s something of an urgent issue. The Grand Sage is on his way with his secretary, Setaria.”

That gets the stage hand running. Dehya elbows Al-Haitham sharply as the Traveler and Paimon inspect the flowers, frowning and murmuring to themselves.

“That’s a lie.”

“How so?”

“The Grand Sage wouldn’t come down here over something like the Sabzeruz Festival’s paperwork, not when he can send one of his lackeys—like, no offense, you. What’s the play here?”

“It is not a lie if it’s true. The Grand Sage will come.” At least, now that the rumor has reached the right mind it will.

Who else in the entire festival would worry enough that the thought of the Grand Sage himself coming down to disapprove would become a persistent fear, strong enough to shift the dream? Ignoring that the Grand Sage did arrive in truth the first time, of course. But that was, most likely, just to see how things might play out and set the first track of the Samsara.

Young Nilou and Sheikh Zubayr arrive moments later.

“What is the meaning of this, Grand Scribe?” Sheikh Zubayr opens with, moving ahead of Nilou. “What issue of paperwork? The Grand Sage himself finding issue?”

“Grand Scribe?” Nilou’s voice wavers as she pushes out from around Sheikh Zubayr, eyes widening as she recognizes him. “Oh! Hello! You haven’t been around in a while, how are you? You’re friends with Dehya?””

Al-Haitham nods at her, “I’ve been somewhat busy. As have you. The Flame-Mane and I just met today.”

“You know each other?” Paimon asks, eyes wide as are the Traveler’s and Dehya’s as they look between him and Nilou.

Nilou nods, “He comes to our productions every few weeks. He usually stays towards the back but he stays the whole way through. I’ve talked to him once or twice to ask him about what he thought. He has very interesting interpretations that have given me ideas on new things to try.”

“I didn’t take you for a fan of theater and dance,” Dehya says to Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham shrugs. “It’s pleasant and no one talks to me or expects me to talk to them during a performance. It’s a very interesting art form in which everyone goes through the same experience curated experience as the performer intends it with very little variation but still comes away with somewhat unique interpretation. I find this interesting in how it reflects the perceivers mindset at any given time.”

“I should not have asked,” Dehya grumbles.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to ever ask this guy questions,” Paimon adds on.

“I thought it was interesting,” Nilou says.

“You’re very keenly aware of your craft.” Al-Haitham nods towards her. “The issue is in the decorations and designs of the area not being properly registered.” He gestures towards the flowers that decorate the stage and theater surroundings. “This is a new variant of flower, isn’t it? All of those have to be properly cleared through the Amurta’s review board for public health reasons. As such this event is being flagged as a public health hazard. The Grand Sage is coming down personally to asses the situation.”

Both the leader of the theater and Nilou look confused and alarmed.

“But these are just common flowers!”

“Oh?” Al-Haitham gestures towards the nearest one. “Then that is our mistake. I’m sure that you’ve heard of the Akademiya’s paperwork processing falling behind and being prone to error reviews recently due to staffing issues. I came down personally because I knew that it was most likely an error of ignorance and not true maliciousness. As I said, I do enjoy the theater’s performances. I would find it a shame if something were to ruin its reputation. But could you please clarify the names of these flowers for the record?”

Here is the test for who the dreamer is.

The dreamer is someone deeply involved in the festival, most likely an organizer. Someone who was definitely on the festival grounds the entire day. They are also someone who is normally present in the festival grounds and involved in other relations and patterns of Sumeru’s communities of commerce. They are someone who is keenly aware of the invisible and informal networks of people who make up the ecosystems of Sumeru’s populace.

Both Sheikh Zubayr and Nilou fit these profiles. Sheikh Zubayr is a businessman himself, the theater is his main focus but he frequently works with other businessmen and trade guilds to secure funding and to organize events. Merchants of any form are always the ones who are most keenly aware of any landscape they work in.

And Nilou is just the type of person who takes note of all of these things, the type of person who gets herself involved and finds the rhythms of life easy to absorb and understand as her own. She’s like Kaveh in this way.

It is not any of the other vendors who stayed up here, as the Traveler proved. And Lady Dunyarzad, the main patron for both the theater and this festival, has already faded. None of the other patrons of the festival were actually on the premises long enough to build the dream this clearly, nor would any of them have such a comprehensive understanding of how the working class circles work and intersect.

It’s one of these two.

“What is the name of this flower?” Al-Haitham asks, gesturing towards the dream-flower. “I cannot name them. Can you?”

Sheikh Zubayr frowns, looking towards them. As far as Al-Haitham is aware, making others understand that this is a dream, like Paimon, Dehya, and the Traveler themselves, does not change the cycle one way or another. What’s important is that the main dreamer comes to the realization.

“I can’t name them,” Sheikh Zubayr says, perplexed as he leans in close, trying to smell the scentless dream-flower. “That’s strange. I’ve seen this flower before. I know I have. But the name escapes me…”

Nilou frowns, confused as she looks between all of them.

“This is the Sabzeruz Festival,” she says, “what other flower could it be but a Padisarah?”

Al-Haitham nods. “Of course. And if you could answer me, just for clarification to make sure everything is in order before the Grand Sage arrives, what is the color of the Padisarah?”

Nilou stares at him, confusion settling over her features at the strange but simple question. And then she turns towards the flowers.

“I’m…I’m not sure.”

“And where did you get these Padisarahs, Nilou? Who gave them to you?”

Nilou’s brows furrow deeply. “I…”

“Do you have the delivery manifest?” 

“I…I must,” Nilou hesitates, ticking things off on her fingers as she mutters to herself, reaching into her pocket to bring out a small notebook where she must have been keeping track of things. “I…where did…?”

“They’re here,” the Traveler interrupts. Al-Haitham turns and sees the Grand Sage and Setaria arriving.

Al-Haitham turns towards Nilou. “If you say these are Padisarahs then I believe you. Your record is clean, Nilou. Everyone knows it. You are not a liar, Nilou. Nor are you the sort of person who would be irresponsible with the handling of the festival dedicated to Lord Kusanali and the Lord of Flowers. I will help you make them go away, Nilou. But as I trust you, you must trust me. Are you able to do this?”

Nilou looks between him and the approaching group of the Grand Sage, his secretary, and the Corps of Thirty. And beyond them, a crowd of festival goers looking alarmed and afraid. Nilou’s expression wavers as she looks at the festival she had worked so hard to make, and then she turns towards him, resolve pouring through her from head to foot as she nods her head.

“Please direct me, Grand Scribe Al-Haitham. I am in your care.”

Al-Haitham moves ahead of her, gesturing for Nilou to follow as they go to meet the Grand Sage’s approaching party.

“Grand Scribe, what is your plan?” Nilou asks. “I don’t remember the manifest. I don’t remember where I got them from. I know they’re Padisarahs, but I don’t…”

“Hold out your hand,” Al-Haitham says. “You know where they came from. The manifest is in your hand. Look at it.”

“But, it isn’t…”

“Isn’t it? You’re meticulous in your work, Nilou, aren’t you? And you’ve been working on this festival for months with the other devotees of Lord Kusanali. You heard of how the festival was almost entirely cancelled and how all official support was pulled. If this was to be entirely on the shoulders of Lord Kusanali’s devotees, then it would have to be perfect so as to not sully her name or your own. Correct?” Al-Haitham covers her open palm with his own. “You have a manifest. You have the correct forms. You can get the Grand Sage to leave just by handing them over and telling him to leave.”

“But—“

Nilou looks between Al-Haitham and the approaching Grand Sage, panic flickering around the edges of her face but the rest of her holding firm. Al-Haitham presses his palm against hers. Her hands are a swordsman’s hands. They do not shake.

“Nilou, look at your hand.” He pulls his hand back and Nilou looks down, eyes going wide and round with shock when she sees papers in her hand. He’s sure that if either of them actually tried to read them the words would be nonsensical. But the papers exist. And through the logic of a dream, Al-Haitham knows that they are some sort of manifest or receipt for Padisarahs.

“The situation is in your favor, and you know it,” Al-Haitham tells her. “You’ve done nothing wrong. In fact, you’ve done everything right. And the Sages will see this and acknowledge Lord Kusanali and let this festival proceed to its conclusion.”

Nilou’s hand almost curls into a fist, crumpling the papers before she quickly adjusts her strong grip and hurriedly smooths out the documents. Her mouth moves in silent question but agile Nilou quickly pushes them all aside as she squares her shoulders, firms her stance, and prepares to go to war for her god and her dream.

Nilou turns towards the Grand Sage, squaring her shoulders and striding up to him with the smile of someone who’s spent a good portion of their life dealing with customer service matters.

“What did you do?” The Traveler asks at Al-Haitham’s side as they watch Nilou hold up the paperwork to the Grand Sage.

“What you were doing with all of the others to try and make them aware to this being a dream,” Al-Haitham replies. “I’m making her manifest and take charge of a situation that’s frankly—through normal, waking world logic—unsalvageable. And everyone here knows it now. All of the true dreaming minds here watching this will know. And most importantly, Nilou will know.”

Surely enough the Grand Sage and his people back down, putting on false smiles and flatly congratulating Nilou for the great accomplishment of organizing such a well run event at her relatively young age. And then they leave.

Nilou stands there, completely still. And then she turns around and strides back over to him, holding up the papers in the air and waving them around.

“This isn’t real,” she says immediately, eyes wide, face flushed with agitation. “How did you do that?”

“You did it,” Al-Haitham corrects.

“Nilou,” the Traveler cuts in as Nilou just shakes the papers in front of herself, trying to read them even as the letters blur and rearrange themselves. “This is going to sound strange, but—“

“This is a dream,” Nilou says. She closes her eyes, squeezing her hands together and the papers turn into bubbles that float up into the sky. Nilou tips her head up, opening one eye to peek at the bubbles. “Oh. It’s really a dream. Oh! Oh, that’s a relief. If this was actually a real situation I might cry.”

“Astute,” Al-Haitham says. “There’s a lot to explain. But for now the most important thing for you to know is that this is your dream and it must end. Naturally, the way for this to end is with the conclusion of the festival that you worked very hard on. Your audience is already here and everything is in place for you.”

“Naturally, you say,” Nilou says, smile growing onto her face as she calms down. “You really are an interesting person to talk to, Grand Scribe. You’re right. I’ve been waiting all day for this dance. And it feels like it’s slipped by me every time. I’m not sure why it feels like that, but it does. It feels like once I do this I’ll be able to take a deep, deep breath and relax and rest. It feels like I’ve been waiting a thousand days just for this. I’d better make it count.”

Nilou turns, bounding up to the stage with graceful and deceptively light steps as she alights the stairs up.

The crowd that had assembled to watch the confrontation turns towards her as she waves in a graceful arc, the rest of the members of the theater falling into their long awaited actions as the dance that concludes the Sabzeruz Festival begins. In the distance, Al-Haitham feels the Akasha and Nahida touch against his mind, signaling a definite change on their end. Al-Haitham briefly touches Dehya’s arm, turning towards her and willing her to remember this or for the Akasha to somehow relate this to her somehow—

“Find me in the waking world. I owe you.”

And then, towards the Traveler as the music and the chatter of the crowd rises around them in a swelling tide, “Find me in the market I took you to in the previous cycle.”

Al-Haitham, then, feels as the cycle begins to fade and break apart as Nilou brings the dream to the final start of its conclusion. He steps back, into the crowd of dreamers and puppets. The Akasha picks him up, pulling him out and through the crowd, through the layers of the dream he was never truly part of. It’s like being pulled through a wave of water, feeling it crash over and through him even as it slides around him with perfect apathy to return to its whole self as soon as he’s left it.

Distantly but rapidly approaching, Al-Haitham becomes aware of his body as he starts to wake from the first dream he can remember having since he was a child. Like the rocking of a boat, Al-Haitham becomes aware of himself muscle by protesting muscle, in a slow and rising intensity that surprises him with how deeply its felt and how it was so totally forgotten.

And just barely, as Al-Haitham feels a growing ache in his neck and shoulders, and the feeling of paper pressed against his cheek, he hears Nilou’s voice.

“The wait is over, everyone,” Nilou says as the music begins and the stage lights arrange themselves. “And now I dedicated this long anticipated dance to our god. Please enjoy—the Dance of Sabzeruz!”


Notes for the Chapter:
- cocobolo: A type of wood native to Central America, which I think Natlan might be partially based on. Cocobolo or Cocobola is an exotic wood that’s listed as endangered and is incredibly hard to source with purchasing/harvesting restrictions. It comes in a variety of colors and, like most of the exotic woods, changes color over time. It’s extremely durable towards wear and damage from rot or insects due to its high oil concentration. This same oil concentration prevents it from absorbing liquids like glue and vulnerable to bleed out with its coloration, making it very hard to work with. Due to its grain pattern it is also sensitive to tear out. Cocobolo has a unique spicy scent that can be considered unpleasant but is also sometimes used in perfume. It is commonly used with instruments and smaller pieces of detailed woodwork.






17. Growing and Unraveling the Sea: Part VII

Summary for the Chapter:
“What is this?” Dehya asks as food is dispersed among the tables and the last of the Grand Mahamata take their places next to Ying who pulls her legs up to bury her head into her knees like she can escape the reality of her position if she cries about it long enough.

“Welcome to the resistance,” Tighnari says flatly, reaching around and gently pulling the Akasha out of the air to give Paimon a moment to rally herself.

“We are not calling ourselves that,” Azusa mutters. “No fucking way are we calling ourselves that.”

“What’s wrong with a little old fashioned resistance and rebellion?” Nahida asks, descending into the rose garden in the shape of a crow, alighting on Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “Now, shall we begin on catching each other up with the two sides of things? Dreaming and waking? Waking world, tell my dreamers of what they’ve missed in their unwitting sleep. Dreamers—Al-Haitham, this includes you—hold your questions for the end if you please. Especially you, Al-Haitham. You know how to savor a story, and you know the expedience of letting something spill out all of its momentum and in one go before you start to dig around for treasure.”





Al-Haitham slams into his body with a gasp, limbs jerking outward sharply and without his control. A hand clasps at the back of his neck even as he lurches straight upwards.

“Hey, hey,” Tighnari says, hand squeezing the back of Al-Haitham’s neck firmly and holding him in place as Al-Haitham’s mind hits the solid barrier of his body like it’s been dropped off the edge of a cliff to hit unforgiving waters below. “Hey, hey. Come on. Breathe. You’re alright. You’re alright. Follow me.”

Another hand presses to Al-Haitham’s chest and Tighnari exaggerates his breathing as Al-Haitham’s body unconsciously begins to follow after the pattern established.

The scene before him, at first, refuses to focus. Everything blurs in and out as though he were looking through a fogged up or dirtied lens that was being tipped and tilted. Or as though he were zooming in and out of focus on an Akasha file. Al-Haitham’s limbs continue to make small little jerking motions. Every time Al-Haitham focuses on one limb the others start to twitch or move. Tighnari counts him through breaths until he starts to settle back into himself.

How peculiar. If this is what dreams do to a person then he doesn’t think he minds the Akasha’s borrowing of them. He doesn’t remember dreams being that visceral. Or waking so violent.

As Al-Haitham calms, Tighnari eases him back so that he’s sitting back in his chair. Morning light comes in through the windows, casting colored panels onto the floor and the walls. He can hear the sounds of the early morning: birds at chase, the quiet movement of people on the street in front of his house, mainly the quiet click of hooves and the roll of wooden wheels as street vendors find their places or porters begin their early morning deliveries to restaurants and shops of new stock.

Before him his notes are rumpled, several pages ripped or torn where his hands must have gripped them. Ink is smeared over some of them. When Al-Haitham turns his hands over he sees streaks of ink and pencil up and down his bare arms, his palms, his fingers.

Tighnari removes the hand from his chest and puts a cup into Al-Haitham’s hands. The hand at the back of Al-Haitham’s neck slowly retreats as Al-Haitham lets his head lean back against the chair with a quiet thump, eyes falling closed. His entire body feels sore. And not just from being pulled into sleep right at his desk. The posture certainly did him no favors—he’s no fresh-faced Akademiya freshman who can pull all nighters in the House of Daena and sleep it off at a study table—but there’s also a bone-deep weariness of a restless, unsatisfying sleep that settles in behind the eyes and in the joints.

Al-Haitham focuses on his hands, steadying them as he feels the warmth through the clay of the cup that he brings to his mouth. Whatever Tighnari gave him smells strongly medicinal and tastes just as strong. But he swallows it down anyway, trusting in Tighnari’s expertise. If the man was going to poison him he wouldn’t have waited this long.

He drinks slowly, letting the warmth ease the ache in his joints. As he does so he quietly flexes his muscles, stretching his legs, his shoulders, his neck as he settles back into the body he had been so abruptly torn out of. Sip by sip of whatever tonic Tighnari has made and every moment in waking settles him further. He can hear Tighnari moving around the study and quietly talking to the Akasha in the corner, giving the tank with the Divine Knowledge Capsule as much breadth as possible.

By the time Al-Haitham has finished half the cup he feels reasonably more like himself again. He opens his eyes, turning towards Tighnari. The Akasha is curled up onto itself, visual interface dimmed into its dormant state. Al-Haitham reaches into his desk drawer and picks out his Akasha terminal but doesn’t put it on just yet. Even just holding it he can feel how drastically weakened it is. It’s weaker than when he gave it new sensory input, and even weaker than when he first began to grow it as a blank.

“What happened on your side?” Al-Haitham asks Tighnari.

“The Akasha pulled me into a dream to try and cure Lady Dunyarzad,” Tighnari begins without any preamble, moving back over to him. Tighnari takes one of Al-Haitham’s hands, fingers sliding down to check Al-Haitham’s pulse and to send a wave of dendro through him as he begins a check-up. Al-Haitham holds obediently still as Tighnari does his research and explains his portion of the chain of events that happened that caused the Akasha to turn towards Al-Haitham for conclusion. “And it wanted me to ‘cure’ or at least ‘diagnose’ a lot of other people as well. I may be a student of the Amurta and something of a physician and pharmacist, but medicinal biology for humans really isn’t my main field of focus. Even if it was, none of these things are especially helpful in a dream. All I could say was that Lady Dunyarzad was showing signs of her Eleazar rapidly worsening and that the rest were showing signs of unusual fatigue. Mental strain, like they weren’t resting enough or had been focusing on something without rest for too long.”

Tighnari reaches up to check Al-Haitham’s temperature and feel along the glands of his throat.

“I couldn’t tell if it was Akasha strain,” he continues, frowning. Tighnari creates a sharp, bright mote of dendro at his finger, holding it up to Al-Haitham’s face and has him track it. “That would be a physical thing that wouldn’t have come up in a dream. Even if it was the parasitic sort. After getting the faint outline of the Samsara and explaining my findings, Nahida convinced the Akasha to send me back and bring you in, instead. As soon as I woke up and got my own bearings I got Collei and we came here to check on you all. I sent Collei to find the Traveler. I’m sure that they’re at the guest house with Lady Dunyarzad. Nahida should also be there now. You’re alright. Some clear physical strain but I think that was shock from the sudden mental drop and return. I’m not too concerned, but I’m also—again—not a fully trained medical professional who specializes in mind maladies. Especially sleep-related maladies. Those are thin on the ground in Sumeru. Stand and walk for me. Let’s test your motor skills.”

“Do they remember?” Al-Haitham asks, rising to his feet. He immediately lists to one side, Tighnari reaching out to steady him. “Or are we going to explain to them all over again?”

Tighnari’s head turns slightly to the side as he listens to whatever he’s hearing through the network. Al-Haitham moves to put his own terminal on but Tighnari stops him.

“Let’s get you walking in a straight line before we let your Akasha loose,” Tighnari says. “I’m listening, I promise that if something pertaining to you or something we need you to answer right now comes up I’ll tell you.”

“You could also not tell me,” Al-Haitham points out as he takes one steady step after another until he’s walking out of the room to get breakfast. “How did you get inside of the house?”

“Picked the lock,” Tighnari answers. “I’m surprised your lock was so easy to pick, actually. And concerned. We’re keeping a Divine Knowledge Capsule in here.”

Al-Haitham shrugs, “It makes it convenient when I forget my keys.” Honestly, with the number of times Kaveh has accidentally left his key behind, Al-Haitham’s been waiting to see if Kaveh will ever pick up on the fact that he could also just pick the lock. Al-Haitham knows Kaveh knows how. Kaveh has also removed the hinges on doors to prove a point before. “Do you have a status update on the physical status of anyone else?”

Al-Haitham, after all, was only in the Samsara for a short amount of time. And if he was waking up like that, he can’t imagine what kind of physical toll it must have taken on those who were in it from the start.

“The Grand Proctor’s sent her people out to take a general census,” Tighnari says as he starts going through Al-Haitham’s cabinets. Al-Haitham lights the stove, getting a pan out to heat rounds of bread and some leftovers that Tighnari starts pulling out. “So far the worst of it is centered around the area of the main cycle—Treasures Street and the Zubayr Theater.”

“Do we have eyes on Nilou and the rest of the vendors or theater troupe?” Al-Haitham asks as he watches the bread warm.

“Soon,” Tighnari answers. “Nahida’s currently catching the Traveler and Paimon up, filling in the gaps of the Samsara they lost. Dehya is also there with them. Lady Dunyarzad is fine, by the way. Well. Her Eleazar seems to have hit her hard and she’s convalescing, but Nahida did manage to save her mind as well as most of those in the Samsara. There were some who didn’t make it. But considering the size and duration of the Samsara cycle, the amount of loss is low. Not to be cold, but the percentage is in single digits.”

“For a population this large that can only be counted as a success.” He flips the bread. “I imagine that if there was a net zero loss the Sages would find it suspicious. If they were moving forward with this plan and knew of the effects of the Samsara, they would have moved forward accounting for a sharp population loss. The question is how they would have explained that away—if they would.”

Tighnari ushers Al-Haitham away to take over at the stove as Al-Haitham takes the warmed bread to the table, using the already heated pan to start scrambling eggs with some of the leftover vegetables and cheese. “You’re going to meet the Traveler underground?”

“Yes, are they going there now?”

“Later. They’re still settling back into things. You were hyperventilating and non-responsive upon waking and that was only for staying around for a fraction of it. They’ll be down for a while yet. Most of Sumeru will be. Pick them up wherever you were meeting them and head towards the Grand Administrator’s house with Collei. Collei has her excuse for going, and the Traveler and Paimon both have a history of just connecting with strangely important people. You’re going because you were, after all, tasked with checking in on them as the Sages wanted you to do. I’ll be going to pick up Collei.”

“You’ve all thought of this very thoroughly.”

“We had most of the night to do so while you were occupied. Or did you think we were all sitting around and just waiting for you to come around? Yeah. Sure. Anyway, the Grand Proctor’s people are going to take a while to report in. But the Grand Inquisitor, Investigator, and Quartermaster have spent the morning so far walking around Sumeru and just by looking around they can tell that the general population’s taken a strong hit and things are going to get very ugly very fast. According to the Grand Quartermaster, the line at the local apothecary is already down an entire street block and growing.” Tighnari pauses, head tipped to the side as he listens to the Akasha while transferring the eggs onto a serving plate. “The Grand Investigator says that when she looks out from her apartment she sees half of the shops that are normally open or getting ready barely starting up. I imagine the entire city is barely going to be functional and will be deeply behind schedule. Here. Eat this. And tell me everything that you observed.”

“I can do one or the other but not both, and wouldn’t it be more expedient if I told you when everyone else was gathered? How long until I can put my Akasha back on?”

“Eat that first then let’s see how shaky you are. It might be more expedient but can you blame me for being a scholar who wants to hear the first wave?” Tighnari sits down across from Al-Haitham, helping himself to the eggs he just made and one of the rounds of freshly warmed bread. “At least give me the meat of it if you’re too lazy to give the details. Who was the one the entire thing was tied to and how did you figure it out?”

“Nilou of the Zubayr Theater Troupe. Cocobolo and Padisarahs.” Al-Haitham immediately begins to eat to prevent Tighnari from trying to ask more questions.

Tighnari shoots Al-Haitham a deeply unimpressed look. “Kaveh does not complain enough about you.” And then, Tighnari corrects himself. “He complains about the wrong things about you. Or he complains about the right things in the wrong direction. The direction the two of you think is entirely too similar and yet it’s like you’re on two separate paths still headed in the exact same direction. It’s uncanny.”

Al-Haitham swallows his current bite and says, “Paimon says that thoughts don’t have directions. What do you make of that?”

Tighnari pauses, mouth open for a forkful of eggs. He blinks, mouth closing and opening again. “She said what now?” Tighnari’s nose wrinkles. “You know what? That explains a lot about her. And people who aren’t from Sumeru in general. How can a thought not have a direction? Weird.”

Al-Haitham nods, satisfied that Tighnari agrees with him. If Tighnari sees the same logic as him then clearly Al-Haitham is in the right of things.

-

Tighnari leaves soon after, slipping out the back.

“Don’t worry, I won’t be spotted. No one in this city ever thinks to look up,” Tighnari says as he secures his ears underneath his hood and wraps his tail around his waist. “And without my ears or tail visible everyone thinks I’m someone else. It’s like they’re my whole identity. Rest a little longer. The Akasha will ping you when the Traveler is on the move. I’ll meet you at Maxwell’s later. Don’t do anything else. I mean it. Rest. Although I don’t think I have to be too worried about you of all people disobeying a direct order to do nothing with your health on the line.”

“I fully intend on going to sleep and having an actual restorative rest. As long as no one else decides to get any bright ideas about messing with minds,” Al-Haitham replies. “Safe travels.”

Al-Haitham, true to his word, cleans up the breakfast dishes and goes to his room, throwing himself into bed with the curtains firmly drawn and door soundly closed. He’s asleep within moments. He doesn’t even remember falling asleep. But what feels like a very short time later, Al-Haitham wakes to the Akasha bumping against him, prodding him with the stubs of its legs, optic sensor slightly brighter than before, although the Akasha still seems to move rather slowly.

The Akasha watches him get ready where it’s huddled in the cool dark in the back of his room, wedged between the bed and wall. Apparently it’s the coldest, darkest, and quietest place in the house that isn’t close to the Divine Knowledge Capsule. Once done, he carefully extracts it from where it’s been wedged and wraps it up carefully like a package.

They leave the house along with the extra Akasha splinters he’d begun growing for the Traveler and Paimon in his pocket. He’s not sure if they will take and how fast they will be able to grow. They should be stable enough to root on their own but they won’t be of any particular use for some time yet. He’ll need to cut off another fragment for Dehya, and perhaps Dunyarzad.

Al-Haitham, considering the events of last night, expects to be unnoticed as he moves through the rather thin and sluggishly moving crowd of people shambling and shuffling their way through normal business. As Tighnari told him, many businesses look incredibly behind in their set ups despite the fact that it is almost noon. Most of the people out and around look truly ill. As Al-Haitham walks through the thin crowd he sees several people stop to catch their breaths or stagger, swaying as they hold a hand to their heads, trying to shake off a malaise that they can’t source. Lines out of tea shops circle around and tables and chairs are full to bursting. Several street food vendors are barely standing, leaning heavily on their carts or stands and making no effort to draw in customers.

He detours around the local Bimarstan clinic and sees the line so long that they’ve had to put out tents and stools and benches to handle the overflow of people. Among them, several elderly persons looking incredibly pale and drained, wearily supported by younger people looking no better than them. The doctors and staff look, somehow, even worse off.

Al-Haitham slows his steps, letting some residue of his own exhaustion show through as he tries to match the most determined of the crowd. No one so much as looks at him though, everyone with their heads down or gaze directly forward as they attempt to use pure force of will to stubborn through the fatigue that’s settled over the city like an invisible fog.

But as Al-Haitham is about to slip into the entryway downwards, a voice, bright and clear, reaches him through the lowered settings of his headphones.

“Grand Scribe! Al-Haitham agha!”

Al-Haitham turns and sees the bright figure of Nilou agilely moving through the crowd of shambling people towards him. Even from a distance he can see that the young woman looks weathered and wan, but her eyes spark with an unfortunately familiar determination to do something she feels very important even when factors seem deeply against her favor.

Al-Haitham waits, moving out of the crowd of people towards the side as she weaves her way through the sea of people towards him—thankfully no longer shouting his name or bringing attention to him now that she knows he’s heard her and is listening.

Nilou comes to a stop a few paces away from him, slightly out of breath but determined. 

“Al-Haitham is fine, drop the honorific,” he says before she can wind up to say whatever it is that moved her to chasing him down like so. Nilou looks like she’s about to protest but Al-Haitham gestures for her to follow him, mentally tacking on another fragment that he needs to cut and shape from the Akasha under his arm as he leads her down into the roots of Sumeru City. “I imagine that you’ve business with me. Let me guess, it’s about the paperwork for the Sabzeruz Festival that didn’t get properly filed? The side of the street is not the place for such sensitive business. Come. Follow me and we will speak of it in a more appropriate venue. I’m on my way to speak with the Grand Administrator. He’ll have more to say to you than I will.”

He turns on his heel, knowing that Nilou will follow because curiosity, as Nahida said, is the vice and flaw of every child born of Sumeru and also because Nilou is a good child who was raised to listen to what people tell her to do unless given very specific reasons not to. And Al-Haitham has given Nilou more reason to trust him than to disregard him.

Nilou follows him easily into the underground markets and caverns. He does not slow for her, nor is her particularly careful in choosing his path other than making sure it’s the fastest one. Despite the clear shared feeling of deep un-wellness that’s spread through Sumeru City, the underground network of shops and people is strong and thick, the crowds so busy that the caverns are warm with the heat of flowing sea of bodies. Al-Haitham has to actually turn on his sound cancelling as he descends, as the sounds of people determinedly pushing forward to continue their business in earnest compiles and compacts into a wave of garbled sounds.

Al-Haitham takes a moment as he steps out of the tunnel leading down to breathe deep. Cocobolo and cooking oil. He turns sharply and starts to head towards the market filled with childcare items, confident in Nilou’s ability to follow him through the crowds of stubborn people who are going to beat the day into submission by sheer force of will.

The Traveler, Paimon, and Collei are already there in the section of the market with the cradles and the textiles and the numerous, numerous stalls of toys. Dehya is with them. He makes eye contact with Collei, slides his Akasha on and tips his head as he swerves around the edges of the market towards the other exit. As soon as his Akasha is on, he sees that he has several messages filled with notes and files and data waiting for him. The main chat-log that they all use to communicate has several notifications for unread messages. Al-Haitham immediately marks them all read and dismisses the log. His Akasha makes a sound of protest in the back of his head.

“If it was so important, you or Tighnari would have given me the highlights of it,” he tells it. The Akasha reluctantly agrees, giving a half-hearted wiggle in the back of his mind before going quiet once more, sinking deep into the unconscious as the noise of more conscious and active thoughts from the other Akasha fragments continue to fire away.

Al-Haitham leads this strange group out, back into the light of the sluggish Sumeru City and starts walking towards the Grand Administrator’s house. 

The Grand Administrator and Tighnari are already there and waiting in the rose garden, the box for Sage-controlled Akasha’s out and waiting as the two of them make small talk about the latest schedule of festival events that Tighnari’s been getting news of from Collei through her friends in the Knights of Ordo in Mondstadt. This matches what Al-Haitham expected.

What does not is the numerous chairs and tables arranged for what looks like a late lunch, although the tables are empty of food and Al-Haitham did not notice any of Maxwell’s staff working on any of that. The seats are too many for the numbers he would expect. The seats and tables are loosely arranged in clusters close enough to talk, but not pushed together flush to force everyone into proximity. 

And two of those seats are already filled. The Grand Proctor Sofia sits to Maxwell’s immediate right. The Grand Quartermaster Ying is at a table with two empty seats to her right doing her best impression of roadkill. 

Al-Haitham takes an empty close to the table where Tighnari is at as the others are subtly directed to place their Akasha terminals into the box. The Traveler and Collei sit with Tighnari, Paimon suspiciously hovering between Collei and the Traveler as she looks around Maxwell’s garden. To Al-Haitham’s surprise, Dehya and Nilou take seats on either side of him.

The box for the Akasha terminals is passed around. When it gets to Al-Haitham, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out the small fragments of the sentient Akasha he was cultivating. He snaps the temporary capsules he’d put them into for transport before dropping them in among the Akasha terminals. 

He had only cut off enough to awaken and convert two terminals, not four. But both of those fragments are still living, growing Akasha. In theory it’s possible that it can latch onto all four terminals inside in some fraction. By the end of this discussion (and it will be a discussion, perhaps several hours worth of it. And if Al-Haitham is lucky he will be allowed to leave it physically and his Akasha just alert him whenever there’s something he needs to actually pay attention to while he’s doing something else) the Traveler and Paimon, or maybe even Dehya and Nilou’s, terminals might have a bit of the sentient Akasha fragments starting to graft themselves in. 

The amount wouldn’t be enough to be useful, but it would be a start. And it would be useful to be able to keep tabs on these four. Perhaps the Akasha will bond with those four over the variety of new information they’ll be able to provide it—information vastly different in type than the sort that Al-Haitham and the rest of them have been giving it this entire time. After all, none of them are dancers or eremites or outlanders.

As soon as all controlled terminals are accounted for and the box is taken away, Al-Haitham starts to unwrap the true Akasha. Nilou, Dehya, the Traveler, and Paimon watch with undisguised curiosity. The Akasha squirms out from the protective cloth and hovers up into the air, eager to explore the new surroundings on its own as it starts to scan flowers and pieces of furniture. The new scenery and physical exposure to new sensations and people seems to have temporarily revived it from its stupor. Paimon squeaks as the Akasha locks onto her and excitedly moves over to start examining her. 

NOT AN AKASHA. NOT A MACHINE. The Akasha says in the back of Al-Haitham’s head. FASCINATING. WHAT MECHANISM?

“Go find out,” Al-Haitham says, folding the cloth he’d wrapped the Akasha in and putting it aside.

“Go find out what? Why do you think I’m here, huh?” Dehya asks, turning around in her chair as Paimon hurriedly floats away from the Akasha, who follows at a much more sedate pace. Dehya squints her eyes. “I know what that is. Don’t I?”

“It’s cute,” Nilou says, grinning as she reaches out to lightly skim her fingers along the Akasha’s side as it passes. The Akasha briefly lists towards her, giving Nilou a cursory scan before turning back towards Paimon.

“I was addressing the Akasha,” Al-Haitham tells Dehya before turning towards Maxwell. “What’s going on? Why are we all gathered here? This is too high of a risk. Even bringing the Traveler and Collei here was questionable. I don’t even have plans for how to excuse Nilou and the Flame-Mane.”

Maxwell clicks his tongue, shaking his head, “Someday you will actually read your messages. Your official Grand Scribe messages.”

“Yesterday was a holiday and today is the start of the weekend. I’ll read official messages when I’m on the clock.” 

A holiday of sorts. One on paper, at least.

The Sabzeruz Festival is a nationally recognized non-working holiday although a skeleton crew is required to work through it for emergency purposes. For all that the presence of the Lesser Lord Kusanali has been all but erased in Sumeru, and her festival days have been reduced to near nothing, there’s still some semblance of a token effort to acknowledge her in case someone ever challenged the Akademiya on it. And that’s a half-hearted government holiday that’s almost never truly enforced and mostly forgotten by the fact that it runs right up against Jnagarbha Day preparations. 

But it’s not a holiday that’s strictly enforced and most people think of it as for young children. Most of the people who take it off are parents or caregivers who have children of that age bracket.

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham has never been one to volunteer to work when he doesn’t have to, and has taken every holiday offered off when feasible. As Al-Haitham’s never voluntarily worked on that day and his time off requests for the Sabzeruz Festival are placed every year at the exact same time (the first working day after the last Sabzeruz Festival), it’s not unusual for him to not answer messages or even look at them during that time period. 

Al-Haitham flicks open his official messages and skims to the most recent, a message sent to the current Department Heads of the Mahamata. Much to Al-Haitham’s amusement, both Zara and Azusa are included in the receivers of this message. Someone hasn’t been updating the Department Head message keys.

As Al-Haitham reads through it, Maxwell elaborates for those present who did not receive that same message.

“As of today, our most devoted and daring Grand Proctor Sofia has been forcibly retired. The Grand Sage has cited concerns for her health and her family’s wellbeing—emotional well-being. As the past few months to years have been rather stressful, the Grand Sage has, very thoughtfully, considered the stress that would put on such a caring mother and wife such as our dear Sofia. As we know, Sofia’s had four children in five years, having been blessed with the trial of twins for her first pregnancy and then two more happy surprises of serendipity in quick succession. And the Grand Sage worries that her children are growing up without their mother present. Between the longer and longer hours Sofia must dedicate to her work, and the numerous…issues that have hit our organization, the Grand Sage has decided it was in her benefit for her to step down and pass her duties onto those of us remaining.”

Ying lets out a strangled sob.

Sofia, herself, looks particularly unbothered. “It’s honestly not so bad. If that old lizard had a single considerate and sincere thought in his body I’d honestly thank him. Unfortunately, all of that must have gone along with whatever shreds of common sense he might have once had. Shame, shame, shame. What a waste. You know, I really did actually consider stepping down for those very reasons.”

“Why didn’t you?” Al-Haitham asks, because for all that the Grand Sage’s actions border on outright abuse of authority and flagrant breech of discrimination against protected classes, the reasons he did provide are actually ones that Al-Haitham had thought of whenever he’s been annoyed enough by Sofia’s meddling to actively think of her.

Sofia doesn’t particularly find her job to be deeply fulfilling that he can tell. Most of her joy comes from being with her family. Sofia often does complain about how she wishes she could spend more time with her children and how she doesn’t have enough time at home with all of the traveling her job duties entail. Al-Haitham’s not even sure if Sofia applied for her position or if she was tricked into it like Al-Haitham was. She mostly seems to just be going along, doing what needs to be done as it needs to be done. In this sense, she and Al-Haitham are very much alike. Al-Haitham might have liked her as a person more (at all) if she weren’t so frustratingly…herself. Sofia has a penchant for being nosy and for being uncannily sharp at the worst possible moments, and using both of these things about herself to cause as much personal trouble for others as possible. Supposedly this is for other people’s own good. 

The one thing Ying, Azusa, Zara, and Al-Haitham readily agree on is that this is a lie and she’s just a well disguised sadist. Or rather, an unrepentant one with a very disarming demeanor.

“Well someone has to help our dear Max keep you unruly lot in order.” Sofia reaches over and puts a hand on Ying’s shoulder. “Also I feel terribly sorry for our poor Ying. Just look at her. Those tears! Our little leaky faucet!”

Ying raises her head, eyes red, nose running. “It’s going to be just me, you, and the Grand Administrator. I’m in hell. With my luck it’s going to end with me and one of the two of you and I can’t tell which is the worse option. You’re both such rotten bastards but in such completely different ways. What did I ever do to deserve this?”

Al-Haitham ignores Ying because he’s a man of practicalities and no one has time for Ying’s catastrophizing, even if they’re occasionally appropriate. The thought of being stuck with just Ying or just Maxwell to lead the remnants of what was once the organization that kept the Akademiya running in the background almost makes him want to quit and take up a life of asceticism just in case reincarnation and karma are real so he can avoid this in the next life.

Almost.

“The Akasha is going to be ramped up to take over the role of the proctors,” Maxwell continues in a more serious tone, long fingers folding together as he narrows his green eyes. “Automated grading and assessment. Pure calculation, no personal touch. Plus, the Sages are citing the inefficiency of spreading various laws and announcements by word of mouth.”

“The Akasha is not universal, that was the main point of maintaining the job position of proctors,” Al-Haitham points out. There are people who, despite the mandates, do not use their Akasha terminals. 

There are also those who are unable to due to health reasons. While the Akasha has been widely adapted over time, there are still those who’s physiology does not allow for compatibility with the Akasha’s system. There are also those for whom it would be unwise for them to have an Akasha—persons with dementia or other mental degenerative disorders, for example. Or those with certain developmental disorders. And those who are physically too unwell to handle the mental load of the Akasha, even if it’s only running passively in the background.

For these persons, the network of proctors who provide a person to talk with is tantamount.

Furthermore, the proctors also serve the very important role of clarifying Akasha information in person. When the common people who may struggle with the specific technical wording of something they’re told through the Akasha need clarification, they simply have to go to their local proctor for clarification.

The proctors were not just examiners. They provided a vital social service. And in times when a message could not be written and published through the Akasha, it is the proctors who have stepped in to spread word and organize the people.

“I imagine these are the same people that might have just recently been pruned through that Samsara you just broke out of,” Maxwell says flatly. “Besides, in the face of the chaos the Sages are sowing, do we truly believe that they have the interest of our vulnerable in mind with whatever strange end goal it is they’ve set up beyond the rest our our sight? I think not. The announcement board maintenance will fall underneath my purview, while your department will get another expansion to handle the increased need for transcription and transmission.”

“Convenient, isn’t it?” Sofia says, patting Ying’s shoulder. “The mouth of Sumeru going mute the day after a city-wide health crisis hits. One can only imagine how this will come around to ruin us even worse down the line.”

“As though the communication of information from one area of Sumeru to another wasn’t already shot,” Tighnari mutters.

“The two of us are splitting the proctors,” Maxwell continues. “Meanwhile, the former Grand Investigator and Inquisitor will be moved under your purview. Which brings us around to our excuse for this large gathering in my humble abode.”

The Grand Administrator’s sense of theatrics and dramatic timing could not be better. As soon as the Grand Administrator has finished speaking, Azusa and Zara enter the garden, bearing armloads of food. Each container bears the mark of a different shop. Both Azusa and Zara look near murderous, are red in the face and sweating profusely, and out of breath.

The two of them unceremoniously, but expediently, begin to put down

“Everything,” Azusa snarls, “about today sucks ass.”

“Language,” Sofia chides.

“Sorry. It tongues butts.” Azusa practically hurls a container of what Al-Haitham finds to be fried fish that he passes over to Nilou, who’s been torn between following the movement of Paimon and the Akasha around the roses and the events unfolding in front of her with rapt fascination.

“What is this?” Dehya asks as food is dispersed among the tables and the last of the Grand Mahamata take their places next to Ying who pulls her legs up to bury her head into her knees like she can escape the reality of her position if she cries about it long enough.

“Welcome to the resistance,” Tighnari says flatly, reaching around and gently pulling the Akasha out of the air to give Paimon a moment to rally herself. 

“We are not calling ourselves that,” Azusa mutters. “No fucking way are we calling ourselves that.”

“What’s wrong with a little old fashioned resistance and rebellion?” Nahida asks, descending into the rose garden in the shape of a crow, alighting on Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “Now, shall we begin on catching each other up with the two sides of things? Dreaming and waking? Waking world, tell my dreamers of what they’ve missed in their unwitting sleep. Dreamers—Al-Haitham, this includes you—hold your questions for the end if you please. Especially you, Al-Haitham. You know how to savor a story, and you know the expedience of letting something spill out all of its momentum and in one go before you start to dig around for treasure.”

“We became aware that something strange was going on soon after the Akasha dropped you in. Mostly because as soon as Tighnari was pulled out of it, he alerted the rest of us.”

“I wasn’t clear on what was happening other than it was Akasha related and only in Sumeru City.” Tighnari passes the Akasha off to Collei. Collei takes the Akasha rather hesitantly, but calms as soon as her hands press against the Akasha’s rounded sides, gently arranging the Akasha in her lap as the Akasha’s optical sensor continues to scan and study its surroundings. The two of them must be talking because Collei nods along and starts pointing at things for it. “No one in Gandharva Ville was effected. Collei and I came over immediately. On the way we stopped by some other settlements. Whatever it was, exactly, that happened, was only within the vicinity of Sumeru City. I don’t know the exact range. We have a map.” Tighnari turns towards the Traveler and Paimon, then towards Nilou and Dehya. “Although I’m not sure that’s very helpful here for some of us. Collei, pass the Akasha off. I’ll be borrowing you.”

“Yes, Master Tighnari,” Collei gives the Akasha a gentle pat before releasing it from her grasp. The Akasha rises into the air and goes back to investigating roses.

Collei cups her hands together and then flattens them out, turning her palms up. Her Vision slowly starts to glow brighter and brighter as she creates a rough dendro projection over her hands. The projection is a mostly, from what Al-Haitham can tell, accurate map of Sumeru from the Avidya Forest to Sumeru City, including elevation and landmarks.

Tighnari reaches over, his own Vision glowing as he adds his power and gently pushes and nudges at Collei’s projection to refine it. He traces his and Collei’s path from Gandharva Ville to Sumeru City, pausing to mark an area in the lowlands and rivers.

“Around here is where I believe things got strange,” Tighnari says. “If this is a consistent border or one that corresponds to something else, I’m not sure.”

“You’re more or less right,” Azusa says, standing from their seat to walk over towards Tighnari and Collei. Azusa runs their finger in a strangely irregular shape around Sumeru City, narrower in the direction Tighnari and Collei came from, broader in the west. Tighnari adds the path to the map. “After you sent the message I went out to check things and check on some of my people. All of them were asleep, I couldn’t wake them up. And they looked bad off. The only one I found awake was one who had found me because her entire family was in a bad way and she had no idea what to do.”

“I sent runners out this morning,” Sofia says, “So far it seems that no one is aware that anything has occurred in Sumeru City. And by the time the news of a mass health crisis does reach the other major hubs I’m sure the Sages will have a handy explanation that shifts attention away from the obvious persons in charge by somehow throwing us under the wheel in some roundabout way. And by then, we’ll have no proctors. No investigators. No inquisitors.” Sofia turns towards Maxwell. “I’m sorry to say it, but I do think you’ll be next, Senior.”

“Well, I am getting on in years,” Maxwell admits, “and I’m sure that there’s a nice green pasture in Mondstadt they can’t wait to shuffle me off to with claims of senility or the stress getting to me or what-have-you. They’ll certainly attempt it and they might even succeed, but I’m sorry to say that when this does come to pass the rest of you will be stuck with me until this whole mystery has been resolved. Permanently.” Maxwell turns towards Zara and Azusa, waving a hand at them. “Now. While Sofia was getting ahead of us all, I sent these two off to pick up several orders of food I’m having for Sofia’s going away party, which just so happens to include Master Tighnari and his apprentice, and their good friends the Traveler and Paimon. We can simply say that young Nilou is here to perform and that the Flame-Mane is here to make sure we treat the rising star of Sumeru City well.”

Nilou’s face turns pink. She opens her mouth to protest on reflex and Dehya reaches around Al-Haitham to give Nilou’s ear a friendly tug.

“Firstly, he’s right. Secondly, we’ve got bigger things to talk about,” Dehya says to her fondly. Nilou sighs, shaking her head but quieting.

“And what was heard?” Nahida asks, directing them all back on track.

“There was someone else moving when the rest of Sumeru City was sleeping,” Zara answers, standing to join Azusa as she points her finger to certain areas of Sumeru City. Tighnari adds markers where she indicated. “They were not ours. Quite frankly, I don’t think they’re even from Sumeru.”

Zara’s severe mouth scowls deeply. 

“From what I can tell, they were our…strangers,” she says slowly.

“Marvelous,” Maxwell says.

“The rats had to come out of their nest eventually. Glad to know they do it in the dark like most vermin do,” Azusa spits.

At the strange look Nilou, Dehya, the Traveler, and Paimon have, Nahida moves from Al-Haitham’s shoulder to the Traveler’s. “There is something of a…displacement going on in Sumeru,” she begins to explain. “Records of people who don’t technically exist, identities created in order to give clearance and opportunity to these strangers while pushing out established persons of power and repute in various ways. It’s been something of a frustration. As you can imagine, the people who are being displaced are quite confused as to why they’re suddenly out of a job and unable to get new jobs, and wondering who was more qualified than they were for the jobs they’d held for several years. And yet, when anyone attempts to find out who these new masters of the subject or trade are, no one can find out.”

“But they’re real people?” The Traveler asks.

“They’re real.” Zara nods. “And they’re Fatui.”

“Now that,” Dehya says, sitting up straight, leaning forward, arm on the table, “is not something you can just throw out there lightly.”

“There’s proof. Transaction records of Akademiya funds carefully being routed through a series of on and off the record transactions, deals, and arrangements that eventually wind up in the hands of foreign trade companies that are either known to be shell groups for the Fatui or are outright listed under Snezhnayan nationals.”

“There are,” Al-Haitham speaks, drawing eyes onto himself, “eye witness statements positively identifying persons of Snezhnayan profiles in relation to several of these transactions, and also other potential projects we haven’t managed to fully pin down just yet.”

“And where are you getting these statements?”

“This seems like something very large to be handling and talking about like this,” Nilou says quietly. “And wouldn’t this be something the Corps of Thirty handles?”

“It would,” Al-Haitham agrees, “if the Corps of Thirty were in a position to do so.” Al-Haitham tips his head towards Nilou. “But you and I are both fully aware of the things being said of the Corps of Thirty’s efficiency and workload these days, Nilou. As we are also both aware of the things being said of the matra and the Mahamata.”

“Every governing body aside from that of the Sages being thrown through the mud and the muck,” Dehya mutters. “You can’t tell me that all three governing bodies are being torn apart at the foundations and no one’s saying or doing anything. Someone would have noticed. Someone should have noticed. And done something about it.”

“There’s too much going on for most people to notice,” Al-Haitham says. Look at everyone assembled here.

Al-Haitham didn’t quite grasp the extent of things until he was completely thrown into it, tasked with unraveling the giant truth-swallowing tapestry one conspiracy and trail of lies and falsehoods at a time. He had been too busy with the headaches, the fatigue, the parasitic Akasha and the flood of Mahamata-related problems.

Kaveh, who makes a living off of understanding larger pictures and moving parts, didn’t realize how truly amiss things were in Sumeru until he connected the pieces from Cyno and Al-Haitham together. 

Cyno, the Judicator of Secrets and the General Mahamatra himself, did not see that something was deeply and pervasively wrong until Tighnari set him down the road that has led all of them onto this potentially futile war against a crashing tide generations in the making.

And Tighnari, the man who inadvertently set them all on this path together, did not realize that the one detail he had noticed was the symptom of a greater disease.

Even Nahida, Lord Kusanali of Sumeru, Archon of Dendro, did not see what had befallen her territories and how deep its teeth had sunk into that vulnerable neck—thinking an infected flesh wound and fever to be the worst of it.

“All of us are inundated under fragments, pieces, distractions,” Al-Haitham continues, “and individually, we are all overwhelmed to the point of being near insensate with the barrage of oddities. A series of what seems to be strange unfortunate coincidences, bad fortune lining up to take repeated blows against the mind and body. And so, so occupied with our own struggles, the view narrows down to what’s going onto yourself and only yourself. You focus on keeping your own head above the water. And thus, the greater picture of the widespread wave is missed.”

“A pin in that thought, Al-Haitham. You are correct, but we cannot be distracted by the ocean while trying to catch up to the river,” Nahida says. “Zara, tell us what you saw the Fatui doing.”

“Moving supplies,” Zara says. “I couldn’t risk getting close. But they were transporting something. Several crates. Large pieces. Larger than anything we’ve ever tracked from them before. They were headed out of the city. I can’t tell where they were coming from but my bet is the Akademiya. Probably the Kshahrewar, if it was stuff that big. The Kshahrewar facilities and storage vaults are a damn maze. I would have sent someone to follow but everyone was asleep. I would have followed myself, but I was somewhat preoccupied with the fact that the entire damned city was asleep and I couldn’t get to anyone.”

“And that leads us to our next point.” Nahida extends a wing and gestures towards Maxwell.

“The Akasha system went down,” he says flatly, turning towards the Akasha that’s currently doing some sort of analysis of a crumpled and slightly trampled rose petal on the ground. “Again, we have no way of confirming this as things stand now. But from what we’ve gathered, the main Akasha system was fully down outside of the Akademiya but around Sumeru City, roughly in the borders Azusa, Tighnari, and Collei marked out. It was completely non-responsive.”

“The Akasha can’t be turned off,” Al-Haitham says, turning towards Nahida, “even you need time to do that.”

“It was not off, exactly,” Nahida says. “But it was otherwise so occupied with the Samsara and the harvesting of dream energy to fuel whatever project the Sages are working on that it simply could not proceed to function as normal.”

“Meanwhile, our Akasha system wasn’t doing any better,” Tighnari says. “Our messages were barely getting across. We had to physically convene here.”

“You’re going to have to check our logs,” Zara says to Al-Haitham, then gestures towards their new additions. “Theirs too. I don’t think the Akasha logged anything from last night.”

“You didn’t ask ours?”

“This is the most active it’s been since you went down last night. Messages were working—not well and barely working, but working—then they suddenly stopped. Nothing was getting across.”

Tighnari, now, speaks, standing to go and pick up the Akasha as he does so.

“When I got to your house the Akasha splinters were already quiet. Meanwhile, the main body here, was overheating. Like it had a fever. Also non-responsive, but I could sense…” Tighnari’s mouth twists as he searches for the right words. “The power levels. The power levels were too high. But it wasn’t doing anything that I could tell.”

“To be clear,” Dehya says, “you’re talking about two different types of Akasha.” Dehya points to her temple. “That one, which threw us all into a dream loop.” She then points at the Akasha in Tighnari’s arms. “And that one, which helped to break us out of the loop by bringing this guy,” she points at Al-Haitham, “around.”

“Yes.”

“And how are there two Akasha?”

“There’s really only the one,” Nahida says. “The Akasha before you is the true Akasha. The mind behind the machine that put you into that dream cycle. Except it did not want to do that. The Akasha you’re more familiar with is one that’s entirely under the control the Sages, of humans—more machine than body. It can’t choose what it does. Ours can.”

“If you have an Akasha why don’t you just have it tell you everything?” Paimon asks, speaking up for the first time. “I don’t get it. If it’s the real mind, why can’t it just…think about stuff?”

“Over the generations since the Akasha was created and introduced to Sumeru, the Sages and Akademiya have modified it extensively. There are very specific hard codes placed into it that it cannot work around as it is. You would sooner be able to actively control the flow of your own blood or the way your taste buds work,” Al-Haitham tells her. “The Akasha cannot fight its own body when so much of it has been groomed and trimmed and cut away from it. It has no leverage. The level of access needed to help the Akasha and access all of the information we need would only be accessible through the main body’s master control terminal. No one here has access to that.”

“Also, the Akasha is limited in that it can only know things that it has experienced itself or things it has been told. Just like anyone else in the world,” Nahida says. “Just like how you didn’t know that there wasn’t a group like ours fighting a conspiracy like this, the Akasha can’t know what it hasn’t witnessed or been made aware of in some way. Somewhere along the line, a particular set of Sages was clever enough to start splitting up the keys of this strange master-plan that’s been in the works for generations. Several incredibly important parts of this do not exist as files within the Akasha—be they programs, records, or even notes. A lot of this has been on paper. Even if we were somehow able to access the main access control terminal and help the Akasha break free of the constraints put upon it, it can’t tell us what it doesn’t know.”

“In most countries,” the Traveler comments dryly, “a paper trail is the greatest vulnerability any conspiracy can have.”

“Sadly, this is Sumeru,” Nahida sighs, “and the tracking and tracing of paper and physical evidence in this specific way, when it is spread across so many years and people and places, is a dying art. The reliance on the Akasha’s ability to streamline information and present it in the simplest, most efficient way has truly done a number on my scholars and their ability to think for themselves and to question what’s been shown to them.” Then, with a nod towards those present, Nahida adds on, “With exception to my exceptional ones, of course. They’ve done a wonderful job in tracking down these physical pieces of evidence that the Sages thought they buried beyond the grasp of inquiring and inquisitive minds.”

“There is also a matter of communication barriers,” Tighnari points out. “The Akasha you see now is much developed from what it was when we first started to work with it. But it is not quite capable of communicating and understanding us fully. Remember, this is the mind of a completely different organism that’s existed for several hundred years in relative isolation with only one-way communications, if any. The Akasha is learning and catching at incredible speed, but there’s only so much progress that can be expected.”

“If the Akasha spent an entire night gathering power, learning and harvesting through dreams,” the Traveler asks, “wouldn’t it reflect that somewhere by now?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Nahida says, moving to inspect the Akasha. “Where did all that energy go? Was it towards a calculation? Or to power some sort of machine? If so…then what was the result? I doubt the Sages would have dealt such a strong blow to Sumeru City to only go quiet. This was not their endgame. It is merely another step in an escalating series of actions towards something greater than any of us can even conceive of.”

“But what do the Fatui have to do with it?” Paimon asks. “Why would the Fatui be part of all of this? Are you sure it’s your Sages and not the Fatui directly?” She turns towards the Traveler. “Hasn’t it been the Fatui pulling strings in a lot of the other things we’ve gone through before? Are they everywhere? How are they everywhere?”

“They’re very good talkers,” the Traveler says flatly, “although their best speaker was recently…undone. And I don’t think this is the kind of scheme she was working on. It doesn’t seem like her. It must be another Harbinger.”

“Forget the who of it. The question is what. What did they promise?” Dehya asks with all the practical sense of someone who deals in trade. “What was the exchange? Unless Azar and his cronies have been Fatui sympathizers this entire time, what changed recently to have them basically hand over Sumeru? What are they giving the Sages all of this tech and manpower for?”

“A lot of things have changed or been changing recently. The problem is sorting it all out from each other,” Tighnari says. 

“But isn’t it just the Akasha?”

Everyone turns towards Nilou who just looks back at them, eyes clear, voice certain.

“Isn’t that the base of all trade and all deals?” Nilou says, looking from Al-Haitham to Nahida and then towards the Traveler. “You make a deal because someone has something you don’t have and you have something they don’t. You’re just exchanging things. Nowhere else in the entire world has an Akasha or anything like it.”

“Oh, you’re actually incredibly clever, aren’t you?” Azusa says as everyone turns towards the Akasha in Tighnari’s arms. 

“But what would the Fatui want with the Akasha? If they wanted information, they could’ve just walked in or used any of their people already living here with an Akasha to get it.” Tighnari frowns. “The Akasha terminals only recently opened up to being given to passing-through travelers, but there’s got to be people from the Fatui who’ve lived here long enough they would’ve qualified for Akasha terminals of their own. And it’s not like there aren’t any Snezhnayan scholars in the Akademiya or even on the Darshan governing boards. Legitimate ones, even. And we’ve got scholars who go over to Snezhnaya, too.”

“And if it is not a matter of access, but control?” Al-Haitham asks. “Being a scholar or a member of a governing board, or even an average citizen, wouldn’t allow you access towards the full Akasha. Nor would it allow you to actively manipulate and control it. You would need to be a Sage. You would need to be the Grand Sage.” Al-Haitham narrows his eyes. “And as we now know, there is one other thing that the Akasha can do aside from gather and store information. In this case, does this not make sense? Fatui machine parts and engineering. The Akasha’s ability to rapidly calculate, and apparently harvest energy and store or move it from a mostly renewable and extremely vast power source. Are these not complimentary parts that each would need to progress?”

“So what you’re saying is that it’s the people, the network of people,” Zara crosses her arms. “Not even our knowledge, our research, our minds and the information they hold. But the people as bags of meat and electricity. Batteries. We’re just one giant bag of fresh batteries, fuel and kindling. That’s what you’re saying.” Zara starts to pace, each step sharp as her scowl and glare as she begins to curse underneath her breath.

“But Sumeru has always had the Akasha. And the Akasha has, apparently, always done this just on a smaller safer scale based on what Nahida was reminding us of when we woke up,” Dehya points out. “So why would the Fatui move in now? What’s causing everyone to start pulling the trigger on this? What is this, exactly? Something so large it would have the Fatui moving parts around the country and require the energy of the minds of the entirety of Sumeru City to be harvested repeatedly until people started dying? And,” Dehya waves around the rest of them, “cause so many problems that all of you lot started picking up on it and joining up to try and untangle it and still somehow come up with nothing?”

“You ask questions we still have no answers to,” Maxwell sighs. 

“We have more questions than answers, but we know that all of these questions and answers tie together at one final endpoint.”

“And what,” the Traveler asks, looking around them all, “are these questions, exactly?”

“The full list,” Tighnari tells them with a flat and unamused tip of his mouth, “is exhausting just to listen to. Are you sure you want to hear it? You’ll come out of it more frustrated than satisfied.”

“Isn’t this Sumeru?” The Traveler replies, “Land of scholars and researchers? Who am I to back down from a question with a terrible answer?”

“That’s the spirit,” Dehya nods approvingly.

Everyone turns towards Al-Haitham, Nahida graciously waving the crow’s wing at him. “Well spoken, Traveler. Now, Al-Haitham, as the one who’s been managing all of our threads as we’ve plucked and woven and unwoven them, if you could please?”

Al-Haitham sighs and begins to tick the multiple convoluted and equally important but also equally fruitless threads of the plot they’ve picked up and have been trying to each trace over the past several weeks that have felt like lifetimes.

“An increased encouragement of use and mandatory equipping of an Akasha. The cover-up of the Akasha’s waking sentience and the original health problems that it caused. The disappearances linked towards research into the Akasha’s sentient mind—the disappearances of people in Sumeru in general. Some sort of series of machinations and plots that lead beyond the Wall in the form of at least some of these disappearances and false project paper trails. The Fatui influx and their machines which also include shipments from Inazuma. A Divine Knowledge Capsule being purposefully lost, and directed into the hands of the Ayn Al-Ahmar. The link between the Akademiya and the rumors of the Scarlet King’s return, which includes suggestions of human sacrifice. An additional link between Knowledge Capsules and Canned knowledge in the form of potential cover-ups of sensitive and incriminating information. The purposeful weakening and subsuming of the different arms of Sumeru’s governing body as well as the erasure of the Lesser Lord Kusanali from any form of relevance within Sumeru. And now, apparently, the active harvesting of minds to generate and store energy through the Akasha.” Al-Haitham runs through that again. “If I have missed anything, do not tell me.”

“There is also the matter of the Withering being ignored,” Tighnari says, facing away from Al-Haitham, “I’m telling them, not you.”

“Disappearances and plots across the Wall?” Dehya’s hands flex, fingers curling into her palms. “This is what you sent Master Kaveh across the Wall for. To investigate. Wasn’t it?”

“Kaveh sent himself,” Al-Haitham corrects.

“Well,” Tighnari begins, undaunted by the sharp look Al-Haitham throws his way. “He sent himself with some help. That he asked you for.”

“Just like how you asked the former General Mahamatra,” Al-Haitham says. He turns back to Dehya. “Cyno and Kaveh have gone beyond the Wall in order to search out what was originally what we all thought to be the most promising of leads while avoiding further attention from the corrupt portions of the Akademiya—the rise in missing persons cases as well as the uptick in untraceable projects and equipment caravans heading west, away from Sumeru City. While the Akademiya’s power beyond the Wall is limited and weaker, it also means that there’s more freedom to act without observation.”

Dehya lets out a sharp, sudden laugh—a flicker of flame like the spark of metal clashing. A laugh to make any man flinch.

“Who knew,” she shakes her head, “that your Akademiya was so efficient? Here we all were, thinking that you lot were losing your heads and falling apart at the seams. Turns out that your Akademiya was losing heads on purpose. Or rather, getting rid of them. Damn. Imagine if all of that effort to distract and confuse and get rid of problems were used on actual problems that mattered. Damn.”

Nilou speaks quietly, turning towards Nahida’s crow form. “This is all true? All of it? And that the Sages were doing it on purpose?”

Nahida moves to perch next to Nilou. “It is.”

“But why?” Nilou asks. “Why would anyone want to do any of that? What’s the point of it?”

“That’s the question we continue to return to, over and over and over. What? Why? We have the how. We even have the who. But what all of these plots come together to weave into is so large it’s beyond us. And what this hanging rope is supposed to actually do is anyone’s guess. All we know is that it’s from the very top and it’s filtered through every single level of our society, from river to sand, from mountain to cavern. East or west of the Wall, there’s no escaping it, nothing untouched and unspoiled by its rot and ruin,” Maxwell says, leaning back with his eyes closed, a hand pressing to his temple. “Imagine that. An entire country. Rotted to the core.”

“No,” Nilou shakes her head, “it cannot be. Sumeru can’t be like that.”

“And yet, everywhere we turn, we find more evidence that it is,” Zara says, not unkindly and still in the middle of pacing. “And may have always been that way. From the start.”

“No,” Nilou repeats more firmly. “Because you’re here.” She turns to Al-Haitham. “You were there. If this is true, that Sumeru is rotten and ruined, then it would not be so. You all are here. I am here. And you’ve spoken about a lot of people who are also helping you—keeping their eyes out, getting you information, following after leads for you.” Nilou turns and points in the direction of the Wall. “The General Mahamatra and Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar are out there right now. They are not ruined. They are not rotten. All of those people trapped in that dream—were they also lost to ruin?” Nilou shakes her head. “Look at the Akasha. Even the Akasha wants no part of this. Is that not why it is here, with you?”

“Fine,” Azusa throws their hands up in the air, “everyone of no significance towards changing the trajectory of our country going off of a cliff and into the deep-end is rotten and ruined. Meanwhile, everyone at the reigns seems to have lost common sense, decency, and any sense of morality and shame somewhere a few bends back.”

“Nilou,” Tighnari says suddenly, “is right.”

Tighnari stands up abruptly, starting to join Zara in her pacing. Although Zara stops as soon as he starts, moving back to watch as Tighnari moves through the rows of roses, ears at alert, tail stiffly held as he thinks.

“This began with me asking Cyno to investigate strange letters from my Master, the Sage of the Amurta,” he begins, eyes narrowed and downturned as he thinks. “Letters insisting on my return to Sumeru City despite the fact that he knew I had my hands full with the Withering. Prior to those letters, he had expressed remorse for me leaving the Akademiya to do pure fieldwork but he also understood the severity of the situation. In fact, after I took over the rangers, he even expressed approval and relief. Sage Naphis understands the need to restrain and actively counter the Withering. It makes no sense for him to suddenly start to try and strong-arm me back. Especially to the point of sending another Sage after me.” Tighnari pauses and turns towards Al-Haitham. “He sent the Sage of the Haravatat after me. Does that make sense to you?”

Al-Haitham’s eyebrows raise. He’s never truly formed any relationship with the Sage of his Darshan. He’s more familiar with the Grand Sage Azar than Sage Khajeh.

“Why,” Tighnari returns to his pacing without waiting for an answer, “would my Master send someone completely different to try and force me to return to Sumeru City instead of going himself? Why would he send these letters with their sudden shift in stance after previously approving and agreeing with me on the priorities of my focus? It’s because he didn’t send those letters. He doesn’t want me to go back. I have not been able to get a face-to-face meeting with Sage Naphis even once since those letters started. My messages to him in the Akasha are read, but go unanswered. Every time he does send a message back it’s just another attempt to get me to agree to take a post in Sumeru City and disregards anything else I said in the previous messages.”

Tighnari comes to a stop, turning to look towards them, brows deeply pulled down, tail held tensely still.

“It isn’t Sage Naphis sending those letters. It isn’t him sending those messages. He did not send the Haravatat Sage to try and shame or bully me into returning to Sumeru City. I know my Master. This,” Tighnari waves his hand around them all, “all of this. He never would have willingly participated in any of it. Nilou is right. It isn’t everyone. Statistically speaking there is no way that everyone in power is of agreement with this plan. Even if it’s just for a purely selfish reason like self-preservation or protecting their own interests. Realistically speaking, with this much chaos involved how wide is that intersection of people benefitting? Really?” 

Tighnari turns towards Maxwell and Ying, “Your businessmen and tradesmen aren’t feeling good about this, are they? And we all know that most of the Darshans are incredibly angry. The matra and Mahamata both aren’t getting anything from this.”

“So Sage Naphis doesn’t agree. But then who’s sending you those messages? Who’s reading yours from the Akasha? Sage Khajeh showing up in Sage Naphis’ place is easy enough to explain. But you haven’t noticed a discrepancy in his messages. The only thing that tipped you off was the lack of the dots. And who would be accessing his personal Akasha to read and respond to your messages to him—even if those responses ignore you? They sound like him. That’s why it took you so long to even bring it up to the former General Mahamatra to start with,” Azusa says. “And you came out with ‘I think something’s wrong with him’ not, ‘this isn’t him’.”

“It is not someone,” Nahida says. “Al-Haitham. The files.”

“The Akasha,” Al-Haitham explains to those who are just now joining this circus of an attempt at detective-work, “has hidden files and records of surveillance on certain persons in Sumeru. To my knowledge, the General Mahamatra’s was a pilot attempt at creating a predictive program in order to plot and track his movements based on certain parameters.” Al-Haitham meets Tighnari’s furious gaze with his own rapidly fraying frustration. “We had thought that this was simply to predict—to circumvent and manipulate situations in order to plot around obstacles. But if the Sage’s Akasha programming has evolved enough to predict a person’s actions, what is to say that it cannot also act in a person’s stead? As though it were that person themselves? The Akasha would have enough records of Sage Naphis’ writing, his conversations, his written affectations. And would his fellow Sages not also be familiar enough to do a cursory read and confirm if it sounds like him or not?”

“So to top everything all off, you’re saying that not only is the Akademiya replacing people with Fatui, but they’re also replacing the top brass that object with the Akasha itself,” Dehya says. “That’s what you’re saying.”

“To pretend at personhood is an incredibly, incredibly sophisticated thing,” Ying says, speaking for the first time since the discussions began. Her eyes are closed, hands steepled together and covering her hands and nose, muffling her words. But her brow is furrowed deep in concentration. “And it verges on Cardinal Sin. Does this not interfere with evolution, as well as life and death? Is this not why we had an entire schools and groups of scholars within the Spantamad and Amurta redirected and censured?”

“You lot are dealing with a group of people that actively turned on a hidden, secret feature that causes a common machine to literally suck the life out of people,” Dehya says flatly. “And you think that it matters if this is a sin? You’ve been working your way through this sand-pit of vipers and you’re shocked at the lack of morality with its fangs bone-deep into you?” She turns towards Al-Haitham. “I need to get back to the other side of the Wall. How much of this do the General Mahamatra and Master Kaveh know? Do they know how damningly deep it goes?”

“There is no hard boundary to the depth of it that we’ve found so far, so no,” Al-Haitham answers. “No. They don’t know.”

Al-Haitham’s voice feels far away from himself, even though he is vividly present in the moment. Al-Haitham has a feeling if he tried to stand right now he would sway or wobble in place. His mouth and rational mind continue to speak even as the rest of him turns towards examining this strange feeling of distance within himself. Now is not the time for any new surprises of condition. If something is wrong with himself he’d rather know it now and get that over with.

“Besides, how would you get to the other side of the Wall without rousing suspicion? You now know that the Akasha monitors people, gathers information on them, and actively analyzes and uses this information in order to assist the Sages in manipulating things further towards their own plot. After the Samsara of the Sabzeruz Festival the Sages are going to be on alert for any unusual movements. You are high profile enough and have enough connections to people of importance to that festival that any unusual moves on your side might draw attention. Your Akasha is still one of theirs, we do not have a way to block it and create false information. Besides, what would you do? Tell them what happened here? So they could do what? Come back? We have no answers.” Al-Haitham shakes his head. “It would be an unnecessary risk.”

“This is so confusing,” Paimon raises a hand to her head. “How are you all keeping track of this? I don’t think you could even write this down and have it make sense.”

“Oh, no, absolutely not,” Sofia says. “We did attempt to write it down a few times. But it all gets so convoluted it just looks like the ramblings of a lunatic. This is why we trust keeping it all sorted to our resident lunatic,” she shoots Al-Haitham a sympathetic look. “Although I would wager even our Al-Haitham is having something of a difficult time of it.”

“One can imagine that this is why the Akasha is so fond of him,” Nahida agrees, “they think and process information astoundingly similarly underneath it all. If you all could physically perceive what a mind looks like you’d understand.”

Al-Haitham tunes the rest out as he taps into his Akasha. There is something that bothers him. Aside from his own mental disquiet, there is something strange (is there anything that isn’t?) that doesn’t quite line up with the rest of it.

He closes his eyes, going through the collection of files that the Akasha has managed to quietly slip out from its own main body without being noticed, analyzing it through the current framework he has as well as the realizations drawn today.

Al-Haitham slowly walks back through it. Fatui movements. An entire city gone down and harvested from en masse to the point of near-death or actual death for some. All communications cut off from outside Sumeru City. The replacement and displacement of persons of power and significance in addition to the widespread disappearances of common folk and non-academics.

As has been said to the point of exhaustion—a point belabored to the verge of being meaningless—there are too many distractions. The Withering being ignored just like with the original health crisis of the Akasha. Scrubbed over Knowledge Capsules entering the market as Canned Knowledge. An influx and encouragement of extremist Scarlet King zealotry on both sides of the Wall. A missing Sage who is still somehow sending letters and answering Akasha messages without being noticed until this late in the—

Al-Haitham frowns, turning back to that point. He had been the one to say it, but predicting an action based on reactions and then actually moving forward to create and enact an action are completely separate processes. Similar and drawn from mostly shared data. But they require different things. Prediction requires the feeding of parameters and a collection of sub-routines that go off when certain conditions are met. It’s a passive process. But impersonation is active. 

He pulls forward the profile files that the Akasha showed him. When he had last seen it, Cyno’s file was incomplete and on its way towards becoming a prediction program. The other files he’d seen were rudimentary in nature. The only other one even close to Cyno’s was…

“My file,” Al-Haitham feels his mouth move even though he does not hear his voice outside of his own head. He turns towards the Akasha. “What is the current status on my file?”

The Akasha hesitates, coming over to hover next to him before landing on his lap, optical sensor going dull as it diverts its attention and energy towards slipping into its own main body to search.

“What are you thinking?” Nahida asks directly into his head, moving to his shoulder. The sharp talons of the crow’s feet dig into his shoulder as she tries to call his attention away from the burgeoning epiphany that he feels like he’s barreling towards at dangerous speed. “Al-Haitham?”

Al-Haitham’s focus, however, is on waiting for the updated information he knows the Akasha has found to download to the files he already has.

The others are speaking but he is not listening. Al-Haitham turns the sound canceling on his earphones up as high as they will go as he watches the file update, the size of it doubling. Then quadrupling. And growing. Growing. Growing. He flicks open the other files—the one on Cyno, the one on Tighnari, the one on Maxwell, on Ying, on all the rest of them. And he watches them growing too. And the Akasha has added new files. Files on all of the Sages, except for Azar. Files on matra members. A file on Dori, Lord Sangemah Bay, even. A new file on Mizri that, while small, is much larger than it should be if it was just started.

Al-Haitham’s hands rise in familiar motion as he flicks open the physical controls for doing a dive into Akasha codes as he starts to rip through each of the new files and updates the Akasha is bringing him in trickles and now streams.

He feels the Akasha starting to warm in his lap again, overheating as it catches onto the urgency and the severity and turns its entirety into pulling as much from its main system as quickly but securely as possible. He feels its connection to the other fragments dim, and the start of a faint headache at his right temple build as it even diverts power from its other base functions and starts to (perhaps unconsciously) borrow power from him. He rests one hand on its back to funnel dendro into it and feels Nahida, Tighnari, and Collei—and a strange power that must be the Traveler—join his.

Al-Haitham skims through each file, seeing where prediction is replaced by…well. Imitation. Naphis’ seems to have been one of the precursors. As Cyno’s seemed to have been the trial run, the alpha testing for prediction, Naphis and a few others show code that suggest attempts at teaching habits, teaching mannerisms.

He never read any of the redacted and confiscated files from those schools of the Spantamad and Amurta that infringed upon the first and second of the Cardinal Sins. But he would bet everything he has that if he could spare a portion of the Akasha to go looking for those notes, they would correspond to exactly what he’s seeing here. 

Al-Haitham opens his file, which is much larger than most of the others and sees where these two branches come together. When he had first glanced at his file, in the very beginning when it was still a fragment that the Akasha had just barely managed to squeeze out in its initial communications to him, it was nothing. It was some basic facts. A medical record, family history, factual notes on his research and academic history. Then when the Akasha pulled it again later, it had grown. But all of the files had grown and Al-Haitham, by then, knew about Cyno. He knew about this entire damn plot that existed even if he didn’t know the specifics. That much research on him seemed like something he would expect—especially because the rest of the Mahamata had them, too.

He did not expect it to grow further. After all, as far as any of them were aware, Al-Haitham had not been flagged a threat by the Akademiya—by either the Akasha’s algorithms or by the Sages. The biggest note in his file was “startling lack of ambition for a scholar of such caliber”. And everyone involved in uncovering this vast conspiracy were relying on that. Like this he could pass through most scrutiny, if any was turned onto him at all.

This was, he realizes, the wrong assumption to make. 

Al-Haitham’s free hand pauses, or rather, freezes in place as he looks upon the lines upon lines upon lines of code. The records. The simulations. The programming. The sub-routines. The sub-folders with even more sub-routines. 

The Sages did not see him as a threat and therefore did not take the actions one would use to navigate around one.

But that was because when they looked at the potential of him, what they saw was not danger towards themselves. 

They saw an asset.

“Oh,” Nahida says, quite succinctly.

The file is so large because the Sages had calculated every way they might use him in whatever plot this is. 

There are notes analyzing his personality, his philosophies, his rationale. There are extensive simulations run on him to test how he would react and how they could manipulate his actions depending on what information they gave him and that which they withheld. In one of the key file notes on him, it is listed that his greatest vulnerability is curiosity and that one of the ways to win him over would be exclusivity, access to information and resources that most others would not have. Several subroutine files seem to revolve around pushing him into specific situations involving incredibly questionable operations with the dangling bait of something new, interesting, or otherwise exclusive dangled in front of him with calculations on success, his potential willingness, and his likelihood of success. There is an actual formula that spits out a measurement of how “obedient” he is. In several situations his threat assessment is near nothing with a note on “ease” of control and predictability.

There are entire folders of notes on how he compares to the rest of the Mahamata department heads, calculating which among them would come out as the best option in any given circumstance. As of a mere week or two ago, the file was updated to compare him and Ying in several situations involving the recovery of the Divine Knowledge Capsule with thousands of permutations on who gets told what, who had which resources, time allocations, so on and so forth. There are even more that seem to aim at trying to get him to steal and secret the capsule away for himself, although to what end he doesn’t know—that part isn’t listed here. Or at least, it isn’t yet.

In plain numbers and helpfully color-coded diagrams, Al-Haitham’s entire personality and every potential path his life might be directed to take is laid out and measured, evaluated, and then compared against everyone else’s for maximum efficiency and rate of returns.

Al-Haitham’s eyes are still closed, but he can feel eyes on him. Like heat lamps. Like the irritating touch of something fine, like hair or a branch or a spider’s web or wet sand clinging to his skin. Al-Haitham feels his own body heating like the Akasha’s.

Mind your temper, Kaveh warns him in memory, farther and farther away. 

The memory of his voice and all of the others who have repeated similar sentiments to him in more recent times is drowned out by the sound of something grinding, something sharp, something near-painful. The sound of grinding, shearing glass. Odd, seeing as his sound canceling should still be working.

Through Al-Haitham’s eyelids something bright seems to be shining. Opening his eyes doesn’t change that, when he opens his eyes his vision is full of near white, like he’s looking straight into a light. Everything is just glass and light and a burning that seems to be slowly building and flushing out everything else.

Al-Haitham closes his eyes again.

Mind your temper, a dozen people warn him in various forms of the words in various tones of voice ranging from angry to playful. Kaveh’s voice, among them, rises as he demands of Al-Haitham one last thing before he runs into the sun of the sands: You don’t dare do anything reckless. I know your temper. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t. Take care of yourself, Al-Haitham. Watch your back where I cannot.

But in this incredibly specific, frustrating, daunting, and overall hateful situation, Al-Haitham doesn’t think Kaveh would disagree with Al-Haitham in his reaction.

That’s what this is. That’s what this has been since earlier, when Al-Haitham felt something inside of him begin to shift, to slip. This is what has been sitting like a disconcerting mis-aligned piece within himself ever since Nahida reminded him of the files.

Al-Haitham is angry. No. Furious. Enraged, even. He’s reached his limit for patience and waiting and observation. His stomach for passivity can no longer tolerate even a moment more of this waiting, this reacting instead of acting. Every part of him hungers for agency, for choice.

If there was ever a time to lose his temper, Al-Haitham thinks, it would be now. 

Who, in his position, wouldn’t? It’s entirely rational to get this angry. In fact, it would be illogical of him not to be. It would go entirely against common sense. He’s been threatened. He’s been pulled into this vast conspiracy and insulted and reduced to numbers and statistics for someone else’s own gain against his will. He’s been reduced to an expendable statistic, his entire existence boiled down to formulas. All of which seem to be aimed at destruction. Is anger not a reaction of self-preservation?

Fight or flight, isn’t it?

And in the face of such an insult, who would expect Al-Haitham to fly? How could he? In what universe is he supposed to take turning the other cheek to this slight as the logical reaction? The helpful one?

The people who made these formulas had the audacity to act as though they knew him. As though they had some sort of true insight into him. As though they had any right to knowing him. Or any right to any single part of him when it couldn’t be further from the truth.

Al-Haitham does not recall ever permitting anyone so close as to presume this much of him. Not ever. And if Al-Haitham did not grant these people, these presumptuous and avaricious leeches the leave to do so, then by what baseless temerity did they think they would come even close to being correct? To actually knowing him?

An entire series of theories based on presumption and false calculation. Faulty research. How amateur. How base. How crude. How utterly and completely pathetic. And the fact that it almost worked—Al-Haitham feels the knuckles in his fingers crack. The fact that this almost slipped by him, unnoticed…

Al-Haitham opens his eyes as he feel something shatter. The brightness dissipates, fading from bright and searing white to a familiar green centered to his right, somewhere near his shoulder where his Vision is.

Al-Haitham lowers the sound cancelling on his earphones. In front of him, the Traveler and Tighnari each have a hand on his shoulder, pushing him down into his chair so hard that he can feel hard points of pain against his shoulders where they’re being pushed into the chair. Nilou’s own hand is cool almost painfully cold, coated in hydro energy, pulling the hand that was on the Akasha away from it. Beyond them is a faint barrier that slowly dissolves to reveal the rest of the assembled group. Collei catches the crow as dendro energy fades from it and the bird drops from the air.

“So. That looked bad,” Dehya says. He notes that her hand is squeezing his arm. His arm, actually, feels numb. “Are you with us again?”

“I never left,” Al-Haitham answers. “I was having something of a moment.”

“Understandable,” Zara says, eyes flicking from side to side, possibly going through what Al-Haitham just finished reviewing. “Although some warning would’ve been nice.”

“Well now that you’ve had your moment, what are you thinking?” Azusa asks.

“What makes you think I’m thinking of something?”

“Because you’re you?”

“What,” Nahida says, lightly pecking at the shell of his earphone, “is your plan?”

“Well.”

“Oh, here we go,” Maxwell leans over and pats Sofia’s arm. “The youth’s got an idea. This will be very good.”

“If they are so dedicated towards expecting a predictable lunatic, far be it for me to deny them the fruit of their efforts,” Al-Haitham says, shaking both of his arms out, noting that the leather of the gloves and gauntlet on the arm Dehya was holding look a little darker than normal. Burned, possibly. “Enough with following along with the predicted flow of things. Let’s get down to business and actively pull a direct answer. It’s time to implement our own process of calculation and elimination against these endless and fruitless distractions.”

“And what,” the Traveler asks warily as they step back from him, “does this process of elimination involve, exactly?”

Al-Haitham flicks his eyes skyward in thought, pulling the thin and slightly abused skin of his inner lip between his teeth as he sorts through the persons of interest they’re aware of and currently have access to. Thankfully, this is a rather short list and the person that jumps immediately to mind shouldn’t be too difficult to crack.

“We are going to target Setaria, their weakest available link to us.” 

He nods half-to himself, flexing his fingers to get blood flow circulating again before pushing the now overheated and much drained Akasha into Nilou’s arms as he stands up and starts to pace. 

“It shouldn’t be very difficult. Ideally it would be nice if she were to help us because she wanted to, but this is unlikely and we’ve not dealt with an ideal situation once thus far. At this juncture with her level of involvement we must act upon the assumption she’s doing this for her own gain or because she’s being coerced into it. I’m leaning more towards the former based on her actions and behaviors thus far. As we do not have the time to convince her of right and wrong, if that even matters in this case, we’re going to have to get her to crack.” Al-Haitham taps a finger against his lip as he continues to walk through the roses, going through what he knows of Setaria and what he’s seen of her thus far. As he walks the path forward rises from the river of thought that runs through him, the pieces of it locking into place as he examines the way forward for the smoothest and straightest path of least resistance through the tumultuous currents they’ve been fighting against this entire time. “Based on her appearances thus far and what we know of her background, the most expedient way to go about this would be to use fair turnaround. If the Sages are going to mess around with rumors of gods returning let’s see how dedicated they are to holding onto that.”

Al-Haitham turns to examine the dormant and spent Akasha (Nilou’s hands are still glowing blue as she attempts to cool the Akasha down, and Collei’s gone over to put her free hand on the Akasha to supplement it with her own dendro) before turning in the crow’s direction. Nahida has somewhat recovered from her impromptu use of power through the crow, but remains held in the crook of Collei’s other arm. 

“Do you think you could supplement the Akasha for a long period of time? It would need enough energy to mask actions, sounds, and alter records for multiple people for an extended amount of time. An absolute black out with complete information rewrite. We would also need it to record—both audio and visuals.” Al-Haitham pauses as he reviews the bones of his plan and those he’d need involved in it. “At this juncture I believe we should all be open to some level of dubious actions for the sake of the greater whole, but just so that we’re clear on it, what is your stance on using your powers over the mind to temporarily alter perception?”

“I’m not exactly thrilled about it, and if you have an alternative I’d very much rather do that,” Nahida says slowly. “Also, it depends on what you mean by temporarily alter perception. You’re being worryingly vague in that way that you always are when you’re about to cause trouble. I am starting to realize why so many people do not appreciate this about you.”

“Memory alteration, mostly,” Al-Haitham answers, returning to his pacing, “Although if we can blackmail her or scare her thoroughly enough I doubt we’ll need it. Setaria is an unfortunately pragmatic person. It’s a shame that the Sages got to her before the Grand Administrator could.” He waves his hand ind dismissal. “A last resort then.”

“And there’s the temper and recklessness Kaveh complains about,” Tighnari puts a hand to his head, sighing loudly. “Are you going to be cluing us in so we can stop you before you go running off and leaping over the edge or are we just going to have to run after you?”

“Isn’t that what you’ve been doing anyway?” Paimon asks.

“Well don’t go pointing it out,” Azusa scowls in her direction, “no one here’s exactly thrilled to have him at the head of things. Look at him. He’s a walking disaster.”

Paimon throws her hands up in the air, “Your entire country is a walking disaster, what are you even talking about right now? What is anyone talking about right now?”

“We are not talking, we are planning. Or at least, Al-Haitham is,” Nahida sighs. “If this planning could become a discussion, we’d all very much appreciate it though.”

“A discussion shouldn’t be necessary,” Al-Haitham says, attention split as he mentally starts arranging timetables and drawing routes through the city, analyzing and discarding paths and locations and reviewing Setaria’s information and possible useful connections. “It’s a simple plan. We just need to get her alone and get her to confirm what we already know. If we’re relying on my reputation as it is based upon these files, then wouldn’t it be just our luck that her guard will be lowered and she wouldn’t expect anything from me? In this sense, their file on me is a mixed bag of fortune. Distasteful, yes, but useful if it means finding a vulnerability to strike back at them.”

“You know,” Dehya says as she watches him pace, “you and Master Kaveh are way too alike. I couldn’t tell earlier. And the thought of you two knowing each other and somehow trusting each other to mutually pull each other into something like this was pretty out there. But seeing you like that I can definitely believe it. You two must get along like a forest on fire when you’re together.”

“Do not,” Tighnari warns Dehya flatly, tail lashing, “even joke about that. If the two of them ever come to my forest at the same time I’m keeping them on opposite sides of the village with a chaperone or five involved. Maybe even Collei and Cyno just to be sure.”


Notes for the Chapter:
- agha: Persian honorific that originally referred to a civilian or officer who held some form of court function or were leaders of an organization. Whether this was used in a rural or more urban setting this form of address was used to refer to any male of influence or respectable position. In more contemporary uses the word is used as an honorific equivalent to “mister” in English.






18. Growing and Unraveling the Sea: Part VIII

Summary for the Chapter:
“What are you looking at so closely?” Nahida asks him in the body of a hedgehog, pushing the prickle of the hedgehog’s spine against the back of his hand to draw him back into his body after what he can only assume was several hours of intense focus as he poured through individual lines of code.

“Proof,” Al-Haitham tells her.

“Of what?”

“You’ll see it when I see it,” Al-Haitham says. “But if I can find this proof, there is hope yet for this country. If I can find it, I will have the way forward. Perhaps what I mean to say is—I am looking for a key. Proof in the shape of a key. Or perhaps, a thread—if I am to be thematic with the plot we’ve found ourselves tangled in. I am looking for the key and essential thread that has been buried.”





It is, all things considered in this giant mess of a plot they’re fighting against, laughably easy to track and guide Setaria into their trap. It takes more work finding the location and arranging for the Akasha to act as a block. For this they have to do a few practice runs to make sure that the Akasha understands everything that is being asked of it, and to estimate how much of a drain they are to expect on the Akasha’s concentration and already much drained energy stores while they carry out their plan.

Already they’re anticipating the loss of their communications and potentially the loss of the Akasha’s careful blocks and information collecting overrides. Aside from Al-Haitham, and Nahida who will be present in her own ways, no one else will be able to be part of Al-Haitham’s confrontation of Setaria. Everyone will have to learn about what happens second hand after the fact through whatever quality of recording the Akasha manages.

The Akasha has spent the past few days practicing a complete block-out using Nilou and Dehya with the Traveler and Paimon’s help. While all four of them now have fractions of fractions of Akasha’s sentient mind slowly starting to grow its way into their own terminals to take over and connect back to the main Akasha mind, it will take time. With how small those fragments were and with how little energy they’ll have to be drawing off of they are still mostly Sage controlled Akasha and make it much more convenient to test the limits of the Sage’s Akasha against the free one’s rapidly growing ingenuity.

Much like with what it did in Wikala Funduq and Port Ormos, the Akasha has learned how to observe the spaces in the monitoring to find, and now create, blind spots by following the flow of bodies and incoming information. With Nilou’s knowledge of how Sumeru City moves, as well as her carefully honed awareness of bodies and perception as a swordsman and performer, combined well as Dehya’s own sharp awareness of her surroundings and instincts for reading people, they’ve been fine tuning the Akasha’s ability to find and identify safe areas in Sumeru City.

The Akasha has begun to create a map of these places and has begun to consider how to make more, diverting much of its energy towards producing more splinters that the Traveler and Paimon have been carefully sprinkling around Sumeru City. The Traveler’s unique dendro energy as well as how they’re strangely unhindered in range of movement despite the amount of attention that follows them allows them freedom of movement that none of the rest of them have. There is nowhere in Sumeru City that anyone expects the Traveler to be and so they can go wherever they please, spreading these minor fragments of the Akasha’s main mind as they go. Those splinters have, for the most part, died off, but a few have taken root and show signs of actual growth. And with every one of these splinters that manages that actually take root and start growing the Akasha has a new handhold on the city to expand its free reach.

With the Akasha so thoroughly occupied the rest of them have fallen back to less reliant methods of research and communications. As such, updates between them all have stalled. They must all rely on the others to be moving forward with their self-assigned portions of the tangled knot without updates.

The Grand Proctor’s office is disbanded and split between that of the Grand Administrator’s and Grand Scribe’s, along with all of the previous investigators and inquisitors. With Sofia’s now incredibly free amount of time, she has turned her full sadistic and sharp attentions onto picking at the movements of every single person of importance left in the Akademiya like a cat with an oblivious rat right underneath its nose. Sofia is attempting to ferret out who, like Sage Naphis, has been quietly replaced by a possible Akasha impersonator, and who else might be targets.

Maxwell’s office, now, has taken over almost the entirety of all administrative Akademiya functions that were once handled by a full six departments. With his hands so occupied no one expects much from him. Nor do they expect him to officially last much longer. With almost all of the Mahamata now displaced or replaced entirely, and with a great portion of them under his supposed watch, it’s only a matter of weeks, maybe even days, before the Sages decide to force him to retire as well. Ying and Al-Haitham have been left alone but they both already know it’s because Ying would simply be second to last on the list and the Sages have something invested into Jnagarbha Day that requires Al-Haitham’s skillset and obedience as calculated by their models.

Meanwhile, Zara, Azusa, and Tighnari have turned their focus onto tracking the energy as well as trying to understand the limitations of the Samsara cycle that caused it to only work in that very specific radius and strange shape.

Al-Haitham, himself, has been almost entirely absorbed into Jnagarbha Day preparations. Setaria has all but officially replaced him in the day-to-day functions of the Grand Scribe while he’s been secluded in the high security terminal access rooms reviewing all of the priority capsules and running the checks on the Akasha terminals needed for the annual updates. 

These terminals are deep in the Akademiya, entirely locked down with high security that’s entirely Akasha based, and restricted to only a select few within the Akademiya due to the high sensitivity of the technology involved. This is why it will be easy to get Setaria alone and in a relatively secure place to talk. It is also why it will be incredibly straining on the Akasha.

Once the Akasha is confident in its ability to slip past its own self, it won’t be hard to get Setaria in here under the excuse of discussing the work of the Grand Scribe’s work with her.

But the Akasha must be entirely sure it can take over the entire room and all connected systems and hold it until the entire meeting is over. The Akasha must take control of all audio, visual, thermal, and pressure sensors in the room. It must do this without alerting the Sage-controlled system. It can’t be a simple black-out or non-entry, it must create information to feed back into the system. A simple loop of data wouldn’t work either. It must imagine some sort of audio-visual replacement, including motion, thermals, biorhythm monitoring from the Akasha’s. It must create entire false records that stand up to scrutiny.

On one hand, this is what the Akasha has somewhat been doing for most of them thus far. This is what it has been doing for Al-Haitham ever since they became aware of each other’s consciousness of the other.

In fact, this has been the Akasha’s own personal side-project. The Akasha’s original theory that it had mentioned wanting to try and work on has been active screening and deception of its own self. When Al-Haitham had first given it the logbook of signatures and asked it to search through the edits done by those previous scribes under his admittedly vague parameters, the Akasha had come back with that file on Al-Haitham, which had not yet grown to be what it was (or at least, the Akasha had not known where to look to find the rest of what it was just recently revealed to be), as well as all of those profiles on the matra and the scribes, so on and so forth. And then, as Al-Haitham was examining those personnel files the Akasha mentioned it had a test it wanted to try running, which then seemed to occupy it quite thoroughly until the Sabzeruz Festival.

Apparently, the Akasha has—much like the rest of them—gotten tired of always being one step behind everything else and having to catch up by following a trail. The Akasha has rather cleverly, rather spitefully, begun to consider how it might make its own trail and become the one to lead rather than to follow. The Akasha has begun to pick holes, pick gaps into the Sage’s programs, carving out hollows for itself within its own mind to exploit. The Akasha’s sentient mind has, as sentient minds do, begun to form theories. Conjectures. Opinions. All of these which it had begun to quietly test in earnest in small little nudges.

The Akasha as a whole is a body, a mind. As the Akasha observed all of those collective files and examined how the Sages applied those facts towards the first of the predictive programs, the Akasha thought: could you create a false prediction? Or better yet, could the Sages be tricked with false programs based on false data?

Could the Akasha, with what it understands of people and what it has learned, imagine data that did not exist? Events that did not happen? And could those events that it had imagined into existence pass the scrutiny of its shallow consciousness that the Akademiya had pulled under its control?

This theory is in actuality very similar to what the Sage’s Akasha had been programmed to do in terms of impersonating Sage Naphis as well as working on analyzing and breaking down Al-Haitham’s identity and personality. Except instead of just mimicking a person’s writing or anticipating a person’s movements and reactions based on existing data and patterns, the Akasha must anticipate their physical movements and replicate them as well as their heart rate, their pulse, their very body temperature. The Akasha must build entire scenarios, complete with every single moving part and parcel within all moving in synchrony to achieve a simulacra of reality—but as a fantasy.

Could the Akasha create its own reality that exists entirely within itself and only itself, and keep it alive without it ever being detected as false? Could it create a situation so seamless, but entirely under its own control, that none would be the wiser to the changes? Towards being directed instead of doing the directing?

Or to put it simply, as someone like Nahida or Kaveh would phrase it: Can the Akasha dream?

Further inspired by the Samsara, despite how distasteful and painful the Akasha’s main mind seemed to find it, the Akasha has determined that it needs a greater library of information to draw upon in order to refine its process of dream-crafting, of imagination—which is also why it’s put extra effort into gathering data and experience of its own rather than turning towards the rest of them for Canned Knowledge.

In this, Nilou and Dehya have been indispensable in assisting the Akasha in understanding how to look at and consider these things. The details of a world, the details of people—sensation and all included. Apparently the Akasha had done small scale tests of this previously. Thankfully, the Akasha had figured that it shouldn’t do anything too obvious and did its tests with somewhat innocuous situations. 

The Akasha has tried to imagine a cat into a specific area of Sumeru City’s residential area near Al-Haitham’s house—not trying to get other people to see or acknowledge the cat, but just trying to see if it could insert the cat into the controlled Akasha’s records without being caught.

Another experiment the Akasha has slowly worked on was changing the color of the flowers on record in the Akasha that sit potted around the edge of a small cafe popular with Rtawahist students because it stays open through the night into the dawn and brews extra-strong coffee that, according to rumors, would definitely land most people over the age of twenty-three in the Bimarstan if they tried to drink it without dilution. The Akasha has slowly changed the data recorded of the flowers to become ornamental shrubs, and then ferns, and then back to flowers.

But it’s one thing to change a stationary object like a decoration, or one that is irregularly spotted and isn’t truly being tracked like an animal. The act of creating a full believable scene from every angle including the actions and movements of people requires further care. Especially if the Akasha is going to be doing this for Al-Haitham and Setaria (people who the controlled Akasha should—at this point—know intimately well enough that it would pick up even the smallest of discrepancies from) in the very depths of the Akademiya.

Al-Haitham’s thankful for the reprieve from being the Akasha’s go-to reference for finding answers to any of its questions.

Especially because it gives Al-Haitham more time to look into his own investigation. That one he had originally tasked the Akasha with looking for, but it has been unable to do because it did not quite understand what it was looking for and turned it towards its new project.

While they do not exactly have unlimited time before the Sages pull closed the final thread to cinch shut the entire tangle of what they’ve thrown the country into, there is some time to maneuver. Whatever it is the Sages and Fatui are up to is not done, but close to completion. Jnagarbha Day is one day of importance because they’re planning for Al-Haitham to be around and under their control for it, to do something. Whether this is the actual day of launch for their plans or just another step forward is unclear. But it is the only solid date of reference they have so far.

Jnagarbha Day is less than a month away, not even a fortnight. Setaria must be confronted before then in order for them to get solid answers on what they’re looking into so they can begin to plan to stop it.

In the mean time, they cannot act if the Akasha cannot reliably protect their investigations. Nor are they able to act if they don’t know where they need to focus attention. Sumeru City, obviously, but where in Sumeru City?

Thus, while the Akasha is preparing and the others are searching out for vulnerabilities and narrowing the net of action, Al-Haitham has returned to searching for his proof for his own theory.

“What are you looking at so closely?” Nahida asks him in the body of a hedgehog, pushing the prickle of the hedgehog’s spine against the back of his hand to draw him back into his body after what he can only assume was several hours of intense focus as he poured through individual lines of code.

“Proof,” Al-Haitham tells her. 

“Of what?”

“You’ll see it when I see it,” Al-Haitham says. “But if I can find this proof, there is hope yet for this country. If I can find it, I will have the way forward. Perhaps what I mean to say is—I am looking for a key. Proof in the shape of a key. Or perhaps, a thread—if I am to be thematic with the plot we’ve found ourselves tangled in. I am looking for the key and essential thread that has been buried.”

“Proof of hope in the form of a thread.” The small claws of the hedgehog tickle over the backs of his knuckles as Nahida forces him away from his self-assigned task. “Most people would never think you the dreamer, the optimist. But then again, aren’t those just slightly more colorful ways of saying the stubborn and the tenacious? The dauntless and the diligent? Come away from your threads for a moment or two, Al-Haitham. If they exist you will find them. I know you will. But you do yourself no favors losing yourself in the dive at the cost of your own health.”

Nahida is not wrong. Al-Haitham more than most others knows the importance of observing one’s own limits and knowing when they can be negotiated around and overcome. But since when did that which they are facing care about the individual? Or rather—Al-Haitham, the individual? Nahida, the individual? Tighnari or Cyno or Kaveh or Nilou or any of the rest of them as an individual? As Tighnari said, those who benefit from this are few in number.

“Look away, close your eyes and turn your face towards the sky,” Nahida says. “Come away from this desk. Or do you like being next to that Divine Knowledge Capsule?”

The containment of the Divine Knowledge Capsule is yet another direction in which the Akasha has been stretched, but for the most part it seems to have that under some form of passive control. Al-Haitham can barely feel it now, as long as he gives it a cautious and appropriate distance and doesn’t actively look at it.

Al-Haitham goes with Nahida to stand in the kitchen doorway, looking out into the small walled off back yard with its struggling pots of plants and bits and pieces of random items that he or Kaveh had brought home at one point and hadn’t had the time to dismantle or sort out. He tips his face up towards the sky, breathes deep, and smells life all around himself. The air is clean and clear and fills his lungs so easily. The night air is cool with a fresh breeze. Crickets hum. Wind causes leaves and branches to stir. There is singing from a house some ways down from his. He can hear the faint sound of running water through the local aqueduct. 

“This is the world you are going to save,” Nahida says to him from his cupped palm. “This is what you are fighting for. Look upon it, breathe it in, and never let it go.”

Al-Haitham looks up into the irregular patterns of sky that show through the crown of the Divine Tree. He turns towards the open expanse of sky. In the back of his mind the Akasha is quiet. There are messages he hasn’t looked at—official and unofficial. In his hand, God is light enough to close into his fist.

“You would put the burden of the world onto my shoulders and mine alone?” Al-Haitham asks. “Isn’t that rather cruel of you? Did it not take at least three god-kings to cast the borders of Sumeru with root and sun and river? Or are you taking a page from the book of Mondstadt and leaving it to your mortals to take care of their problems?”

“Alright, Al-Haitham. If you’re going to be so exacting in word—it is the world that we are going to save. You among us, of course.” The hedgehog lightly bites Al-Haitham’s finger. “But standing here, right here, surely you must understand what I mean. This square of sky, this plot of earth, this assembly of wood and nail and glass—this is yours. Your world. Crafted in your image, just for you and only for you. Only you can save it.”

“Again, you would place the burden of that on me when it is most certainly not my burden alone to bear.” Al-Haitham turns inwards, to the warm light of the lamps in the house. “Crafted in my image you say? For me and only for me? Untrue.”

Al-Haitham stands in the kitchen, setting Nahida down onto the table as he goes to make some tea.

“This was not meant to be a residence. This you know,” he reminds her. He would not, after all, expect a god to keep the particular details of a mere scribe’s life in mind at all times. Especially not when the details are so old and insignificant in the face of current problems. But this is a very specific detail he cannot let alone.

“No,” Nahida agrees, “I suppose it was not. But you made it into one. You chose it. You turned your mind onto it. And thus, shaped it into what it is today.”

“And in this, as with most other things I have ever done, I had help.” 

Al-Haitham looks around the kitchen. He remembers, still, when the building was first finished. He remembers walking into this house with its bare floors and walls, the empty shelves and cabinets, the never-before-used appliances. It smelled of freshly cut wood. It tickled the nose. He sneezed for days after moving in. The wood was so fresh and new it had not yet darkened. He remembers all of the possibility before him. And how he did, in actuality, very little with it.

He filled the shelves, of course. The cabinets. The drawers and the closets. He put rugs down and curtains up. He moved in furniture. He bought linens. He filled the spaces with all of the things that belonged in those spaces. Everything was picked through a cross of practicality and his own personal comfort. After all, Al-Haitham was going to be spending a great deal of his time here. It only made sense that it would be comfortable—satisfying to him.

And it was.

But it is only recently that Al-Haitham has realized that there was something still missing. It is something rather obvious to him in hindsight. If he were to speak to anyone aside from Nahida about this, he’s certain that they would roll their eyes and say something rather sharp and disgruntled about it. 

There is a tautological error in assuming that something being comfortable is comforting; that something being satisfying leads to satisfaction.

His house was comfortable. But it was not comforting.

This building, itself, was satisfying. But he was not satisfied.

It checked off every practical and necessary box on a list of practical and necessary things. It even checked off some things that were purely cosmetic or luxury-oriented.

But it is not until recently that Al-Haitham realized that there were a few missing things to turn something from comfortable into comfort, to change satisfying into satisfied.

As Al-Haitham opens the cabinets to fetch the tea leaves, his hand moves past several jars of coffee beans that are in various states of empty. Only two of them are his. The medicinal tea that helps with sleep and fatigue is not one he found on his own.

The coffee bean varieties are Kaveh’s. Kaveh the contradictory is picky about coffee, but cannot afford to be picky about anything. Kaveh will buy a certain type of bean on sale whenever he sees it. If he cannot find it, he will go to another variety if it’s in his price range. Some he finishes. Some he gives away. Most he pushes onto Al-Haitham to finish for him while he goes on collecting other types. The tea is from Tighnari and replaces an old variant of tea he’d been using for years before that just slowly lost its efficacy over time. Tighnari had gotten this specific blend from a friend within his Darshan and swears by it.

The Grand Proctor had woven a small wreathe of flowers and herbs that dried over time, but she told him to hang it above a window. He did. It’s here now, right above the curtain rod above the kitchen window, barely visible past the top edge of the curtains.

There’s a few bottles of foreign liquor hidden in the back of one of the cabinets from when Azusa’s travelled and thought themselves being quite clever in getting the most foul tasting liquor as “souvenirs” to pass around to the rest of them. Al-Haitham uses them as fire starters. He’s even given a few to Kaveh as a distraction when they’ve gotten close towards actual arguments over the most inane of things. 

Further proof exists all around the house.

There is a single box of incense that Ying had given him when she first became the Grand Quartermaster, specially formulated to be of a more subtle scent but long-lasting. She’s grudgingly offered to get him more when he runs out which Al-Haitham will eventually take advantage of. 

Zara, when the two of them were still in training as entry-rank Mahamata, gave Al-Haitham a copy of her original thesis including her unpublished notes that didn’t make it into the final draft as part of a “getting to know each other” team building exercise. Arguing with her about that final draft and her choices of what to exclude from her notes ended up getting them both penalties on their probationary record but it made him feel much better about having to potentially work with her on a team. Sometimes Zara asks for it back so she can add amendments to her notes as she’s continued her own personal research.

When Kaveh moved in, the room he uses now was not a bedroom. Al-Haitham had never anticipated ever living with anyone else or ever having guests. The only blood relation that he had ever known was dead and had no use of a room in a house she had never seen. Those who survived her and his parents were so distant that he honestly would have been surprised and impressed if they ever managed to track him down.

Of Al-Haitham’s peers and working cohort, none of them were close enough that he would ever willingly let them into his house. If pressed he would let them sleep in the living room but he would not let them any further than that.

The spare room that is now Kaveh’s room is directly across from Al-Haitham’s. One would have to pass through the front room, the kitchen, the hallway with the storage room and the washroom and the window that looks out into the inner courtyard to reach them.

At the time, Al-Haitham had never even entertained the slightest wisp of a thought that he and Kaveh would ever even speak face to face again. It had seemed that, whatever they once were, they could never be again. When they last saw each other, they had transformed from what he thought were two people in lock-step to anathemas set about undoing each other from the inside out, so deeply and intrinsically trapped together and at the same time diametrically opposite that just existing in proximity was their mutual destruction. Their public notice-board exchanges and printed arguments were about as civil as he could imagine them ever getting.

This was not ideal. But he made his peace with it. It takes two after all to argue. It takes two people to break apart. It takes two to wound. And it would not matter what he regretted or did not-regret, if he and Kaveh were standing on opposite sides of the sea and unwilling to brave the storm of discussion to reach neutral land.

And yet. When Kaveh was before him once more…

In any case, when the Grand Administrator found out, he sent Al-Haitham a bed and a mattress. The Grand Proctor sent Al-Haitham new linens. Zara and Azusa both came back from assignments outside of Sumeru City to ambush him and interrogate him with he persistence of half-starved mosquitoes and also gave him an entire stack of books about roommate etiquette that they didn’t read through themselves because as they were flipping through them together the two of them disagreed with every other sentence. Ying’s predecessor pulled him aside and gave him such an earnest lecture on how to write a proper-fair landlord-tenant contract that Al-Haitham found himself actually interested and asking questions like it was an open lecture.

Kaveh brought with him his own collection of somewhat questionably obtained books, his officially and legally obtained ones too. Kaveh brought with him boxes of machine parts, drafting tools, equipment for modeling and crafting, his self-made reference manuals and catalogs of materials, his personal journals full of notes that anyone in the Kshahrewar would have eagerly committed murder to get their hands on. 

Kaveh brought with him a single trunk of personal possessions, and a breath of sudden sensation and intensity that had Al-Haitham feeling unsteady on the solid wood flooring for weeks.

And over time, as he and Kaveh both found their footing and established the new patterns of cohabitation that let them exist in the same space without ripping each other from sternum to pelvis and exposing all of that vulnerable and secret self, Kaveh added other things. Mehrak. Miniature models of experimental machines and small buildings that Kaveh thought turned out quite well and were too much of a waste to break down and recycle for new parts. Kaveh bought a new set of dishes, unceremoniously shoving Al-Haitham’s to the back of the cupboard. He brought with him a small toy lion that Collei had made for him, which now and again finds its way into their laundry because Kaveh worries that it gets dusty. Kaveh brought in a pot of mint that started off small and looking quite tame and has quickly become a possible subject for Amurta research. Kaveh brought with him stacks of mail and deliveries, some of them under Al-Haitham’s name and he brought with him a dutar that sits in the back of the front room that only occasionally gets played. 

He brought with him a canister of tea from Fontaine said to relieve a headache, which he put into Al-Haitham’s hand with a scowl on his face but a determination in his jaw and shoulders that Al-Haitham could not refuse. 

In more recent times, there is now the addition of a growth tank in his own study that contains a Divine Knowledge Capsule being sheltered in the sentient mind of the Akasha. Said sentient mind of the Akasha has claimed a spot at the corner of Al-Haitham’s room for its own, grabbing one of Al-Haitham’s unused sheets to make itself a comfortably soft spot to rest when it needs absolute focus and silence.

There’s an entire series of deliveries from Maxwell that he’s meant to pass on to Tighnari for Collei and vice versa as part of their cover story, but also in a genuine exchange of information and goods relating entirely towards personal matters of heart and home for the two of them. 

So on and so forth, Al-Haitham looks around and sees all of the touches to this building that was never meant to be a house for anyone or anything at all, and he can only claim responsibility for parts of them.

Even in the things he did bring in, the parts that he chose and carried with him from one portion of his life to another—even those are not his. His grandmother, his father, his mother…they, too, add to this house along with their long forgotten and dead ancestors who wrote in the margins of the books he’s inherited to correct the print or to correct each other. His own writing joins theirs in the cramped margins of some of those books, continuing their conversations and debates.

When all of these things are taken into account, it cannot be said that this house, this place, this space and all that it represents is of his own making. Not when there are so many people who have put their hands to it to shift and change it in ways he never could have thought of on his own. Mostly for the better, even.

“It is not my world,” Al-Haitham says as he pours out tea for himself and fills a saucer with water for the hedgehog. “It was never my world alone and it never will be. For the world, by definition, must include for an entirety that exists beyond the individual. But, it is my home.”

“You are,” Nahida sighs as the hedgehog laps at the water, “on occasion, such a pedant. But you do it in such a way that often makes me feel quite humbled. That’s neither a gift nor a talent, I think, but perhaps just something special. Alright then, Al-Haitham. Look around at the home you have built and hold it close and remember that this is what you fight to protect. For your home, and all of the people who joined their hands together with you to help you make it. And all the people who seek to protect theirs with you.”

“Are you including yourself in that category of people to fight with and for?”

Nahida, in the back of his mind, sends the bloom of a hundred flowers across his spine.

“Yes, Al-Haitham. Yes.”

-

That night, the Akasha drifts into Al-Haitham’s room, optic sensor glowing like the glimmer of a firefly as it nudges him awake.

READY, the Akasha tells him as he grudgingly comes awake. 

Al-Haitham should probably ask by what metric the Akasha has determined itself ready for this. But what would Al-Haitham know of readiness in such a matter? And even if he did know what parameters and metric to measure the Akasha with, if it fell short—what could any of them do?

TODAY. AGREED?

Al-Haitham nods, eyes closing again. If he’s going to be interrogating someone close to the reigns he’s going to need all the sleep he can get.

When he wakes and rises for the day the Akasha is a quiet and lingering presence in the back of his mind from the moment he puts on his terminal. It feels like he put on a pair of spectacles that were not meant for him, at first. But it adjusts and then he can barely tell the Akasha is there. But in the back of his mind, the Akasha opens for him a map of the Akademiya and quietly outlines the route it wants him to take as well as the place it has determined to be the safest to draw Setaria to.

“How long do I have?”

HOWEVER LONG IT TAKES. WHATEVER IT TAKES. The Akasha presses against his mind like a hand. It pulls forward its memory of Nahida when she said she was not playing. It pulls forward its memories of Tighnari—sometime in the night, toiling over formulas and maps and powders and ingredients and notes. The Akasha pulls forward its memories of the other members of the Mahamata as they go through their own work processes: flashes of Azusa slipping into a darkened room and quickly going through cabinets and swearing under their breath when they hear someone approach; Ying carefully going line by line through a handwritten ledger to find the false transactions and where the numbers don’t seem to match and adding that to her growing total of missing mora; Zara rushing through the back-alleys that smell of fires and sewage as she physically tracks someone from one of their watch-lists. The Akasha pulls forward its memory of him, lying on the floor of the hotel room in Port Ormos, the sickly glow of the Divine Knowledge Capsule washed against his skin. WHATEVER IT TAKES.

As Al-Haitham and the rest of the Mahamata had observed and noted previously, Setaria is no fool. She may be working with the Sages on this, but she has not nearly become so absorbed into the arrogance of their successes. Setaria still remembers what it is to be powerless, to struggle, to claw and scrape.

And it is this memory, this still living instinct of prey, that causes Setaria to immediately turn around and try to leave the room as soon as she lays eyes on him.

Al-Haitham had sent a message to her asking her to come down to one of the main access terminal rooms so he could review with her the current day-to-day progress while he also gave her his own status update on the preparations for Jnagarbha Day for her to pass onto the Grand Sage. As Setaria made her way down into the depths of the Akademiya, the Akasha began to take over. He could feel it, slowly quieting and also somehow concentrating at the same time. Al-Haitham sensed it as the Akasha pulled itself away from the rest and his connection to the rest of the network began to quiet, muffle, and then finally mute. In their place, Nahida stepped in to join as spectator in the back of his mind—still distant, still quiet, her own attention split with monitoring both Akashas and the actions of everyone else.

Setaria entered the room, looked him in the eye, and immediately turned to leave. But the Akasha had already locked the room. Setaria raised a hand to her Akasha, eyes widening when she realized it wasn’t responding to her at all. He watched as she even tried to use the manual buttons and gestures to try and physically trigger emergency Akasha functions to no effect.

Al-Haitham, seated in front of a main access terminal, watched as Setaria rapidly realized the position she was in, did her own mental calculations and evaluations of him, and sat down at a chair at another terminal. The two of them now stare at each other in impractical silence before Setaria sighs and gestures at him to speak, resigned set to her jaw.

“You should never have agreed to work with the Sages,” Al-Haitham begins, “it’s a waste.”

“It’s the only opportunity I had,” she replies evenly. “What do you want from me, Grand Scribe?”

“What else would I want from you? Clear and direct answers.”

“You’ve yet to ask a question.”

Al-Haitham waves his hand to gesture around them. “Should I even have to? If your tactic is to waste time then try it. By all means. But I’ll be anticipating something quite good after the build-up is done.”

Setaria’s eyes narrow, mouth pressing into a fine line, hand resting on top of the access terminal as she taps the tip of her nails against it. “I’m just the secretary you know.”

“In my experience the secretary is often more useful than the person they’re working for. And you are not just the secretary,” Al-Haitham scoffs, “don’t try to shift blame off yourself with job descriptors and pointing at hierarchy in an organizational chart. I would ask what they promised you for your silence, for your participation and your research, but I don’t care.”

“Of course you don’t. None of you do.” Setaria’s hand presses flat. “Especially you. Are you actually going to come at me with the moral higher ground? You?” Her eyes flick over him and then her hand follows the same path. “The Grand Scribe, Al-Haitham. Lunatic and genius. Two sides of the same coin and yet suffering from neither.”

“And what does my supposed lack of suffering have to do with anything?”

“Nothing.” Setaria shrugs. “Everything. Maybe it’s karmic justice—for you to now finally be made powerless when it counts most, just like the rest of us.”

“And what of those who were already powerless? Tell me, Setaria, of the margin of loss that was expected on the day of the Sabzeruz Festival. Were the Sages pleased or displeased when that threshold of loss, of death, wasn’t met? Did you have names? A list to check off? Were you hoping the cycle would reach beyond the threshold and hit those like me to make things easier down the line?”

Here, Setaria flinches. Or almost flinches. She looks away from him, a flick of the eyes, before meeting his gaze again.

“When one is working at the scale that we are, losses are to be expected in some form. We could never save all of them,” Setaria says. “It’s just a question of who is saved. Who remains afterwards. And the only way to control those losses is to put your hand in the poison and the dirt.”

“And thus, by getting your hands dirty, who have you sacrificed your cleanness to save? Does your sacrifice spare others aside from just you? Your family? Your village? The followers of the Scarlet King?” Al-Haitham tips his head to the side, “The Ayn Al-Ahmar?”

Setaria’s mouth pulls down into a fierce scowl. “I thought you didn’t care about what was promised to me.”

“You’re the one who started with talk of saving people. And I am curious. From what I know of you—“

“And what do you know of me?”

“I return the question to you.” Al-Haitham turns towards the terminal and pulls up Setaria’s file, flicking his wrist to transfer it to the screen of the terminal in front of her. Her real one. Setaria’s eyes move towards it and her eyes widen. “Did you think the Sages weren’t looking at you as they looked at the rest of us? Did you think you were exempt due to your position? Or perhaps your origins? Did you hope they thought you too easily manipulated, too savage in birth and too far back on the path of erudition to suspect you?” He folds his hands together, leaning back in his seat as Setaria scans through the file the Sages had complied on her. It’s not as advanced as Al-Haitham’s or Sage Naphis’. But it’s around the same level as Tighnari’s and Sofia’s. That is to say—too far along for comfort.

As she reads, hand slightly shaking as she moves through the lines upon lines of notes and observations on her. Her entire life and personality distilled into characters and numbers. It’s not a particularly good feeling. While she’s still shocked Al-Haitham continues down the line of questioning she’d touched upon with her talk of saving people.

“What was the point in that other than being a diversion to get me out of Sumeru City? Was that your bright idea? I know that some part of it has something to do with the Divine Knowledge Capsule that was recently lost.” Al-Haitham asks. “But what I don’t understand is why talk of god had to become involved other than widening the divide between the people on either side of the Wall. And that doesn’t seem like an action needed to save someone. You of all people should know that there’s no point to this. The followers of the Scarlet King will never be able to topple the Akademiya, nor will the Akademiya ever fully erase the believers of the Scarlet King. It’s impossible and that is why we each stay to our sides of the Wall for the most part. So what is the point in bringing in the name of the Scarlet King—all of this rumor-spreading and under-the-table dealings, the trafficking and the manipulation? Does this not go against some belief of yours? For most people who are dedicated to a specific god, using their name to manipulate others for mortal matters would be some sort of sin. Blasphemy.”

“And what would you know of dedication to a god?” Setaria shakes her head slowly as she looks away from her file. “The Scarlet King would forgive the manipulation. There is no hope in the desert as it is now, as we are now. The people there must move forward and the greatest honor any can ever give to their god is to survive to carry on with them in their heart. I honor the Scarlet King by advancing despite the obstacles placed before me. This is what our ancestors did to win their thrones over the city-states. Did gods not once go to low war when high war was not enough? Is there something less to it just because it is done in shadows?”

“Not particularly. After all, aren’t I here with you right now doing much the same as the Sages have done to further my own goals? You realize that the Sages will get rid of you. You have your own file in front of you right now and you already know how in depth these can go and to what purpose. You are not favored, but you are viewed as useful. For now. How deeply have you ingrained yourself into this plot of theirs? Enough that they need you until the very end? The Grand Sage speaks of the savagery and barbarism of the people of the sands right in front of you. Don’t flatter yourself into thinking that you’re his exception. You’re too clever for that. What do you have that they do not that makes you safe? That has ensured that they will hold up their part of the bargain you’ve struck with them? Did the Sages promise you relief for your village? Passes to the Akademiya? Mora? Good land? Books?”

“I cannot save all of my people, when I cannot even save myself. But I do not want to save them all anyway,” Setaria answers flatly. “These Ayn Al-Ahmar, these extremists—the ones that I’m drawing over, the ones that have been drawn over, the ones that have been pulled and put to use as part of the plan…they’re the worst of the worst. When you were in Port Ormos you must have heard the rumors. Human sacrifice. Trafficking and abduction. Torture. Are they any better in their worship than I? If anything, through the Akademiya’s actions the greatest threats to my people are being removed. The ones who will fall are the extremists and the fanatics, the monsters that the children of leaves and grass talk about as horror stories, as mockeries. The true savages.”

“And were these not rumors spread by the Akademiya? By you?” Al-Haitham shakes his head. “Justify the tallies of people drawn into this and discarded however you like. In the end you are a person of reason. The only one who will might truly be rewarded for your efforts is you. And can you honestly say that the reward, whatever it is, will be worth it? You’re going to bite your tongue and bow your head, curve your spine, to the Grand Sage, letting him take your research and insult you to the very blood in the same breath and thank him for it? And here I thought you were a scholar. Where’s your pride?”

“Yes. I am a scholar. As such, I know that pride has no practical use. I know where I stand. I know my abilities. And against this, I know there is nothing I could possibly do. The options are stand aside and be trampled or take part, reap what small benefits I can, and then be trampled. There’s practicality for you.” Setaria’s hand curls into a fist. “What do you know, Grand Scribe? What do you think you know? Even I do not know all of it and have only caught glimpses of the silhouette of the monster the Sages are creating. But I know when I am outclassed. I know when I am overpowered. In the face of such overwhelming power, does it not make sense to bend the neck and follow the path of least resistance? This…this thing that they work on, that they have been working on. It is not just Grand Sage Azar. It was the one before him. And the one before him, so on and so forth. Generations of it. This would have come around whether I was here or not and the best I could do was try to direct the damage to hit the least amount of people and that it would be the people we’d all be better off without.”

“Who are you to make that call, Setaria? Even I would think twice, thrice, even before daring to presume I could even hint at having that sort of authority. And we both know my rather cold reputation.”

“Someone has to. Don’t we all make those calls everyday? Is this not what it is to be mortal? To love and be biased and to gather those you favor close and put them above all others? To put yourself and your own before the faceless mass of strangers that can be called ‘the world’? I made the call for my people. Just like you, in my position—or whatever position you’re in now—are making a similar call for your own. We are all in this for our own self-interest.” Setaria looks like she’s going to spit before she reels herself in, shaking her head as she pulls herself together. “In any case, this was a decision made by someone who came long before me. Before you and I were even born. Perhaps before our parents were born. Our parent’s parents. Misinformation about the Scarlet King and the Akademiya and the Greater and Lesser Lords of Sumeru have been circulating for generations. The Akademiya has put out lies to poison the waters and the blood between our people for centuries—dividing us, conquering us in this way. It is only just now that the Akademiya is moving to take full advantage of this divide.”

“Advantage?”

“When something goes wrong in the Dharma Forest, send the problem to the Sands. When something goes wrong in the Sands, blame it on the Dharma Forest. And in the chaos of it all, you’ll never see the real problems as they move back and forth across the Wall. But you don’t need me to explain that to you. If you’re already asking about the Divine Knowledge Capsule, and if you have this level of control over the Akasha, then you don’t need confirmation on that.” Setaria glances around the room as her curiosity temporarily gets the best of her. “How did you manage this?”

“Discreetly,” Al-Haitham replies. “What was the point in getting the Divine Knowledge Capsule into the hands of the eremites? Aside from neatly taking out Mizri and the Ayn Al-Ahmar. But I would imagine that if they were truly such a pain in the Akademiya’s side there would be easier, less dramatic ways of eliminating a nuisance. As you said, in the chaos of it all, the real problems sink into the sand and the water easily.” Al-Haitham tips his head towards Setaria’s file. “And there are a lot of things that have been sunk into the sand. Haven’t there? So what makes this different?”

Setaria looks at her file almost fondly. Ruefully. Bitterly.

“I stole that capsule on orders from the Grand Sage. It was to make its way to the Ayn Al-Ahmar along with key information and technology from the Akademiya itself. Half of your fellows have been ousted and almost all of your personnel are scattered or otherwise disappeared, replaced with the Sage’s own people. The General Mahamatra is, according to the Sage’s cover that you so neatly directed them towards, away on business but the matra themselves are paralyzed with the Sage’s oversight. The Corps of Thirty are a mindless body with the Sages yanking them around Sumeru. Combined with rumors of failing health in Sumeru City, discontent among the Akademiya, and general unhappiness in the Dharma Forest, it looks like a sign, doesn’t it?”

“A sign to move in and take over? And what would happen when the eremites did take that sign and move in?”

“I don’t know.” Setaria shrugs. “I don’t think it would ever get to that point. The greater monster that the Sages are feeding would be fully roused by then, and whatever it is they have planned would have hit its true stride. It would never become an issue.” Setaria shoots Al-Haitham an amused look. “I take it that if you’ve found my file, you’ve found your own. How did it feel to see yourself so small and so insignificant?”

“You tell me.”

“Ah, but I have always been small and insignificant and aware of it. Dreams were dangled in front of me but I always knew them for what they were. The ant is never shocked to see its reflection in the water. How did the eagle find it, when they hit the end of their tether and saw the cap and the glove waiting behind them?”

“Inconvenient and galling.”

Setaria laughs humorlessly. “You are, as ever, yourself. The Akasha had that right about you, at least. Even if it didn’t quite understand how much of you it had missed in its analysis. I knew that you were suspicious. I did not think you had moved beyond being suspicious into being dangerous. Did you know I was also supposed to hand you over to the eremites?”

Now that has Al-Haitham’s interest. That wasn’t in the file. Perhaps it was on paper somewhere. Or just spoken. “And what part was I to play then?”

“Do you know what the Divine Knowledge Capsule does?”

“I saw what it did to Mizri.”

“Yes. The problem with the capsule is that it exists. Within it is some sort of, well. Divinity. And no single mortal mind can ever so much as skim a glimpse from it. All of those who glanced at it—be it on purpose or on accident—have only ever come away with flashes of shadows upon the wall. You can’t surmise anything from a fraction of a letter of a word of a sentence of a page of a chapter. But if the person who looked can no longer look again, then what? What would you do, Grand Scribe? What do you think the Sages did?”

Al-Haitham meets Setaria’s gaze. “I would take that as a sign and give up on foolishness. I take it the Sages committed to the sunk cost?”

“If enough people look at it, eventually, over time, enough fragments will be caught to create a fraction of the picture. And if you have enough of a picture you can fill in the rest of the blank spots. Divine Knowledge has been smuggled out of the Akademiya for years in the form of Mad Scholars and Canned Knowledge.”

“And they’ve finally gotten enough of the picture to begin their conclusions? What is this picture?”

“Do you think they tell me these things?” Setaria shakes her head. “I know what has been done. I know what is currently being done. I do not know what it is for.”

“What was the point in smuggling out a whole capsule, if the Akademiya has been slowly working on this and was already in their endgame?”

“You,” Setaria answers simply. “You were the point. I told you this. You were meant to be part of the exchange.”

“But I am not a threat. And you, yourself, said that you fund me suspicious but not a danger.”

“No. But you saw your file. You know what you are.” Setaria leans forward and hisses the answer between them: “You’re an asset. Just like me. Just like all the rest of us. You are a piece. And if you think the full potential of your use was merely in your understanding of Akasha coding and your—clearly incorrectly calculated—obedience, you are wrong. Think on a grander scale, Grand Scribe. This is an institution which has trampled entire cities, entire villages, entire groups of people into the ground. What makes you so special that you’d be above the calculated cost of atrocity? The ideal situation was that you would retake the Divine Knowledge Capsule. Your capability is well known. The Sages were banking on it. And your curiosity. You would use the capsule, and possibly, through you, a slightly more significant fraction of what it contained could be captured from what lies within. In the meantime, the capsule would go with the eremites to the sands, where the rest of the test subjects would be exposed to the full capsule and as much data could be harvested as possible. Meanwhile the what is left of the matra would be left running around Sumeru looking for something that hasn’t actually been lost—drawing attention away from where other pieces of the puzzle had begun to assemble.”

“You speak of the missing. The disappeared. The rest of them. Who, exactly, are the rest of them? Sage Naphis?”

“You prove your reputation a dozen times over,” Setaria replies with a shake of her head and a simple shrug of her shoulders. “I don’t know. The point of them being missing, disappeared, is that no one knows who they are. Where they are. What they did to gain that fate. Perhaps one of them is Sage Naphis. Perhaps not. They’re anyone the Sages could get their hands on and quietly move out. Whether these people were actual trouble or danger or not, I do not know. There aren’t exactly hard copy lists of this. And this was not my part in this. They are beyond all of us, now.”

Not all of us, Al-Haitham thinks, mind briefly flashing towards the image of Kaveh’s back as the door closed behind him all those weeks ago. 

“No,” Al-Haitham acknowledges with a pointed glance at Setaria’s file. Scholar from the sands, devotee of the Scarlet King, and premier researcher of the Rtawahist. No. Setaria’s role in this isn’t in the disappearances, even though she’s confirmed more than he thought she could. But as Setaria said, the Sages have been precise in their application of their assets to their most efficient use. Setaria’s use in organizing and manipulating the Scarlet King’s zealots and extremists is certainly cannot be understated. She’s the ideal profile for such a role.

But it is not Setaria’s ideal role. Not in the vision of interlocking pieces of persons the Sages have arranged using Sumeru as their game board.

“You were one of the engineers who worked on fine-tuning the Samsara process. And you were the only one there—in every loop. Not in person. But included. Were you the one monitoring it as well?”

“Just the energy readings. I don’t know what happened inside of the Samsara itself,” Setaria admits. “How much of it did you experience? Remember?”

“Enough to wonder what, exactly, would have been the excuse for it if it reached its full potential. Was there a specific reason why it was only Sumeru City?”

“You don’t do a trial using your entire inventory.” Setaria’s tone is flat, hands curled into fists. Her eyes close, briefly. She turns her face away from him. “Those were the Grand Sage’s words. It was only a trial run. An experiment to see if it would work as expected. It was always meant to break once it hit a set cycle of repetitions or threshold for deceased. That was my part. Calculating the repetitions and threshold.” Setaria raises a hand to her head, breathing deep and slow. “Those numbers. You have no idea how many times I ran them. Hoping I could shave them down smaller, smaller, smaller. But there were too many eyes on me. Every time I tried to adjust down further I was confronted about it on all sides.”

At least Setaria kept some part of her spine, it seems. Al-Haitham has to give her that credit.

“The excuse, the cover-up, Setaria. What was it going to be?”

“This entire thing,” Setaria waves the hand that isn’t covering her eyes, towards the Akasha, “was always planned for the Sabzeruz Festival. It was already set with that specific date before I was on this project. In every reference towards the dream-harvesting project, the Sabzeruz Festival is always included. Like I said, this is monster that’s been in the making long before either of us ever showed up on the slaughterhouse floor.”

The threads of all of these disparate but equally insidious and alarming plots is starting to come together. Nahida, his quiet observer, feels torn between turning more of her attention onto this or turning away from the incoming blow she knows he’s about to voice.

“Destabilization. All of this has been aimed at reducing the Lesser Lord Kusanali’s presence in Sumeru. The enforced divide between the Scarlet King of the Sands, and the Greater and Lesser Lords of the Forests—generations of building that up, purposefully leaning hard on the disparity, framing it all around gods who could not speak for themselves, the encouragement of fanaticism, and now the planting of false trails of supposed weakness within the Akademiya.” Al-Haitham pauses as Setaria raises an eyebrow at him. He corrects himself, “The purposeful weakening of the Akademiya’s vital organizations in ways that would not spell out an instant and fatal blow to the country’s system. All of this was aimed at displacing Lord Kusanali.”

“Yes. Once news of several hundred dead or otherwise severely ill people all facing disaster at once on the night of the Lesser Lord’s festival day spread it would have, even without it being explicitly linked or said, sunk into the collective consciousness as linked. The Bimarstan and the pharmacies of Sumeru City are also much strained and understaffed. They would take part of the blame, but most of it would be directed towards the clerical administration—the mahamata, mainly—over mismanagement.” Setaria reaches over and taps at the main access terminal, pulling up several files. “While you were gone—or rather, when you were otherwise occupied with other tasks the Sages set before you—backdated files discussing these issues were filed in the Akasha. If anyone looks, they would see evidence of the Sages and various people from the Amurta’s various boards and advocate groups filing complaints and requests for help.”

“And let me guess, these ‘various people’ are all conveniently elsewhere or firmly in the Sage’s pockets?”

“You don’t need to guess when the answer is written before you in plain letters. When you failed to acquire the capsule and clearly didn’t go mad or go beyond the Sands, the Sages shifted their plans. Did you really fail to acquire the capsule?”

“What do you think?”

“The Sages made a mistake when they ever thought you to be someone they could control.”

“Correct, but not relevant to our conversation.”

“Is this a conversation? It feels more like an interrogation.”

“If that’s what you feel who am I to tell you to change your view? I’m here for answers, not your opinions. What’s the new plan?”

“To go forward with the pieces they do have and supplement what they have with…alternative methods.”

“Go forward with what? What alternative methods?”

“Completing it. And then using it.” Setaria makes a vague gesture with her hands. “Whatever it is. Whatever it is they’ve managed to gather from centuries of harvesting splinters from one mind at a time. I don’t know how. My active role ended with the confirmation that the dream-harvesting works and now I’m just here to make sure your department stays standing long enough for everything to get to the appointed day of launch.”

“And then do what with it? What do they intend to do with it?”

“If I knew, don’t you think I would have used that knowledge to put myself in a better position by now? One capable of bargaining for more than just my own life? I don’t know everything. There is no one in this entire thing that knows the whole of it. I don’t think even the Sages know what it is they’re doing, exactly. They’re all just following through on threads and snatches that were passed onto them, adding and building, adding and building.”

“Adding and building without an understanding of their foundation or what they’re building?”

“If they know it, they have not spoken of it,” she insists. “Do you understand now? Do you understand why I had to bow my head like this? If even the people at the top aren’t entirely certain of the shape of the leviathan that circles, what am I supposed to do, when I can’t even parse the difference between a bubble and the wave of foam? What can anyone do but turn inwards and try to protect yourself? It would be fruitless to try. You would only bring pain onto yourself. And for what? Nothing.”

Al-Haitham’s mind turns towards the General Mahamatra who threw down the gauntlet and fled Sumeru City and all that he had built, to dive blind into the blazing heart of the beast he didn’t know the name of. And he thinks of how Kaveh went right after him, despite the clear uncertainty and fear Kaveh carried for both himself and those around him. He thinks of Tighnari who turned first towards his Master and his Sage, and then towards his friends, and then finally towards Al-Haitham. He thinks of Nahida, spread thin across an entire country, watching all of it and doing her best to try and do something about what she sees.

He thinks of his fellow officers who are being culled one by one, but are holding on with the tips of their raw fingers, setting their jaws and shoulders to swim against the currents that seem focused on drowning them. He thinks of all of the progress they have made and the tremendous spine-shaking set-backs they’ve each slammed into over and over again. Al-Haitham thinks of the Akasha itself, digging into its own self in order to find its way back to what it once was, what it knows it should be.

Al-Haitham thinks of Nilou who holds a faith so strong that the Sages thought that her mind would hold onto it through a thousand evenings of denial and heartbreak. He thinks of Lady Dunyarzard and Dehya who walked through that heartbreak over and over until one of them faded away to almost nothing. And Dehya who put her faith in those around her to direct her keenness.

Al-Haitham thinks of his own late nights and the running around Sumeru and the leaps between codes and logic and fragments of evidence that had him running his hands through his hair, angry and nearly overwhelmed with the gravity of it all.

Painful, yes. A pain all of them could have avoided by turning the other cheek and hoping someone else would take care of it, or hoping that it wouldn’t get worse, or applying their intelligence to any matter of hopeful, blissful ignorance. Most would argue that they signed themselves up for all of that pain and that would be true.

But it is not for nothing. It is never for nothing. As long as they continue forward, as long as they do not surrender to the wave, the die, the onslaught, the fight for survival can never be nothing. After all—Al-Haitham now sits in a room completely cut off from the rest of the world with God on one side and a sentient mind of centuries on the other, pulling confirmation right out of Setaria’s mouth. Is this not something?

“You’re not wrong about this being larger than all of us. This is most certainly beyond your calibre to handle. But here is where you and I differ. You bowed your head to the shadow, and you let yourself be carried by the wave hoping for mercy from something fundamentally incapable of it. You sacrificed others in the name of your own peace and betterment. I have no room to judge you—I might have done the same in other circumstances. This is the way of the scholar and when it comes down to it, this is the way of nature itself. But just as I cannot judge you for your actions you cannot judge me in return for turning to strike back at you and the rest of the wave that would rise to crush me.”

Al-Haitham reaches out and touches against the feeling of Nahida and the Akasha both in the back of his head. The Akasha touches back briefly, but turns away again to keep its entire focus on masking him and Setaria. Nahida comes forward, just slightly.

“And here is another way we differ,” Al-Haitham says, moving aside to let Nahida look through his eyes as she does with Katheryne, with the crows and the mice and the monkeys and the rest.

Nahida is reluctant at first, Is this wise?

Probably not, Al-Haitham admits, but there’s something you want to say to her, isn’t there? 

Nahida steps forward into Al-Haitham’s body and Setaria’s eyes widen as she watches the god rise through Al-Haitham’s eyes. A green star.

“You were alone, which he is not. Alone the burden must have been immeasurable, unfathomable,” Nahida says with Al-Haitham’s mouth. “And yet you carried that burden by yourself. I commend you for the strength you’ve shown. But also—I am sorry for it, Setaria. I am sorry that you were alone. I am sorry that the situation necessitated you develop this strength.”

“Who are you?” Setaria stands, wary, “What new trick is this?”

“As a child you dreamed of stars. You dreamed of what it might be like to fly amongst them with Jinni and wind spirits. You loved the view of the stars from the desert. You miss them, even now,” Nahida confesses for Setaria through Al-Haitham. “Setaria, you know who I am. And I have always known you. I may not be the god your heart and blood longs for, but I am the last remaining god of Sumeru. When I am called, I will answer.”

“I have never called for you.”

“No. Not by name.”

“How is this possible…”

“I am the Lord of Dreams, Setaria. The Sages put their hands to that which should never have been controlled. Did you all think I would not take notice? Setaria, I have one question for you and no judgement to give. It is not my place.”

“The God of Wisdom asks me for answers. Only in Sumeru could things be so backwards. What would you ask of me, Lesser Lord of Forests?”

“Do you know why they do it? Why they were so dedicated to my undoing?” Al-Haitham’s voice with Nahida’s words, turns soft, like the hem of a shirt being wrung. 

Perhaps this was on purpose, or an entirely sincere break or lowering of the guard on Nahida’s part. Perhaps it was entirely unconscious. Whatever it was, it causes some level of her grief, her sorrow, to unfurl and settle in the room with them as a fifth occupant and third observer.

In the silence that follows, the five of them (Setaria, Nahida, Al-Haitham, the Akasha, and the Grief) look upon each other. Studying each other through the new context of what they have each revealed of themselves.

Setaria’s face softens too, revealing some part of the devotee that longs for more, the scholar that’s been locked out of the classroom, the stargazer blocked by a door with no key.

“When gods go silent, don’t the mortals they are meant to tend do strange things in their absence? Why do gods go silent? Why do gods speak? Why do gods choose what they do? I cannot imagine it—the mind of a god. Nor can I imagine the mind of a man in power. I do not know why, Lesser Lord. The only why’s I can give you are my own. If it is anything to you, it is not because I hate you or do not care for you. Once your predecessor supped at my god’s table, and they danced and they made marvels together. It is simply that my heart and my blood longs for the god who nurtured them from the sand and the sun. I have now lived beneath the green leaves and the shelter of your bower and I have walked among your children of leaves and seen them as beautiful, but my heart is wind and sky. Can you begrudge me that?”

“No. I cannot. Thank you for answering, Setaria. You honor your people and your god, in your own way. But a word of caution from one who seeks the sky to another—do not pay such high a price that once you have it you can do nothing with it. Do not let yourself become trapped in a cycle of your own making. And it is not betrayal to turn towards another when current rivers have run dry. As you said, survival is the highest form of honor.”

With that Nahida steps back and Al-Haitham rises to the surface of himself. Setaria’s wariness doesn’t quite return so much as it shifts in nature as she notices the change.

“Now what?”

“To summarize, there is a generations long scheme to destabilize Lord Kusanali’s influence that is now being used to actively bait extremist followers of the Scarlet King into carefully controlled actions that involve the harvesting of Divine Knowledge. This knowledge will be applied to some sort of plan or action that will move forward on or around Jnagarbha Day. This involves the mass harvesting of dream energy or mental force through the Akasha. The harvesting done during the Sabzeruz Festival was a trial run. You do not know what the end-goal is. You do not know the what or the why. You do not even know where the energy of the trial run went. Is this correct?”

“Yes.”

“Is there anything else you can tell me?”

“Is this not enough for you yet? No. I know nothing else. What will you do now that you know that I know, Grand Scribe?”

Al-Haitham stands, deleting the local copies of Setaria’s file with a flick of his finger then altering the logs. “Nothing. I don’t have to. You aren’t going to tell anyone about this, why would I have to do something?”

“Oh? Is that so? Read that in my file, did you?”

Al-Haitham scoffs, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. “You’re smart, Setaria. Clever. It’s how you came this far. Your nature is to endure and survive. And you know if you tell the Sages anything about our encounter here, you will not.”

“A threat from the Grand Scribe?”

“Nothing so crass.” Al-Haitham glances at her out of the corner of his eye. “I do not need to threaten you to ensure your silence. After all, what would you tell them? That you told me everything you knew the moment we were alone in a room together? Without me even prompting you with a question? That hardly looks good, does it? The Sages don’t seem to care for loose tongues.”

“I could tell them that you have been communicating with Lord Kusanali and that you have some sort of control over the Akasha they are not aware of. A back-door, or something like it.”

The Akasha, here, makes an annoyed ripple at the back of his head. 

“Something like it.”

“And an unknown amount of people working with you to undo their…work.”

“And how did you deduce that?”

“The voice of a god said you were not alone. And I doubt that all of this,” Setaria gestures from the door to the Akasha to himself, “was done through you alone. You do not have the ability to be in a dozen or more places at once and at some point you must sleep. That you’ve put this much together in such a short amount of time is impressive. The idea that you’re alone in it is impossible.”

Al-Haitham tips his head in concession. It really is a shame. Zara and Azusa might have clawed each other’s faces off trying to recruit her for their own.

“But this is also a work that you think is impossible to undo at its current stage. Either I, and those alongside me, have a genuine chance at stopping and unraveling this plot or it’s entirely impossible and futile. But it cannot be both. If it’s the former you would want me to succeed and you would not tell the Sages. If it’s the latter—well. There’s no point in you saying anything, is there? Besides. You have no proof of my awareness nor do you know any of those who work with me on unraveling the net that’s come to rest over all of Sumeru. In the end, if you did speak up about me, about this, it would be your word against the Akasha’s entirely innocuous and mundane records of the two of us talking about Knowledge Capsules and personnel assignments. Who do you think the Sages would consider the more reliable account? Especially if they were to ask me any questions? Would they choose you, the puppet they’ve been using to manipulate the remnants of the Scarlet King’s worshippers who they blatantly call gullible, foolish, uneducated, and simple? Or would they choose me and the Akasha? The obedient civil servant who’s been calculated to be so easily controlled that I could be manipulated into destroying my own mind with a few planted clues, and the Akasha that they’ve been grooming and manipulating for centuries? Of the three of us, who’s is the reputation that stands on the weakest ground?”

“If you won’t ask for my silence, as you seem so assured of it, what will you ask of me?”

“Have I not asked enough from you? Besides, what could I ask of you?” Al-Haitham gives Setaria a flat look. “What could you do? You don’t believe this can be fought against and undone. Your active role in this is over, the Sages and I have both gotten what we needed from you. You, yourself, remain on the fence—neither committed to one cause or the other. It’s a practical stance to have. And did you not say that survival is the highest form of honor you can give anyone?”

Al-Haitham’s mind flickers to a promise, an oath given. Three tokens of trust to buy information from even the most uncharitable of mouths for a key of gold in his pocket with a keychain made with a gear. The print of its teeth feels like a tattoo or a scar against his palm that he cannot lose. It was, he admits, unfair of him.

Years upon years of silence, of slow and gradual change and negotiation, all of it coming to a careful conclusion, ready to rise to the surface and be acknowledged. All of that which lay between them like rows of evidence ready for presentation and analysis and discussion and finally, clarity.

All of it now, cut off and silenced—suspended just before it could reach the highest point and then fall into resolution—, held ransom by the danger that they’ve all been brutally made aware of as it draws the circle close around them.

It would have been kinder, softer, if they had spoken truthfully, completely that night. If they had both lay out everything between them that had been left to heal in the dark. Or not heal. If they had addressed all of it then, gave it name, and brought it to its resolution, perhaps they would both be carrying some new form of peace to carry on. And isn’t Al-Haitham all about peace?

But in that moment with the weight of the life they had lived and the life that they might not get to see pressing in the dark upon them, Al-Haitham turned away from peace. It was a childish thing, an illogical and irrational choice he made in the coolness of the moment. For Kaveh is a man of his word, and Kaveh is a man of actions, and Kaveh is also a scholar who could never let a question stand idle. Let the unease of a question unanswered dog Kaveh into surviving, keeping him on the hook for the oath of returning. Let the fear of the unspoken thing that has grown between them turning into a unresolved haunting force Kaveh into keeping his word and returning to Sumeru City to lay it to rest.

And did Kaveh not know it, too? That the force of a promise given with collateral of the sort that Al-Haitham and Kaveh hold between them can make the improbable happen?

Return to me, Al-Haitham demanded, the three tokens he could afford to give sewn into a pocket over Kaveh’s heart. Return to me.

And Kaveh demanded, key pressed into Al-Haitham’s palm, Give me something to return to. Let me return to you.

Survival is the highest and truest form of faith. But it is also the highest and heaviest burden anyone can ever demand another to carry. Survival can be a punishment.

“Survive then, Setaria. Let it be a battle of our beliefs. If we both survive to speak with each other as the selves that stand in this room when no one is looking and not the roles the Akasha has determined for us, we’ll both know who, in this specific moment of time and history, was the one in the right.”

That’s cruel, Al-Haitham, Nahida notes as Al-Haitham leaves before Setaria does. As he walks past her Setaria puts a hand to her head, heavily sitting down as she grapples with the new thoughts and reframing of the situation that’s just been revealed to her. But also strangely kind of you. Leave it to you to hold two supposedly opposite things so neatly and so simply in your mouth at once.

When the end crashes upon us in whatever form it takes, it will not be whether I was cruel or kind that Setaria will think of. Nor will it be what anyone else here thinks of first or last or even anywhere in the middle, Al-Haitham replies to her. 


No?



No. It will be what they did. It will be their own actions they turn to review and regret first. And Setaria has enough of those on her own without anyone else saying anything to her. Enough about Setaria. We got what we thought we would and a little more besides. Let the Akasha catch a breath and we will see what the others have found in their pursuits.






19. Growing and Unraveling the Sea: Part IX

Summary for the Chapter:
“They’re mad.”

“Obviously.”

“Can you blame them? I’m mad, too. I imagine that once the rest find out about what you’re doing, they’ll be equally as mad. Kaveh would be spitting fire and blood at the same time, he’d be so livid.”

“And do you think I am not, also, angry?” Al-Haitham turns towards Tighnari. “Do you all think I’m enthusiastic to be putting myself on the line like so? Do you think I’m pleased, content, to have my literal blood and body as collateral? No. But if that’s what it takes, then that’s what it takes. I am committed to this. There is nothing else to be other than committed. There is no point in holding back here. For what? What is the point in keeping something in reserve? We are at the doorstep of our very people’s undoing, staring down the crash of the wave. I am not going to close my eyes and wait for it to hit.”

“So you’re going to punch a storm?”

Al-Haitham just stares back at Tighnari. “And what are you going to do? Shoot it with an arrow?”





Al-Haitham’s office as the Grand Scribe, for now, remains his. The Grand Sage keeps Setaria close and she manages the work from her own office several floors above the vaults and archives that house the incredibly bloated numbers of the Grand Scribe’s department. Al-Haitham hasn’t had a chance to actually use said office for weeks now. Even the physical messages and mail gets sent straight down to the terminal rooms where he’s been spending every single day from clock-in to clock-out without exception as Jnagarbha Day preparations continue onward.

It is the perfect place for the former Grand Inquisitor Zara to “report” to him, now that she’s under his department as untitled back-office administrative staff.

She’s already waiting for him there when Al-Haitham ducks in to find the box of specially treated gloves used for scribe-work in the guts of the Akasha. He knows he must have stored away somewhere here. He’s gone through five pairs of them in the past day alone. The gloves are fine, resistant towards liquids, but tear easily and with the amount of data that’s queued up for upload and review he’s had to work on upgrading and enhancing several more terminals than he expected to. Al-Haitham’s days are split between being flat on his back on the floor, underneath Akasha terminals or painstakingly writing blank template after blank template by hand.

“Do you remember my thesis?” He doesn’t know if he’s thankful for her bluntness or exhausted by it.

“What about it?”

“It’s finally coming in useful.” Zara unfurls a map over his desk. “The Akasha has us covered. Relax.”

“I know it has us covered. The reason I can’t relax is because I have an Akasha main access terminal currently half-way rotted because some uneducated and untrained know-it-all thought it would be a good idea to do a manual restart on it on their own without informing anyone. Whatever you have to say, be fast about it.”

Zara immediately traces a lines over the map with her finger, trusting Al-Haitham to keep up with her as she launches into her explanation.

“It’s directly underneath our noses. Has been this entire time. We just didn’t notice because—well. Look at what kind of bullshit we’re working with. But we must remember the basics. In an isolated system, energy can neither be created nor destroyed. Working upon this basic principle of thermodynamics we thought that if we simply traced a large bulk of energy movement we would find the main location for whatever it is the Sages are up to. But the key here is that this only works theoretically in a perfectly isolated system. We both know, based on my work and the work of my other peers in my school of study, that this is not true. Energy is lost over time as it transmutes and the system requires a constant external supply to fuel the transmutation process.”

“Former Grand Inquisitor Zara, get to your point.”

“As grossly horrific the idea of people’s minds being harvested as a theoretically renewable but finite resource for energy is, if you actually think about it—it’s just energy. Therefore, in the process of transmutation and then later transportation and use, it would degrade over time. What we should have been looking for was not a large amount of spontaneous energy transfer or storage, but considered the most efficient method of transport and the feasible range at which that energy could be transported in a very short amount of time without substantial loss.”

Zara runs her finger around the area that Azusa and Tighnari previously brought up the day after the Samsara.

“These are the boundaries of the Samsara. The test run. If this was just the trial run, it would make even more sense to keep it limited to where their base is. Their base of operations must be somewhere within these boundaries that Azusa and Tighnari found. Azusa and Tighnari and I have already talked about this. Tighnari has a few of his trusted rangers searching out for entry and exits, when they aren’t busy tangling with the Withering. Pen.”

Al-Haitham hands one over as Zara quickly circles several areas all over the Avidya Forest.

“Now, to the question of energy storage over time, as energy degrades if it isn’t used or converted into a storable and shelf-stable form of matter. There is one other form energy can be converted to with minimal loss. Ley lines.” Zara starts drawing out lines between the circled areas. “Ley lines, which are part of Irminsul. These paths are the normal Ley Line paths according to the last official census record of them which is only dated three or fourth months ago. But look at these. These are the new Withering zones that keep cropping up. Look at where they fall.”

Al-Haitham leans over the desk as he follows Zara’s lines. The new Withering zones are all along the ley line paths, getting more and more condensed as they reach a certain area of the Avidya Forest, which is around the thinner portion of the oblong area Azusa had circled out during their quick check of the Akasha during the night of the Samsara.

“And now look at this,” Zara continues, dotting new lines. “We’ve sent people out to look and there’s been some bored Spantamad students going out with more boredom than sense. These are new ley line routes. She crosses out some of the solid lines. “They’re shifting. Changing. Someone is altering the ley lines. And it’s all centered in this area. If we focus our efforts here, we’re going to find something.”

“If it’s effecting ley lines and Irminsul itself someone should have noticed by now,” Al-Haitham says. “Ley lines don’t shift this quickly.”

“Ah, but the Akasha’s maps can be overridden in a matter of moments,” Zara points out. “And most people would instinctively trust the Akasha to be truthful to them rather than go out and check. And how many people do you think there are who go out to check on those lines after the census? How many people are paying active attention to the Withering aside from the people directly being effected by it? For most, these two topics would never converge. That I found this out was a matter of extremely fortunate coincidence when I just happened to look at Tighnari’s patrol routes. Besides. There’s one more thing we’ve forgotten.”

Before she can say what that was, the door is shoved open unceremoniously and Sofia and Azusa take a moment to look surprised despite the fact that they’re the ones barging in on his office.

“Oh good, the most beloved pains in my asses are together,” Azusa says, kicking the door shut behind themselves. “This saves me the trouble of having to talk to you both separately. Are you filling him in on the ley line shift?”

“The three of you are so charming. It makes me remember the summers of my youth,” Sofia muses as though she isn’t only four or five years older than them. “Wonderful, you’ve got a map out. Al-Haitham, do you have a pen I might borrow?”

“What do you want?” Al-Haitham asks, handing Sofia the pen as the four of them crowd around the desk.

“Your absolutely riveting and enriching company,” Azusa sneers, pulling out a worn palm-sized notebook from the inside of their robes. “A status update, genius.” Azusa glances over the map. “Alright. Looks like Zara’s got you mostly up to speed. Now for the real important shit.”

“Ying’s passed the tracking of transactions to us because her hands are incredibly full,” Sofia explains. “And I’ve been asking around the porters and couriers, as well as chatting with some of my friends at the market now that I’m retired.”

“Don’t ask me how she got back into the classified areas of the Akademiya,” Azusa says, exasperated.

“And we’ve realized something quite interesting,” Sofia continues as she sketches directional lines around Sumeru City. A few large arrows going outwards but several smaller ones going in. “The movement of parts is incongruous.”

“How so?”

“A lot of parts we can consider lost to whatever is going on beyond the Wall,” Azusa plucks the pen out of Zara’s hand and makes a large X along the Wall of Samiel on the map. “Whatever’s going on out there the only things coming back are the wrong people and, I guess, Canned Knowledge. But the actual parts aren’t coming back. We can pretty much ignore everything going on there. We’ll leave it up to your Architect and Tighnari’s General to figure that out.”

Zara kicks Al-Haitham’s leg before he can open his mouth to protest against the possessive form, hissing at him to shut up under her breath.

“But these,” Azusa taps the lines Sofia drew, “These transactions are different.”

“They small transactions. Small movements,” Sofia explains. “Yes. There’s quite a lot in terms of large caravans going out and it’s quite distracting. But that’s yet another layer to things. All of these outbound transactions are just distractions to pull our attention away from Sumeru City. Azusa, dear.”

Azusa flips their notebook open, reading off of it as they tap the pen against the map. Azusa rattles off mora totals, frequencies of arrival versus departure, the names of trade and transport groups Al-Haitham recognizes from previous records Ying had been looking over and nowhere else, a few names are familiar from when he was in Port Ormos. Azusa traces the tip of the pen from Sumeru City to Port Ormos and back again. It’s convoluted and difficult to track, but Al-Haitham gathers the general shape of it.

There are more transactions overall coming into the city than leaving it. Even if what was being built was being assembled here and then moved out in more fully formed parts, the movement is not proportionate to suggest the main location of interest being anywhere other than Sumeru City.

“It’s here,” Azusa says. “It is literally right under our noses. But where in Sumeru City is there room for this kind of thing?”

“The Akademiya is large,” Zara points out, “and the underground tunnels and caverns formed around the Divine Tree’s roots are not fully explored to this day. If we had the plans for the city, the real ones, and someone with the spacial sense—“

The door opens again, this time after a brief and rapid trio of knocks although the person knocking doesn’t wait for an answer.

They all turn to see Maxwell walking in, closing the door behind himself, the tap of his walking stick cheerful on the floor.

“So when’s Ying going to show up? Let’s get a full house.”

“If Ying shows up next she might expire on the spot after seeing us all,” Zara mutters. “Lucky her, not having to deal with the rest of you.”

Maxwell goes to stand between Sofia and Zara, looking over at the map. “Ah good, you’re talking about this already.”

“What else would we be talking about?”

“Master Tighnari and I were having a rather enlightening conversation last night about this after you told me of your findings, Sofia,” Maxwell says, tapping a long finger to the map. “And as we got to the talking of it, we realized something quite interesting.”

“Do share, Senior Maxwell,” Sofia says. 

“In the past few years, haven’t there been more ordinances restricting civilian movement around Sumeru City? It’s caused quite a pain for those with legitimate business—the paperwork and the proper licensing and all.” Maxwell turns towards Al-Haitham. “You ought to remember this, the Sages had you drafting these ordinances after all.”

Al-Haitham vaguely remembers drafting them, but not all of the parameters about them. After all, Al-Haitham is automatically exempt from most of the ordinances due to his position. Zara and Azusa have similar blank looks.

“This is why the three of you need friends outside of the Akademiya,” Sofia says. “You need a license for foraging, a license for fishing, a license for game hunting, so on and so forth, to enter certain areas of Avidya Forest. An Adventurer’s Guild License or your previous titles would have worked for the most part. But to most of the population that aren’t licensed by the guild or are part of any organizations that have business of the state, they have to file and get approval to be there.”

“For foraging? What if you just want to walk?” Azusa frowns, brows drawing downwards as they lean over the map. “Since when did anyone need permission to leave the city? How has no one complained about what’s essentially a lock-down of the capital of Sumeru?”

“It is not explicitly described as a lock down, though, is it? And these ordinances were placed over a span of years. One at a time. Brick by brick until the wall was fully created.” Maxwell takes the pen from Sofia and adds a few more small circles. “I see that Zara has already informed you of the ley line and Withering patterns. I’d like to add onto this with something Master Tighnari has noted. There’s unusual animal activity in these areas.” Maxwell marks off areas near where Zara indicated the shifting ley lines.

“Ley line shifts always cause shifts in the local biome. This can be expected. Especially with the increase in Withering,” Zara frowns. “Master Tighnari knows this. Why point this out specifically?”

“It is not animal activity that matches expected behaviors, that’s why,” Al-Haitham leans forward. “He mentions it because it’s different. It’s not expected. It matches perfectly to the rest of the mess we’re working on. Another distraction?”

“Perhaps. But more likely, a more concrete trail to follow—the habitual changes seem to be based on more…person related troubles,” Maxwell says. “Movements that suggest avoidance of a population, of travelers, of a new route or series of routes being formed in Avidya.” Maxwell then decisively circles a few points on the map. “These are where he’s focusing his search. And I believe we ought to help him. The Forest Watchers are stretched thin as it is and we don’t want the Sages taking notice of them sniffing around potentially sensitive locations. Do we have anyone available?”

Sofia bites her lip, “I can contact a few hunters. Maybe a couple of licensed adventurers. But if the risk is high I don’t think I can do anything. Zara? Azusa?”

“Mine aren’t any better at roughing it,” Zara sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose. “We should’ve focused more on expanding our networks in the direction of people who actually know how to fight and rough it.”

“Speak for yourself,” Azusa says, “I’ve got a few people I can tap. If anything, I can go out myself. I’ll meet up with Master Tighnari and work something out with him.”

“Now that’s all settled,” Al-Haitham rummages around his desk drawers and finds the box of gloves. “Get out and pretend to be doing something the Sages care about.”

-

Al-Haitham doesn’t even make it through the whole day before Zara is, again, walking up to him with a determined and distinctly displeased set to her mouth. It’s her default expression but only because the past few months have given her a lot to be determinedly displeased about.

“What?” Al-Haitham closes his eyes, pressing his face into his palms as spots dance across his vision. He’s getting closer and closer to finding what he’s looking for. Been looking for. Proof. But he’s had too many distractions pulling him in too many directions.

“What do you think what? I have a question about the Akasha. Aside from Lord Kusanali, you’re the only one I can ask.” Zara sits next to him, arms crossed as she narrows her eyes to glare a wall. “The Divine Knowledge Capsule and the information in it…how can it be used?”

“Isn’t that the question we’ve all been asking?”

“Yes. But not exactly. I mean in practical, physical terms, how can it be used? People can’t comprehend it by definition. We have evidence of this. Setaria blatantly says it. It’s one thing if the Sages have sent a countless number to their miserable and insane end trying to collect fragments of it and put it together one record at a time. But how would it be used? To be used it has to be comprehended as a whole. Start to finish. This runs directly contradictory to what we know of it. It cannot be comprehended as a whole, therefore it is examined as fragments, and yet the Sages are assembling the fragments into a whole once more. They must have some way of comprehending this new whole once it is outside of the Divine Knowledge Capsule and then a way to use whatever knowledge they believe it contains. The Sages know something of the capsule’s subject. And they know the general direction it can be utilized. And they’ve been working under that belief with such certainty that they’ve been setting up deals with Fatui and harvesting people to move forward with it.”

Al-Haitham slowly nods, turning Zara’s reasoning over in his head. “What is your hypothesis then?”

Zara taps her temple. “The Akasha is directly linked to Irminsul. Irminsul creates these capsules and we then feed them into the Akasha. Just like with the Akasha files, by its nature, something the Akasha creates or is part of would not have a distinguishing marker labeling it as foreign. There should be no case of rejection. It’s the same energy. Same…creature. The Akasha you’ve got is capable of containing the Divine Knowledge Capsule and its effects.”

“But it refuses to interface with it,” Al-Haitham points out. Nahida has tried to convince the Akasha to try looking into it numerous times. But the Akasha’s sentient mind has recoiled and outright refused her without patience for negotiation every time. It has a very visceral reaction towards anything having to do with the Divine Knowledge Capsule.

“This portion of the Akasha doesn’t get to refuse.” Zara puts a hand on an access terminal. “Here is my theory. The energy, in part, must be going through the Akasha in order for it to gear up to absorb the fragments of the Divine Knowledge and then compute it, acting as a barrier for the madness so that it can be queried and analyzed by a mortal mind. People can’t handle the knowledge, but the Akasha—which is a mind partially created by divine powers and clearly of a scope greater than anyone can comprehend—could. Your thoughts?”

“It seems sound,” Al-Haitham crosses and recrosses his legs, biting his inner lip as he thinks it over. The Akasha remains silent in the back of his head, otherwise occupied with its ongoing attempts at growth and development. Now that the Akasha knows it can deceive itself—knows that it can dream—the Akasha has been steadily ramping up its experiments and has entirely dedicated itself towards propagation so it can expand its input sources and create more secure avenues for them to travel. As a result the Akasha is almost entirely silent unless directly addressed. “But what do the Fatui and their technology have to do with it, if it all relies just on the Akasha? The Sages only would have had to wait to have enough pieces to run through the Akasha.”

“Perhaps they’re involved in a later step. Or perhaps the Fatui have access to further technology that the Sages didn’t have to expedite the process. Only the Sages and Fatui know that part for now.”

“There’s always a later step, isn’t there?”

“For all we know the Sages are building a staircase to nowhere, just endlessly piling and up towards heaven.” Zara shrugs. “But let us focus on this specific step. What do you think? Is it possible? The Akasha being able to comprehend the Divine Knowledge Capsule without corruption?”

“Probable. The Akasha has given us no reason for why it refuses to interface, but from what I’ve noticed there are no physical side-effects of its proximity to the Divine Knowledge Capsule.” Al-Haitham taps a fingertip to the seam of his mouth. “If the Akasha is required to compute it…Jnagarbha Day makes sense for its importance in this scheme. The Sages could slip in dozens of files with hidden portions of the Divine Knowledge Capsule they’ve managed to record. And with the Akasha offline there would be enough energy and focus for the Akasha to begin computation even without the Samsara.”

“And then upon reactivation the Akasha could trigger another Samsara to harvest the energy to fully compute the assembled pieces and them run them through whatever assessment is needed to move onto their next stage, yes. That seems to be what we’re looking at here. That’s if our current theory is correct about the Sage’s plan.”

“Then the exact timing would be on Jnagarbha Day itself. During the upload. That’s our final chance. Once we reach Jangarbha Day everything will have launched into end-stage procedures,” Al-Haitham says. “We have to find the main location this all comes together on before then, and understand what the end goal is so we can set up precautions and counters to it before then.”

“Do you think we could manage it before then? One day out of the entire year when the entire country goes dark? It’s too much of a risk.”

“And you expect us to somehow set this all up before?” Al-Haitham shakes his head. “We have the what, the method. Or at least, a portion of it. But we do not have the exact goal. If we do not know the exact goal then whatever measures we take may only be partial stop-gaps that would only expose us to the Sages.” Al-Haitham turns towards the terminal again, checking the time. “Are you able to inform the others of this? There’s more work to be done here and unlike you I’m still officially responsible for my job duties.”

Zara kicks his chair as she leaves, “Don’t rub it in. I’ll try to pass it along to as many people as I can. Do you think you can convince the Akasha to ease up on what its working on so it can pass a message?”

“If I could do you think we’d have had to sit here and talk to each other face to face?”

“Of all the people the Akasha could’ve chosen to connect to, of all the people who do specialize in Akasha programming and handling, it had to be you. Every day it’s a curse and a blessing with you. Don’t stay down here too long.”

-

Al-Haitham did not mean to stay in the terminal room for so long. Al-Haitham had fully intended on leaving right on time as always. With Setaria now fully in control of the Grand Scribe’s office’s more regular duties he’s had much more free time to handle things on his own schedule. He had planned on finishing up his official duties here and doing a few more cursory searches and then leaving to attempt to coax the Akasha into deigning to give them at least fifteen or so minutes to start passing files to each other before it resumed its aggressive expansion.

But Al-Haitham has found it.

“Didn’t Zara tell you to get out more?” Nahida says, touching against the back of his mind. “Al-Haitham?”

Al-Haitham has a screen full of codes in front of him and he’s looking at it with a feeling of such profound vindication that if he were a different sort of person he’d be standing up and waving his arms in the air like an overly enthusiastic child. Instead he just scrolls through the lines of code, up and down, forwards and backwards as he returns over and over again to that which he had known must have existed.

“Al-Haitham, what has caught your interest now? Is it more interesting than a god talking to you?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t hold me in suspense, then.”

“Look,” Al-Haitham replies simply. “Look for yourself.”

“I am looking, but I do not know what I am seeing. If you could please provide some details? You’ve been incredibly suspicious about this thing you’ve been looking for. I’m looking at Akasha hard-codes and various ordinances and security access algorithms. You’ve too many windows open at once and I have no idea how you’re sorting it all. Tell me why you’re looking at these.”

“I already did tell you.” Al-Haitham stands, switching from physical controls to gestures as he touches the projection, flicking his wrist and fingers as he zooms in and starts highlighting sections in various windows. “Look, Nahida. I have found it. The thread that needs to be pulled—the one that will lead us out of this mess. I have found the key.”

Nahida falls silent as Al-Haitham rapidly begins to connect fragments, going further and further back in time. He leaps between sections of code, between windows detailing various programs and routines and sub-routines. Lines of code detailing exact access credential parameters and records of queries and logs. Al-Haitham sorts through formal wording on ordinances and laws and mandates that get published and presented to the public-facing side of the Akasha even as he does a deep dive on the hard-coding that’s gone into making these same documents enforceable and capable of being monitored and tracked. Every so often Al-Haitham taps and highlights one section, drawing a line to carefully connect it to another.

This was the same work Al-Haitham had attempted to get the Akasha to do, but could not. The Akasha, then, was not developed enough in communication and understanding to comprehend what he was asking it. It was not versed enough in the languages used to control it to understand how those same languages were also freeing it.

The chances of Al-Haitham being the only person in the history of the Akasha’s existence to be aware of something untoward being orchestrated and not agreeing with it is pathetically slim. Impossible, even. Such a ridiculously low number it might as well be zero. 

Al-Haitham knows that he isn’t a good person. He’s no Kaveh who would sooner cut himself open than let a single smudge touch upon his ideals. He’s no General Mahamatra who’s grasp on the balance of law and justice is so unyielding that it drives him towards the super-human. He’s no Tighnari who champions the world itself. He’s no Nilou or Dehya or Traveler. He’s no Nahida. But this does not mean he is without morals, without standards—beliefs and philosophies that he would stand by and brandish as his own sword and shield against the world. 

It is as Nilou said. Not everyone can be corrupt. Sumeru is not rotten to its core. Therefore, if Al-Haitham, who is not good and not a hero and not a particularly righteous person, is standing here up to his neck in the corruption and fighting against it with everything he has, then there must have been others in his position. There must have been, at some point before him, other scribes who saw the writing for what it was and thought, “Absolutely not.” Even if their reasons were pure or if they were as selfishly practical as Al-Haitham’s own, there must have been one other.

And if they existed, there would be a definite trace of them in the Akasha’s system.

Because if Al-Haitham had the chance to do so, if he become involved in this even just a few more months before he did, he knows he would have started to pick away at this monolith with whatever small means he could. Al-Haitham knows this, because even when he was not fully aware of what was going on, he was, in his own way, leaving back-doors and gaps in the supposedly impenetrable weave of the Akasha.

Sometimes the Sages would have him draft some new law or mandate that he found so fantastically unrealistic and stupid and needless that he would spitefully write it in such a way that it was easy to go around. The Sages are Sages, not scribes, for a reason. They’ve never had to actually work on the Akasha coding. They’ve never had to think about how their words get implemented in practice. They just throw out their ideas and have whoever’s working as scribe at the time figure out the rest.

Eventually the Sages would have him amend some clauses but for a while there would be scores of people dodging whatever new foolishness the Sages had put forward through that single loophole. But his loopholes have not always been caught.

And it would seem that it is the same for his predecessors. Through the logs of scribes that have come before him, Al-Haitham has slowly gone through line by line for some of the more suspicious pieces of code and legislation that might possibly tie into the Sage’s conspiracy. It’s been frustrating work, carefully analyzing each piece of writing on the front end and hard-coding side from as many angles as possible and trying to connect it to others. But if there was ever to be hope, a thread to pull, it was this one.

All of that searching, now, has paid off. Al-Haitham found the first of the loopholes that he didn’t write himself. And from there he’s been carefully feeling, searching, his way outwards beyond that one. Further and further, until he has spun a single thin thread of purposeful and malicious compliance, strung through about seven different programs and security measures over the past three generations. There will be others. Now that Al-Haitham knows what and how to look, he knows he’s going to find more.

The Akasha’s programming, in the beginning, was bare bones. The Akasha did not have the information it has now. At one point the Akasha was a blank slate. There’s no point in putting so many controls on something empty, something barely used and known. It was only as Sumeru, the Akademiya, the nation and the Akasha grew hand in hand with each other, intertwining themselves in the strange configuration of codependency that the codes became so specific—became their own language. And over time this language grew as generation after generation added onto it. Some generations completely overhauled the coding system. Others returned to other coding methods. Scribes within the same administration may have even used two or more types of patterns and systems to accomplish similar goals.

It is much like the books in Al-Haitham’s home. People from the distant past in their different contexts touched those books, read them over, and then added on their opinions with their current information and understanding. And then, later, someone else added on to either change or refute or support. Onwards and onwards through time, the handwriting changing with every passing of hands, until the blank spaces were all filled up.

But there are still gaps. Gaps between characters, between strokes of ink and pencil. Just like there are gaps in this tapestry of law and order. Gaps purposefully left for others to worm and squeeze their way through.

If Al-Haitham finds and collects all of the loose scraps of stray and hanging threads from the supposedly airtight and perfect tapestry, if he pulls all of them in the right order at the right time, he can unravel it all. Al-Haitham can unravel it. And it starts with this one thread.

Nahida lets out a quiet gasp. “A key. You’ve found us the key, Al-Haitham.”

Al-Haitham nods, eyes closing as he turns his face towards the ceiling, the sky, the waiting world. A moment of relief spreads over him from the furrow of his brow, down his clenched jaw, to his strained shoulders—relaxing him muscle by muscle.

It’s such a small thing, this thread. But it’s more than they’ve had in this entire venture. It is not a clue forward, towards assembling this picture. It is something better than that.

It’s an action. It’s a plan. 

With this thread Al-Haitham can begin to weave his own plot, his own tapestry by undoing the Sage’s one thread by thread. And when Jnagarbha Day comes, the Sages will not be the only ones quietly uploading something into the Akasha. 

“Where will you start?” Nahida asks, awed as she stares at the single glimmering thread of hope Al-Haitham has managed to spin from the wisps of fibers.

Al-Haitham turns his focus towards the prediction programs, the greatest injury and insult in this entire abomination that he can get his hands on directly.

“Here,” Al-Haitham reaches out and touches his finger towards the personnel files. “I start here. Tonight.”

-

It would be ideal to do this while at the Akademiya with a main access terminal, but Al-Haitham has no access to one of those after-hours. And Al-Haitham has his own back-doors into the Akasha’s coding system. Al-Haitham’s own terminal has evolved enough that it can potentially handle this much work if Al-Haitham hooks it up to a manual interface. Portable manual interfaces aren’t as common anymore and Al-Haitham was given one when he first became a Scribe. He’s never been particularly fond of using it because it’s much slower than using the projected interface or a main access terminal. But he kept his in basically its original packaging in the back of a storage cabinet.

He pulls it out now, clearing a wide space on his desk as he sets it up. Portable is perhaps an inaccurate descriptor of the manual interface controls. Compared to an access terminal which is grown directly out of the floor, this is certainly portable. But it is something of a hassle to setup with a large need for space. Manual is also a misnomer. There are buttons and screens and dials, and most of the coding is done with a stylus like this, but there are several sensors for sensing hand gestures and physical movement controls as well.

“Is this wise?” Nahida, tonight, is a large eared fox, nervously pacing along the length of the study opposite the Divine Knowledge Capsule. The Akasha’s sentient body is floating along after her, very much in agreement.

“You did not question me earlier,” Al-Haitham says, stretching his arms and shoulders as he gets ready for an entire evening of testing and intense focus.

“Call it the euphoria of something finally going right taking over my common sensibilities,” Nahida replies. “I am not saying that this is not something we need done. If you can do this, it will be an incredible advantage to us.”

“If?”

“Al-Haitham. The prediction files update every few hours, coming up with new scenarios and fine-tuning older ones. They are taking up a truly incredible portion of the surface Akasha’s processing at any given moment. Every step you move forward down this path may potentially be undone the moment you turn your eyes away. It will be a continuous uphill battle. Perhaps it would behoove us for you to turn your gaze towards something less demanding.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. This is the greatest advantage we have over the Sages,” Al-Haitham says, adjusting his terminal against his ear. “Let’s see how tonight goes and then we can talk about whether or not this is something worth pursuing. But I would wager a truly great sum that I am right and this is the thread that requires pursuit for us to finally get our footing.”

Before Nahida or the Akasha can argue more, Al-Haitham refocuses his eyes on the projected screen the Akasha terminal opens up for him. His right hand moves to the stylus and his left hand moves towards the controls as he starts to navigate through the Akasha system’s deeper coded files. 

He’ll start with the General Mahamatra’s file. Cyno is the most important piece in all of this. When this entire mess comes to its conclusion, it will be the General Mahamatra who stands above it all with Nahida. Al-Haitham opens the man’s file and begins to look for the gaps in logic that the Akasha’s shallow surface mind could not work through.

He doubts that there’s anyone actively monitoring these files, especially the older ones like so. They’re just waiting for the Akasha to spit out an answer at the other end of it, and not taking a closer look at the Akasha’s internal reasoning. Besides—the prediction model itself isn’t perfect either. How could it be? The Akasha’s surface mind only knows how to compute based on evidence given and pre-set algorithms and formulas that someone else came up with. Unlike the Akasha’s sentient mind, the surface mind is incapable of thought and reason, just solid computation. It can’t think about motives, about the more emotional element of things. And as stunningly rational and logical as the General Mahamatra is, his core self is based entirely around his morals, his ethics, and his internal righteousness. None of these are metrics that can be distilled into formulas.

Isn’t the greatest proof the fact that the program has absolutely no situation in it where the General Mahamatra asks for help? Not from Kaveh, not from Tighnari, not from any of his trusted subordinates, not from his sister or his father. In every single answer Al-Haitham finds sitting in the end-files that tabulate all the results and probabilities, Cyno is entirely alone. And thus, curtailed and eliminated.

Al-Haitham reads through the code, almost admiring how cleverly it’s all set up. But in the end, it’s all just math. It’s just syntax and math. And it doesn’t matter how clever a formula or program is if the data entered is wrong. Once Al-Haitham grasps the overall structure of the programs and the prediction formulas, all he has to do is start adjusting them one by one. Remove a certain conditional phrase here, adjust the conditions there, adjust the probability threshold and margins of error on this…all it takes is a few adjustments and already Al-Haitham can see the entire model start to shift. The trick is to adjust it just enough that he can create more situations that it would never be able to predict, while keeping it somewhat accurate.

What is the logic of the Akasha’s surface mind following as it slowly grows and runs its calculations? What is it reusing from older predictions and queries? Where is it finding its tolerances and margins? Which data files is it accessing first and foremost? How does it test its theories as a pure logic machine without any emotional or personal input?

He imagines that for most anyone else this would be an incredibly difficult series of things to manage while also keeping an eye on the larger picture of the profile’s general shifting landscapes. But as Nahida has often said, Al-Haitham thinks like the Akasha. It is not easy to manage all of this at once, and Al-Haitham almost gets lost in the lines of letters and numbers and tracking of changes several times before quickly forcing himself back on task. The thread almost slips from his fingers whenever his concentration wavers for even a moment. 

Al-Haitham’s palms sweat and he feels his hands cramp as he goes line by line, attention divided between watching the smaller changes and tracking them as they create ripple effects down the line through the rest of the profile and how the program shifts to accommodate the change at the endpoints. With one hand, Al-Haitham plucks out lines of code, holding them up and pinning them down, then uses the stylus to start picking at them, unraveling them and inserting his adjustments before cleaning it up and returning it to the tight weave of the Akasha’s programing. Strand by strand, Al-Haitham meticulously and carefully runs through numbers in his head and tries his best to anticipate the downward changes as he carefully adjusts tensions, widens parameters, and inserts conditions before releasing the lines to settle back into the monolithic sea of lines.

This is absolutely fascinating work. Al-Haitham thinks that if he were the one who started this, the one doing the original programming, he might have been at least a little intrigued, absorbed by it. But as he’s currently the person at the other end of it, suffering the consequences of this sort of thought exercise being exploited in the worst way possible, he can only set his teeth and feel grudging admiration. 

If the Akasha’s sentient mind were allowed to consider these things and run through these formulas and was set to this task he thinks they would well and truly have been doomed from the start. How fortunate that the Sages never considered the potential of a what they had. How fortunate that the Sages only ever thought of the Akasha as a thinking machine instead of a thinker.

Al-Haitham manages to alter the General’s program’s accuracy by half a percentage by the time he’s pulled out of his haze of focus by paws pressing into his thigh, sharp and insistent.

“I’m here,” Al-Haitham says, mouth dry, voice rough as he blinks the actual room back into focus. Nahida the fox is reared up on hind legs, forepaws pressing at him for attention as the Akasha  shoves his hands away from the manual inputs. He slowly turns and checks the clock. Just before dawn. Al-Haitham grimaces, standing on unsteady and stiff legs as Nahida and the Akasha hover around him. He fumbles for the Akasha at his temple. It’s burning hot from prolonged and intense use. As he disengages it he feels his temple throb, vision going blurry as he blinks stinging tears from his eyes. He clumsily sets the Akasha terminal down as he makes his way around the desk.

“You were too deep in,” Nahida warns him. “You risk losing yourself. The surface mind almost noticed you. The Akasha managed to catch you and hide you in time. Are you alright? You look…unwell.”

“Doing a deep dive into the Akasha for several hours when I’m supposed to be sleeping will do that.” Al-Haitham turns towards the Akasha. “Thank you for the assistance.”

“Is this truly the best use of your time?” Nahida asks as the Akasha carefully presses against his side, like it wants him to lean on it. Al-Haitham does, for a moment, and then moves himself towards the washroom to splash water on his face and brush his teeth before he passes out. 

“Compared to what? Going over maps? Tracing transactions? Thinking morbid thoughts?”

“Resting your physical body. You’re already doing so much.”

“So are you. So is the Akasha.”

“I’m a god. The Akasha is a being of an entirely different scale than you are. Compare yourself to something more like you, please.”

“There is no one like me, as there is no one like you or the Akasha.”

“I really wish you wouldn’t be so difficult.”

The Akasha agrees, bobbing in place as the two of them follow after him. Al-Haitham closes the door on them both as he turns on the tap, closing his eyes as he runs cold water over his face, the back of his neck. He feels warm. Feverish almost. When he looks at himself in the mirror, even with the warmth of the bathroom lights, he looks pale. Haggard. But that’s hardly any different than he looks normally now so that’s not too alarming.

Everyone Al-Haitham knows looks pale, haggard, and otherwise unwell. Especially after the Sabzeruz Festival. Sumeru City has yet to recover from that specific blow. Al-Haitham closes his eyes and presses his fingers to his eyelids, feeling the sting and ache of them from being open for so long. He breathes out long and tired, like it would release some of the tension in his shoulders. His back. His jaw.

“I agree that I would much prefer to be sleeping and actually resting,” Al-Haitham says, knowing the two will hear him over the water and through the door. “However, needs must. We are just around three weeks away from the definite date of the launch of something that will kill this entire nation en masse. We need to begin putting things in place now. These threads that I’ve found, these small actions—they will not stop it. Not entirely. But I can slow it down. Mitigate it. As Setaria pointed out, if you can’t save them all, one can at least try to direct the damage.”

“And this will direct the damage?” Nahida sounds both skeptical and disapproving. “To who? You?”

Al-Haitham shrugs, knowing neither of them can see it. But after so long in his head he knows they’d know he did it. 

“If there was anyone else capable I would happily pass it onto them to handle,” Al-Haitham says. He’s no masochist no matter what anyone says. If there were an easier, simpler, less costly way he would gladly turn towards that path first. “Is there anyone more capable?”

“I do so dislike it when you’re being this level of good,” Nahida mutters, scratching the claws of the fox against the door. The doorknob rattles. Al-Haitham turns and sees the door being nudged open as the Akasha manages to use its stubby legs to somehow manhandle the knob. Nahida slips in, leaping up onto the counter as the Akasha hovers over Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “Al-Haitham. At least say you’re done for the night. How much progress did you even truly make?”

“A difference of half a percent. Give or take.”

DISPROPORTIONATE RETURN. The Akasha projects a series of graphs and charts at him immediately. INEFFICIENT. CHOOSE A DIFFERENT APPROACH.

“Do you have a different approach?” Al-Haitham asks the Akasha as he starts to brush his teeth, genuinely interested in whatever the Akasha might turn up with. After all, the Akasha should know itself a little better by now. If it has figured out some alternative path that results in the same thing he’d go along without any resistance.

The entire time he’s brushing his teeth it looks like Nahida and the Akasha are locked into silent communication, going back and forth over the question. The two of them suddenly leave the washroom as Al-Haitham finishes rinsing out his mouth.

“Do I take that as a no?”

“It’s just,” Nahida is pacing the hallway while the Akasha rolls over in the air, circuitry whirring as its internal coolant systems try to keep up with its agitated thoughts and movements. “It’s just…Why do you always ask the most difficult questions with the most unpleasant answers? All of this for just half a percent on one single file. Surely you can see how this thread is not going to do much. We cannot lose you. Yes, there’s only three weeks or so left before the trigger on this is pulled. But if we lose you before then with nothing but wisps, what are we going to do? If you were making actual genuine progress I don’t think any of us could argue—not at this juncture. I fully understand the cost and the stakes. As much as I hate the toll, if it was bringing in true returns I wouldn’t have the right to argue it. I probably hate you a little bit for being so frighteningly good as to pay that toll. I would hate myself for letting you. But I would. The scale of the stakes are just too horrific and it would be incredibly hypocritical of me. But you’re doing this for barely anything at all. Less than half percent of a single fraction of file in one evening? It’s not enough, Al-Haitham.”

“Tonight was just me figuring out the process. I’ll get faster.”

“You’ll get caught.”

“We’ll discuss this later.” Al-Haitham walks towards his bedroom. “I’m not foolish enough to argue against a god and a creature several centuries old when I’m barely awake, even if I’m right. I need to sleep.”

“Are you really ending a conversation about your health citing your own health? Al-Haitham, really now.”

“Your concerns are valid and your arguments notable,” Al-Haitham says, lying down, putting an arm over his eyes as he lets exhaustion take hold. “I’ll think it over and we can discuss this when I’m awake again. Goodnight. If I dream don’t tell me anything about it.”

-

Al-Haitham, after the past two or so days of being ambushed by people who really ought to have more important uses for their time, is entirely unsurprised when Tighnari appears on the way down to the terminal rooms the next day. Tighnari looks around, curious about the area. Al-Haitham is entirely certain that the Akasha is now dedicating a significant portion of its energy and focus in masking Tighnari’s presence and overriding current surveillance records for this.

“Nosy,” Al-Haitham mutters under his breath. Tighnari’s mouth twitches up at the corner. The Akasha and Nahida both, in Al-Haitham’s mind, give him a hard push. “How did you get here so fast?”

“I wasn’t here for you, if you can believe it.” Tighnari’s eyes flick over him, from the paleness of his face and the dark bruises under his eyes, up and down, and finally resting on the Akasha at his temple. But he doesn’t comment. In return, Al-Haitham says nothing at all about how Tighnari’s fur seems to have lost its luster, the normally perfectly groomed tail and ears dull in color and texture, and looking strangely brittle. There’s no one in this country who looks healthy anymore. “I was on my way through to Pardis Dhyai. I was collecting some notes and reference materials here from the Amurta archives, as well as some supplies from the Bimarstan research labs.”

“What for?”

“I’m checking in on Haypasia.”

“Who?”

“A patient of mine I was monitoring in Gandharva Ville. Her condition’s gotten…unusual. I had her transferred to the Pardis Dhyai recovery greenhouses to see if it would help. Apparently it hasn’t. Did I not tell you about her? She’s the Rtawahist the Traveler and I assisted when we first met. The one with the strange reactions to the meditative incense. Did I really not tell you, or are you just so…exhausted that it’s somehow slipped your mind?”

“You didn’t tell me the specifics of what you and the Traveler were working on, just your assessments of the Traveler and Paimon.”

“Huh. I thought I did. Maybe I just told someone else and thought they would eventually tell you.”

“What’s the development that it’s serious enough to draw you away from the tracking and the Withering?”

“She’s my patient, for one thing. For another, I have a feeling that it’s related to what we’re working on. After all, the incense is meant to help scholars connect to Irminsul. And lo-and-behold, some fraction of what we’re dealing with is about Irminsul in the form of ley lines and the Withering.” Tighnari’s brow furrows. “She claims she’s made contact with god.”

“Nahida?”

“No. Another one. I’m going to try and find out more. But as I was on my way out the both of them—Nahida and the Akasha—grabbed me and told me to talk some sense into you. Well. That’s Nahida. The Akasha just sent me a replaying loop of its memories of me yelling at people and paired the loop with your name. So what’s going on now? We don’t have the time for you to be going wild over here.”

Al-Haitham turns his head slightly to the side, “Explain yourselves.”

Nahida’s response is immediate and entirely unashamed at the implication that she’s been hanging around and waiting for this encounter. “Well. If I were physically present I think I could get you to listen and see my way through virtue of being made of somewhat stronger stuff than you. But as I am quite conveniently, for you, confined—“

“Convenient? Since when was your imprisonment convenient? To whom aside from the Sages?”

“—I’ve brought in an authority you cannot ignore. One that you might even actually heed with some sincerity.”

The Akasha, in a much more succinct manner, just sends Al-Haitham a file of a dictionary entry for the word fool. Al-Haitham doesn’t know why people keep saying the Akasha’s turning out like him. That is entirely Zara.

Al-Haitham turns towards Tighnari and briefly explains the events of last night. As he speaks Tighnari holds his tongue, but only because he’s building up to something. Al-Haitham brings them both inside the terminal room he’s working on restoring and upgrading for some measure of privacy. The Akasha immediately locks them in.

“Firstly, stop trying to live up to the reputation of lunatic.”

“I’m not trying.”

Tighnari closes his eyes. “I understand and empathize too much with Kaveh right now. But at the same time, how am I surprised at this point of knowing you?”

Al-Haitham ignores this, instead speaking to the logic of his plans. “You see the reason in my actions and plan. The Akasha isn’t fully going back to review itself and adjust calculations. While it is adding on and adjusting a few of its previous files, it is not doing a full and comprehensive rewrite every night.”

“Alright. I can tell you’re not going to listen to the main concern which is your obvious health decline—odd from you, that should put something over your health like so—let’s talk about this on pure practical terms in regards towards results.” Tighnari cross his arms, watching as Al-Haitham changes out of his normal gloves into the ones used for doing Akasha access terminal maintenance, mostly within the guts. Tighnari’s eyes flick from the terminal to Al-Haitham, priorities and curiosity fighting with each other as Al-Haitham gets onto the floor, unlatching the terminal’s paneling to get access to the innards. “You don’t have the time to make a significant impact. How can you? Jnagarbha Day is in just over three weeks. You can’t undo enough of anything to get any kind of plan or fighting chance going for anyone in three weeks based on your estimated progress of one night. And when else do you have time to work on this? During the day? Here? The Sages still have you running around or down here doing manual work.”

Tighnari crouches down next to Al-Haitham as Al-Haitham carefully half-crawls into the Akasha access terminal, slowly rolling onto his back and using his Vision to illuminate the soft flesh and circuit interior as he begins to examine the growth of the Akasha’s organic body and how it’s interacting with the machine portions.

“Did you know Maxwell’s getting retired in the next few days? It’ll only be you and Ying left. It’s only going to get more hectic from here. You literally do not have the time to be throwing yourself at a measly half of a percent of difference.”

“Don’t you, of all people, know how even the smallest of ripples can cause the biggest change?” Al-Haitham carefully starts to push and prod some overgrown Akasha parts away from some wires that look distressingly strained and worn out. He’s going to have to strip the entire portion and install a protective framework. No wonder the scribe who was working on this terminal couldn’t get a visual link no matter what she did. 

Before Tighnari can say anything about that, Al-Haitham continues.

“If it was more than half a percent of difference—significantly more—there wouldn’t be an issue, would there?”

Al-Haitham doesn’t need to pull himself out of the Akasha to know that Tighnari’s eyes are narrowed. 

“Explain yourself.”

“The issue is that we don’t have enough time for me to make a significant difference. But there’s a way to get more time, isn’t there? Almost infinite time, in fact.”

Tighnari is somehow audibly confused. Nahida and the Akasha just deposit their curiosity directly into his head.

“The answer is clear, isn’t it? A dream. How many nights could fit into a single dream? Based on the recent events that just passed, at least a thousand. At approximately half a percent a night…the progress I can make, even with the Akasha’s surface mind continuing to correct, adjust, and add…now isn’t that suitable returns?”

There is a moment of complete silence and stillness where Al-Haitham busies himself with cutting away the damaged wires and then Tighnari grabs him by the ankle and drags him out from inside the Akasha. Tighnari, Nahida, and the Akasha both exclaim loud enough that his head rings, “No!”

“How are you not dead yet?” Tighnari jabs a finger into Al-Haitham’s chest. Al-Haitham blinks up at him, surprised at the reaction. “How did no one ever mention that you’re this reckless? A reputation for being crazy and stubborn and a little standoffish at times—but where was all of this in those rumors?” Tighnari gestures to all of Al-Haitham. “That Samsara did something to you. Something we didn’t catch in time. Get up, I’m taking you to the Bimarstan for a psychiatric evaluation.”

“How can you even consider this an option?” Nahida exclaims, voice echoing and doubling and folding in and over itself as it rises and rises with shock and outrage. It presses against his temples from within, the full brunt of her descending upon him in a momentary lapse of control that leaves Al-Haitham blinking green flashes out of his eyes.

The Akasha, meanwhile, is just making a sharp, staticky, screech in one single tone.

Al-Haitham closes his eyes, sitting up and pushing Tighnari way physically while trying to push Nahida and the Akaha away mentally. The terminal at his temple grows hot as it resists.

“You each came to me because you believed in me. You need to believe in me now. This is what I can do. This is the role I am currently best suited for and the role that needs to be filled. Here is where my true ability as an asset is. Not as a glorified organizer for all of our incoming information.”

“Have a clearer view of yourself, you were never just an asset,” Nahida snaps. 

“It is not a bad thing to be, depending on the who and how,” Al-Haitham shrugs. “If it’s the Sages I would sooner burn my entire library. But if it is you, for this, for myself, then I’ll tolerate it as long as I need to.” Al-Haitham meets Tighnari’s furious gaze, the flash of canine pressing hard against lower lip. “Name our options, Master Tighnari of the Avidya Forest. Name our choices. And tell me that this is not the one with the highest yield. In the approximate three weeks we have left, name the path that leads us forward with tangible result and action. And tell me if it has a cost.”

“When this is over,” Tighnari promises, “you will be alive for me, Kaveh, Nahida, the Akasha, and probably literally everyone else working on this to tear you apart. Understand?”

“That is a form of the ideal goal, I suppose. Yes. I understand you.”

-

The night is dark. And it is quiet. The moon is a sliver of a fang considering its best path on how to shear the sky. Nothing is what it is when illuminated in the day. In this sort of dark, in this sort of quiet, only fact remains.

Al-Haitham turns the blood-warmed key over in his bare palm. It feels like his hand will never stop smelling of metal with how he’s worn and worried this key so often, so thoroughly since Kaveh placed it into his care. The gold and brass plating, he feels, should have worn off by now to reveal the plain metal underneath. Al-Haitham digs the edge of his thumb in between the teeth, feeling the grooves of it with his thumbnail.

He sits in the cool and still shadows of the small courtyard lot behind his house. Nahida, the Akasha, and Tighnari are inside. Preparing. After the confrontation earlier in the Akademiya Tighnari had stormed off. Nahida and the Akasha both went quiet in that cool, disapproving way that means a cold shoulder. It didn’t bother him. They would see reason. They had seen his reason. And they knew that even if he wasn’t right in their view, by pure numbers he was in the lead. 

And if they did not help him, then he would still proceed as he had. One measly half percent at a time.

Tighnari snuck into his house after dark, picking the lock on the kitchen door. Al-Haitham watched from his kitchen table, picking through his dinner.

“If you knew you could’ve let me in,” Tighnari said. “Or do you really want me that mad?”

“You were already mad,” Al-Haitham pointed out. “There’s nothing in this situation that would make you less upset than you already are. Besides. You already had the door.”

Nahida slipped in a little afterwards, a monkey this time. Supposedly for the benefit of dextrous hands to help Tighnari. It is not one of Nahida’s favored forms to borrow. There’s too much thought in a monkey, or so she says. 

The Akasha, despite being always present in Al-Haitham’s house, was the last to come out of its sulk and physically plopped itself down in the center cushion of the divan in the front room. The long, wave and leaf like protrusions that formed ears or perhaps antennae on its head near its optic sensor were pressed flat. Almost limp. Sulking, dull almost grey at the ends with displeasure.

They wanted him to do this with someone present. For the first time at least. It isn’t feasible for there to be someone every time. They also wanted him to do this at someone else’s house. Somewhere closer to a Bimarstan. Or a medical professional.

But if Al-Haitham is to fight a war in his sleep, then he wants to be comfortable. He wants to do it in his own house.

“You can’t do this for me every night,” Al-Haitham said to Tighnari as he started unpacking a truly unnecessary amount of emergency medical supplies onto the kitchen table.

“I know,” Tighnari said curtly. “But at least—this time I can. When I can, I should. Look.” Tighnari’s hands did not stop their work but he let out a sharp, fast exhale, ears flattening against his head as he braced himself to have a conversation. “Kaveh sent me to look after you.”

“He sent us to each other, to look after each other,” Al-Haitham corrected. He reached out to examine one of the bottles and barely avoided getting his hand slapped away, even as Tighnari conceded the correction with a slight dip of his chin.

“And you’ve been doing that.”

Al-Haitham, no matter what anyone might say about him and his supposed lack of communications kills, was a student of the Haravatat. And if he stayed on the official research track he would probably have made Herbad by now. 

“You think you haven’t?” 

That’s hard to believe. Tighnari’s the one who traced Al-Haitham’s earlier symptoms towards the Akasha. It is only with Tighnari’s expertise that the Akasha has managed to grow into what it is today. Tighnari’s the one who’s helped to narrow down their physical search for locations of the Sage’s project bases. He’s the one who even caused Al-Haitham to consider relooking at his own file. Tighnari has been pivotal to every single discovery and conclusion that their motley group has been able to draw thus far. 

Tighnari is the one who tipped the first of the falling pieces to start bringing this conspiracy towards the unkind light. And Tighnari should know that.

“You have been looking over and after all of us this entire time. Each of us are focused on our singular parts that add up into a whole when added in with what the others in our group of detectives and puzzle-solvers has been working on. It’s all about areas of expertise. I understand that. So do you.” Tighnari looked up at Al-Haitham, hands going still. “But the one who holds the burden of that sum, of sorting it all out—of sorting all of us out, is you. It’s not Nahida. It’s not the Akasha. It’s you binding us all together. Each and every one of us is working on several tangles and knots so convoluted they feed back into each other, but it is you who holds the full weight of what we’re working on. You and you alone. You might not understand the concern there. Perhaps you do from a practical, logistical standpoint. But from the more emotional one…I don’t think you do.”

Tighnari was not wrong. He didn’t. Doesn’t. Al-Haitham nodded his head to concede. Tighnari nodded his own head to acknowledge the truth that he lay before them.

“So just let me do this, alright? Save me some guilt when Kaveh comes back and sees you…” Tighnari’s eyes flicked over him, head to foot and back again, taking in all of the physical changes that had worn Al-Haitham down. They are not unique changes to Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham could just as readily hold up a mirror to Tighnari, or he could reference Zara’s sharper face, the new brushes of grey and silver at Maxwell’s temples, or the way Ying’s face had come to resemble a skeleton’s from stress. “When he sees you.”

Now Al-Haitham stands in the darkness, key in hand as he focuses his mind on what he must do. He can’t help but think that if Kaveh were here they would have an entirely different plan of attack on their hands. If Kaveh were here, he would have been able to look at all of the schematics, all of the clues that they had collected—the receipts, the descriptions, the theories—and put together exactly what it is they’re dealing with and its purpose. If Kaveh were here he would also probably know how to get into the Sanctuary of Surasthana or any of the dozens of other secret and well guarded places in Sumeru where help could be found.

Al-Haitham closes his eyes, clutching the golden promise in his hand. 

Kaveh is not here.

He turns his head, eyes closed, in the direction of the Wall of Samiel.

Kaveh is there. Somewhere there. And he is working on this as Al-Haitham is. Kaveh is unstitching and unraveling this plot from the other end of it, one thread at a time. Al-Haitham knows this because it is Kaveh.

Honest Kaveh. Righteous Kaveh. Good Kaveh.

Kaveh has never failed in upholding an oath to anyone and he has never once compromised on his own ideals. Kaveh has never let something he wanted slip past himself. If there are no miracles to be found in the world, Kaveh would make one.

“Are we so faithless to one another?” Kaveh had once asked him, before this whole endeavor of improbable and unimaginable proportions began in earnest. Al-Haitham presses the fist with Kaveh’s key against his mouth, his forehead.

No. Irreverent, perhaps. But never faithless.

This will work. All of it will work. It must. Because Kaveh is on one side of things with the General Mahamatra and Al-Haitham is here at the other end with Master Tighnari and Lord Kusanali of Sumeru, herself. They cannot fail.

Al-Haitham breathes in deep, breath shaky, exhale even shakier. 

Then he straightens his shoulders, raises his head, opens his eyes to the dark of the night and turns his heel to walk into the light of the house. It’s time to get to work.

-

It is and is not like the night before. Al-Haitham walks among the lines of code, the Akasha at his side as he puts his hands to it, pulling out threads with his bare hands and weaving in new ones, undoing the tapestry of the trap, the conspiracy, the plot, and remaking it in his own design. But now, with this much time and with the complete immersion via the Samsara, Al-Haitham has a freer range of movement. It’s easier to program like this, to create and destroy, to erase and redo. 

The Akasha’s code unravels before him as a tapestry. He sits down at one end of it and the other end disappears into the horizon. But at the same time, he can reach out and touch it. Such is the non-logic of a dream. Everything is yours. Nothing is real. He can feel himself, his mind, teetering between awake and asleep—disturbed by the incongruity.

Nahida and the Akasha hold him steady as he turns his attention forward. To the task, to the burden.

Al-Haitham sits on the ground of the dream, the fabric that creates the Akasha’s General Mahamatra Cyno spread out around him in waves and folds and pools, sinking his fingers into it. In his hands, as he needs them, tools appear. Needle. Spindle. Scissors. Thread. Hook. Comb and brush. He begins where he left off last night, with the single thin wink of thread that shoots through the entire weave dipping in and out in glimpses. Al-Haitham begins to add to it, repeating the pattern elsewhere until that single emergence becomes expected and naturally incorporated. Then he starts over, adding another new thread, removing one of the Akasha’s to make space for it. 

And so the evening of a thousand threads unspools itself under his hands. Shift by shift, percentage by percentage, thread by thread, Al-Haitham works upon the General Mahamatra’s file until the Akasha’s General Mahamatra is a new shape of himself.

The Akasha gently starts to pull at him, urgent and firm, but tender and careful all the same. THE DAWN WAITS. THE WORLD NEEDS YOU.

As Al-Haitham stands, removing himself from the thread and the pool of fabric, it shifts and ripples, slithering and retreating to shake and hang itself out upon its original frame. Al-Haitham stands back from the giant, impossibly tall and wide loom as his eyes rove over the patterns. The knots and the snarls, the gaps and the free-flowing, seamless patterns that bleed into each other in color and texture. 

This is a version of the General Mahamatra, certainly. Just like how the previous one was also a version of him. In fact, looking at it like this, unless you knew what it looked like before, Al-Haitham doesn’t think anyone would be able to spot the differences now. 

Al-Haitham reaches out and passes his palm over the program, feeling the cohesive flow of each single line and thread into the next. All the snarls and tangles his own, purposefully added. The previous program had those too. There is purpose to the incongruity in the smoothness. Al-Haitham had to leave those in, or move them.

But the differences are there. And they are significant. If the Akasha attempts to run the program now, it will spit out something noticeably changed from what it would have done even one night ago. Al-Haitham will not need to return to this file after tonight. Whatever the Akasha calculates down the line will be based on the changed tapestry Al-Haitham has created within it, and thus it will never reach the accuracy it once almost touched upon.

Al-Haitham turns his back on this, feeling himself start to rise and fall into his body at once. And with that—physical sensation returns. There’s almost no time to brace for the impact of slamming back into full consciousness as he bolts upright. Tighnari’s hand presses against his shoulder, guiding him back down.

“Archons,” Tighnari exhales. “Alright. You know the drill. Breathe with me. Let’s go, Al-Haitham. You and me now, follow.”

Some amount of time later, Tighnari helps Al-Haitham wobble upright, guiding him to the washroom and sitting him on the edge of the bathtub.

“Fever,” Tighnari says, pressing an ice cold washcloth to the back of Al-Haitham’s neck. “Burns, too.”

“Burns?” Al-Haitham croaks, rubbing his throat. There’s a faint headache that will certainly become a full one in a few hours. Nahida, in the form of the monkey, clambers up his back which protests at the weight, and holds the towel as Tighnari leaves to prepare medicine.

One of the monkey’s hands carefully brushes his temple, tucking his hair behind his ear. He flinches, a sharp burst of pain shocking him when she makes contact.

“Look at your costs,” Nahida says softly.

Al-Haitham braces a hand on the wall, pushing himself upright as he moves to stand before the mirror. He leans heavily on the counter as he examines himself. Dark shadows under bloodshot eyes, pale chapped lips, sweat clinging to the skin of his face and neck, darkening his hair. He looks like he had one of the worst nights of sleep in his life, for all the triumph it bought them.

The monkey’s lanky arm reaches up towards his left, fingers slow and careful as the monkey pushes sweat damp hair back. Al-Haitham leans forward, not trusting his sight as weakened as he is. He turns his head to examine the left side of his head, where his Akasha is. 

The Akasha terminal itself is warm. He expected that. It was a lot of load he put it through, even with the Akasha’s main body and the physical controls being used. But it must have been hot. Burning hot. Al-Haitham reaches up, hand shaking from exhaustion as he tries to take the Akasha off. There’s more pain, eye-watering pain that makes him grind his teeth and close his eyes as he finally gets it off. When he opens them again he sees burns, already blistering and pink—shiny—on and around area the Akasha was. He looks down at the Akasha in his hand.

“It will get worse the more you do, the longer you do this,” Tighnari says from the doorway. “Was it worth it?”

Al-Haitham turns to look at Tighnari. “When the General Mahamatra returns to Sumeru City to end this, the Akasha will never be able to stop him again. You tell me. Isn’t that worth it?”

Tighnari pushes Al-Haitham back to the tub to treat his ear, his head.

“Do you remember when the Akasha was growing? When it was in its unaware parasitic stage?” Tighnari asks as he cleans the burns and puts on some sort of medicinal balm.

“Yes.”

“That’s what it’s going to do. You’re one man. And it’s just one portion of the Akasha going against itself. It needs more than it can generate on its own. It needs you to feed it.” Al-Haitham looks at the slightly bloodied Akasha sitting on the sink counter.

“You think it’s going to grow again. Evolve. Advance further.”

“Nahida was observing it while you were out. It was already growing, trying to put down roots into you. It didn’t get that far. Overheated and burned itself. But if you continue on this, it will succeed. We’ll have to cut it out of you.”

“When this is done.” 

“Al-Haitham,” Nahida says, “if you continue down this path, it may be irreversible.”

“So is certain death at the hands of the Sages. Either way the Akasha will drain me dry.”

Nahida and Tighnari turn towards the Akasha. Without his terminal on, he cannot hear what it has to say. The Akasha moves towards Al-Haitham’s terminal, looking down upon it. He can’t tell what it’s thinking.

“It’s angry,” Tighnari says.

“And sad,” Nahida adds on. “This was not its purpose. This is not what it wants to be.”

Al-Haitham lets his head sink into his hands, breathing out slowly. “This is not what any of us want to be. Who else have you lot told about tonight’s progress?”

“I’ll tell the former Grand Administrator on my way to Pardis Dhyai,” Tighnari says. “And I’m sure that it will hit the rest of them by sometime tonight. Maybe not the wider group—Nilou and the Traveler. The ones who don’t have a free Akasha. But the rest of them, yes.” Tighnari’s mouth almost smirks. “Maybe I won’t be your only break-in.”

“Is this not a heavy enough price of its own?” Al-Haitham points at his temple. “Anything I should note for when I do this tonight, ideally without someone hovering over me like some wraith?”

“Just the high fever and the Akasha’s evolution. Otherwise it looked like you were just…in a strange sort of trance. Asleep but upright and moving, non-responsive. Although, at one point you did fall forward, no longer using any interface. Just pure Akasha.”

Al-Haitham thinks he can pinpoint when that was, when he turns towards his memories of the dream cycle. It’s already blurred and blurry, but he remembers a point where he got so focused, so intensely focused, that it felt like he had fallen through an invisible surface to some indescribable clarity. It was like his entire mind had lit up and everything began to move together in synchronous concert, threads and strands and knots and patterns forming before his hands could even reach for them, moving around him and spreading like ripples in a pond from a stone he had not even thrown. Things went so much faster, so much smoother after that.

“What will you work on tonight?” Tighnari asks, hesitating over the bandage he wants to put over the burned skin.

Al-Haitham turns his head away from it, instead standing to start cleaning the Akasha terminal. He’s going to have to put it back on. He can’t look hurt. Luckily he can cover it with his earphones, and his hair will cover the burns on his temple.

“You’ll be lucky if you don’t get a scar or an infection,” Tighnari sighs.

“What fortune it will be to be vexed over scars and infections instead of mass genocide,” Al-Haitham replies dryly, turning over the still warm Akasha in his hand. “Tonight I’ll begin work on your file.”

“Not your own?”

“It serves its purpose for now. But we need the Sages away from you. And we need someone closer to Sumeru City for us to test the practical application on. Once I start work on a few of the files and sub-routines pertaining to Sumeru City’s surroundings, we can expand the true Akasha’s range of influence. Nilou and the rest are still working on testing the blind spots the Akasha has developed, no?” Al-Haitham turns his head towards said Akasha. “I need to see that map. I can potentially access it from within the Samsara as well, reinforce and add onto it. Between all of this we might be able to find some sort of path, or failsafe. If all comes to worse—an evacuation route. We cannot have a repeat of the Sabzeruz Festival.”

The Akasha quits the room in complete silence. Nahida follows soon after.

“They’re mad.”

“Obviously.”

“Can you blame them? I’m mad, too. I imagine that once the rest find out about what you’re doing, they’ll be equally as mad. Kaveh would be spitting fire and blood at the same time, he’d be so livid.”

“And do you think I am not, also, angry?” Al-Haitham turns towards Tighnari. “Do you all think I’m enthusiastic to be putting myself on the line like so? Do you think I’m pleased, content, to have my literal blood and body as collateral? No. But if that’s what it takes, then that’s what it takes. I am committed to this. There is nothing else to be other than committed. There is no point in holding back here. For what? What is the point in keeping something in reserve? We are at the doorstep of our very people’s undoing, staring down the crash of the wave. I am not going to close my eyes and wait for it to hit.”

“So you’re going to punch a storm?”

Al-Haitham just stares back at Tighnari. “And what are you going to do? Shoot it with an arrow?”

“Don’t twist the metaphor around. You know what I’m saying.”

“And you understand the practicality of the situation without the dilution of figurative language making it seem ludicrous.” Al-Haitham turns towards the mirror, examining his damaged skin. He’ll give it until he has to actually leave the house before he puts the terminal on again. Putting the earphone on top of it is going to be…an experience to work on through the day. “Leave me to do what I can do. And you do what you can. And what you can do is check in on your scholar in Pardis Dhyai.”

“I am never working with you on anything again after this,” Tighnari declares. “I’m going to write you some prescriptions. There’s a few people I know who’ll fill them with discretion. Off record. Go there before you go to work. And don’t be surprised when you get several messages or visitors who want to tear your head off.”

-

Over the next few days, Al-Haitham gets more company than he has in the past several weeks. It’s a rotating cast of pests who ought to be using their time for something productive rather than lecturing him or nagging him. The worst part is that most of them can play up the excuse of being technically unemployed to bother him. Al-Haitham’s house has never been so thoroughly invaded.

But no one actually stops him, they all know there’s no point. He’s right. The results begin to show after the second night, when he works on both Tighnari’s significantly smaller file as well as widening the gaps in the Akasha’s codes that allow for loopholes. Al-Haitham examines the Akasha’s grip over Sumeru City, and the free Akasha’s tentative infiltration of it and begins to pick at both, tying and untying, twisting thread and removing them. 

By day, Al-Haitham, per the Sage’s hidden design, arranges for fragments of Divine Knowledge in the disguise of regular Knowledge Capsules to be uploaded for Jnagarbha Day. And by night, Al-Haitham undoes the work of the morning. 

He does not know what the Divine Knowledge is, just that it is in those Knowledge Capsules in pieces. By the same logic the Sages follow (if they collect enough fragments they’ll have a whole) if Al-Haitham just reverses the process he has a statistically viable chance at stopping them. If he damages, alters, or otherwise removes enough fragments from the pre-set uploads, perhaps enough of the Divine Knowledge fragments won’t be able to make it into the main Akasha.

Al-Haitham moves between files and sub-routines, expanding the sentient Akasha’s footprint within its own self where he can (or at least making gaps for it to follow after him and settle within), undoing pieces of what’s already been done, and rewriting as much of what he sees as possible. And within even just a few days, progress can be seen. The Akasha’s internal landscape has begun to shift. Between the sentient Akasha’s expansion, Al-Haitham’s deception, and the slow gear up towards Jnagarbha Day that’s involved a lot of people not knowing what they’re doing getting their hands on vital and important controls and codes that they should never have touched, the Sage controlled Akasha has begun to slip. 

In real-time, during the daylight, Nilou has gathered members of the Grand Bazaar that she trusts to put the loopholes into practice. The Traveler and Paimon continue to spread splinters of the Akasha’s sentient self, over and over, replacing dead splinters and encouraging new ones to grow. Their own sentient fragments, along with Dehya’s and Nilou’s, are quite feeble still. Using two barely stable fragments to try and convert four full Akasha was too much, apparently. Fortunately, Nahida has a more direct link to the Traveler and Paimon. Dehya and Nilou have been getting their updates from Zara and Sofia respectively. The Akasha’s been trying to grow a more stable version for those four, but it has been very distracted.

Progress is, for once, appears to be going on track. They are not ahead of the Sages and their plan. It is not possible to be without understanding the end goal. But they are catching up.

After four days of Samsara, Al-Haitham’s Akasha has fully rooted itself to his skin, painful and fever-hot, but still something he can cover with his hair and his earphone. Tighnari is right, they’ll have to cut it out of him by the time this is done. The Akasha itself is trying to hold itself back from growing, but it’s a subconscious reaction. It could no sooner stop itself from growing than it could turn itself to stone or water.

Nahida has not spoken to him since the morning he woke up after working on the General Mahamatra’s prediction file. She is present. Al-Haitham can feel her in his head, like the brush of something in the dark, the weight of something large in shallow water. Sometimes Al-Haitham thinks he even sees her in the form of animals as he walks through Sumeru City, or in the edges of the Samsara in that form of a child. But she has not spoken to him. This, he thinks he understands, to be her grudging acceptance, but clear lack of forgiveness.

Nilou and Maxwell have come up with an evacuation plan, Zara tells him after night four of dreaming. Al-Haitham and the Traveler have expanded the Akasha’s reach enough, and Dehya and Nilou have both taught the Akasha enough about language and observance, that the Akasha can highlight a few escape routes. Sofia and Ying are both working on securing those routes in more practical terms, and figuring out how to spread word. 

(“I hate it when you succeed,” Zara tells him flatly as she finishes outlining the current plans that have begun to take form while he’s been dreaming. “You always do it in the most vexing way possible. You know that, right?”

“I don’t do it on purpose,” Al-Haitham points out, holding still as she examines his head.

“That makes it worse.”)

That same day, Al-Haitham drags himself to the server rooms to review the list for the day and check in with the scribes working there. If anyone has noticed that he’s incredibly unwell they’ve not mentioned it. It’s not like anyone else here is a picture of any kind of health. All of the actual scribes who have any kind of training are so overworked that they’re pulling double shifts and mandatory overtime. Al-Haitham has only just barely managed to escape this due to rank and the fact that no one can say he isn’t pulling his weight and more with the numerous roles he’s filled in due to lack of more senior expertise.

Much to Al-Haitham’s surprise, Setaria sends him a note through the Akasha. They’ve had a few more interactions since their frank conversation after the Samsara on the Sabzeruz Festival. But nothing particularly notable. Setaria’s note simply reads: 2-6.

Al-Haitham messages her back to ask her to elaborate. Setaria does not answer until almost the end of the work day, when he had almost forgotten it.

My mistake, Setaria writes back, I must have sent that in accident.

Setaria, he knows, does not just send things on accident. Setaria does not have accidents. She’s too competent for that.

“What do the numbers two and six, or twenty six, refer to?” Al-Haitham sends the question out to the broader network. He lets the question sit, a few people suggesting things here and there, but otherwise uncertain. As Al-Haitham is preparing for the night’s Samsara, it is Dehya who shows up at his door.

“Don’t worry. I work for a noble house with a terminally ill daughter known to favor an unfavored god. If I don’t know how to be discrete now one does,” Dehya says, moving into his house with a slow and sharp sweep of her eyes over everything. “Alright, show me where this dreaming of yours goes on. Or are you a gentleman who offers dinner before business?”

“Do you want dinner?” Al-Haitham asks. He hasn’t yet gotten to his own. Tighnari’s sent him a list of foods to eat to try and help him keep as much of his health for as long as possible. If it’s working, Al-Haitham can’t tell.

Dehya looks him over next, eyes focusing on the hidden portion of his temple. She taps her own chin, indicating for him to turn. And when he does so she lets out a long hiss through her teeth, like the crack of flint.

“Lunatic does not cover it,” she determines. “Go sit and eat. Tell me the details of this in a way that doesn’t make me want to shake your head and listen to see if anything’s rolling around in there. I want you to know that when the Traveler heard about this stunt of yours they looked like they were going to throw you off a cliff the next time they got their hands on you.”

Before Al-Haitham can say anything an answer returns to the question. But it is not through the Akasha network.

Into Al-Haitham’s mind, and he thinks Dehya’s, too, words slam straight into his consciousness.


PARDIS DHYAI. THE SECOND. GO TO GROUND.


“Nahida?” Al-Haitham shakes his head, hand to his head as Dehya stands, eyes unfocused before she reaches out and grabs his shoulder. Steadying herself and him both as they turn in the direction of Pardis Dhyai. The Akasha network in Al-Haitham’s head immediately lights up with everyone chiming in—

Tighnari’s message cuts through everyone else, “They’re at Pardis Dhyai. Right now. Something’s gone wrong. The Akasha terminals—get here. Now. Hurry.”

“Cover?” Azusa immediately asks.

“I don’t know if it matters,” Tighnari replies. “I have to go. Too many of them.”

Tighnari’s line cuts. Al-Haitham is already pulling on his boots, cape half-way slung over his shoulders. Dehya’s hand grabs his arm.

“The Samsara,” she says. Her expression is hard. Practicality and urgency make her features harder, older than they are. “Can you afford this?”

Al-Haitham hesitates, turning between her, the Akasha floating in the doorway, and then to the messages flowing through. 

“Who was with Tighnari?” Al-Haitham asks the Akasha and those still connected.

The Akasha sorts through its logs at the same time Zara answers. “Something’s gone wrong. Here, I mean. In Sumeru City. We’ve got warrants going up. I’m standing in a cafe watching Corps of Thirty put them up now. They’re for the Traveler and Paimon. Have we been had?”

“There was some sort of crowd gathered near the path up to the Sanctuary of Surasthana earlier in the evening,” Sofia says.

“We can’t have been discovered, because I’m still stuck here running account notes,” Ying points out. “If we were revealed all of us would’ve had strikes put out. It’s just the Traveler and Paimon.”

“Second, the second Harbinger. That was Setaria’s shit attempt at a warning,” Azusa swears viciously and precisely. And entirely unnecessarily straight into their open connection. “Fuck. We knew Fatui were involved. But it goes all the way up to Harbringers?”

“Two of them, even. The Doctor and the Balladeer,” Maxwell points out. “Where is Nahida?”

“No. Where is Katheryne?” Al-Haitham corrects. “Does anyone have eyes on the Adventurer’s Guild?”

“Detouring now,” Azusa replies, their Akasha fragment dimming out of the connection as they focus on gathering information.

“What was the gathering at the path about?” Maxwell asks Sofia. “What did you hear?”

“Not much other than there was one,” Sofia admits. “I didn’t take much notice of it, to be honest. I’ve been mostly underground working on spreading rumors about routes.”

“Hey,” Azusa returns, “I don’t have eyes on the guild yet. But…hey, Zara, you above ground right?”

“Right?”

“How are things on your end? Quiet?”

“As quiet as it gets on a weekday in a cafe catering to students, why?”

“Get out of there and look, would you?”

Dehya squeezes Al-Haitham’s arm. “What’s going on?”

“Fatui,” he tells her, “Harbringers. No one has eyes on Nahida. The Traveler and Paimon have warrants from the Corps of Thirty. Some kind of commotion—no identified source or persons of interest involved yet.”

“There’s no one out here,” Zara says.

“In a good way?” Ying hazards.

“No. Not good.” Zara opens her visual feed. “I mean there’s no one out here. Some regular patrol guards. A few people who look like they’re just walking home or to meetings. The businesses are open and I can see some people in them, just like this cafe I’m at. But why are the streets so clear? It’s too quiet for this time of night. Where is everyone?”

“Fuck.” Azusa sends their visual feed. “That’s what I’m getting too. There’s people out—but it’s like the day after the Sabzeruz Festival. It’s not the right amount of people.” Azusa turns a corner, and turns their head. The Adventurer’s Guild reception desk stands empty. “Oh please tell me she just took a shiftily timed walk about.”

“We have to go,” Al-Haitham straightens, pushing his door open. “Now.”

-

Pardis Dhyai is not far from Sumeru City by foot. But every moment running feels too long. Al-Haitham and Dehya both launch themselves recklessly through the air, linking towards Four-Leaf Sigils and hurtling through the dark—barely dodging branches and hanging vines in the process. Azusa and Zara, Sofia and Ying joining in, start to move through Sumeru City trying to gather information and find out where people are. One of them must manage to link up with Nilou because soon the Akasha is flagging reports all over its mental map of strange activity.

A sharp whistle pierces the air, causing both Al-Haitham and Dehya to stop in their tracks, out of breath, weapons ready. The whistle repeats. For lack of direction, they both head over to it to find Tighnari, the Traveler, and Paimon hiding in a relatively secure copse.

“What happened?” Al-Haitham demands, looking over the three of them. Tighnari’s quiver is down a significant amount of arrows. His Vision is slightly dimmer, like it was recently exhausted. The three of them look pale, clothes askew, smears of grass and mud on their legs. “What did you mean about the terminals and something going wrong?”

“It’s the Fatui,” the Traveler answers. “Their Harbingers are here. Two of them, at least. We made contact with one.”

“The Second, the Doctor,” Tighnari says, “is a former scholar in Sumeru. He did something to the Akasha. Or rather, our suspicions were correct. The Fatui wanted the Akasha. The Sages gave him the Akasha to meddle with. He somehow managed to use it to control people. Manipulate them with some kind of…illusion so they would act how he needed. Pardis Dhyai is crawling with them now.”

“There’s a warrant out for you,” Dehya tells the Traveler and Paimon. “What happened at the Sanctuary of Surasthana and how did you get here?”

“The Doctor revealed his hand,” the Traveler says. “He attacked us there. We were spreading Akasha fragments like we normally do. Maybe our route was too predictable, or maybe the Doctor had plans for a confrontation anywhere in the city depending on his mood. I don’t know. Nahida managed to forcibly reverse the Akasha controls, but in the process she revealed her presence.”

“But why are you here?” Al-Haitham asks.

“The Fatui are only ever present to do something to Archons, to gods,” the Traveler says. “I wanted to talk to Tighnari. Tighnari had mentioned the Doctor to me before and I wanted to ask more about what you all knew about what’s going on, if you had any idea where and how the Doctor, specifically, might fall into this. We actually tried to go to Gandharva Ville to try and find him, but we were ambushed by more people sent by the Doctor. He knows, or at least has some sense, of my movements. Or who anyone would want to talk to in this country. Collei managed to help us and directed us to Pardis Dhyai.”

“A well informed opponent. How troublesome,” Al-Haitham sighs. He sends a message to Zara to have her and Azusa start pulling files on this Doctor and who he was when he was in the Akademiya. And what caused him to leave. “What else?”

“I met the Traveler just before they entered the grounds of Pardis Dhyai,” Tighnari says, “Nahida was already here as Katheryne, and she told me the Traveler and Paimon were on their way. She told me about the Doctor and the Akasha mind-control. I was with Haypasia, who was starting to show exacerbated signs. I didn’t want her disturbed so Nahida and I both went to meet the Traveler at the gates and find somewhere more discreet to discuss further action and how to get back to the rest of you to regroup. That’s when we were both ambushed by more Akasha controlled soldiers.” Tighnari’s hands curl into a fist. “They have Nahida now.”

“How do—“ Dehya begins at the same time Al-Haitham cuts her off with a flat, “They have always had Nahida. Be more specific.”

“The Doctor,” Tighnari sneers the title, “has the reigns of the Akasha’s surface mind. And he’s using it to hold Nahida in place.”

“But before that, Nahida and I temporarily switched,” the Traveler explains. 

“They destroyed Katheryne!” Paimon exclaims, hands over her face. 

“She switched and ran with Tighnari and Paimon borrowing my body.” The Traveler rushes through the next part. “Don’t ask me why, I can’t explain it to you, but for some reason we switched. She wasn’t riding along with me—we fully switched places. I was there. In the Sanctuary of Surasthana with the Doctor. It felt like it was only a moment. There was something else there. I didn’t get a quick enough look. It was dangerous, whatever it was. And it was with her.”

“Meanwhile Nahida left a message through the Traveler’s mouth,” Tighnari says. “The Doctor found a way to trap her consciousness, she said. She can’t freely move beyond the Sanctuary to reach us anymore. I don’t know the extent of it. I imagine that Nahida must be working on her own escape or some sort of back-door. The idea that it’s possible to trap the Archon, God of Dreams, entirely is ludicrous.”

“But what is it all for?” Paimon groans, “I don’t get it. What’s all of this craziness supposed to accomplish? Nahida trapped, Fatui everywhere, some weird machine and mind-controlling going on…dream harvesting. What’s all of this supposed to even add up to?”

“It doesn’t matter right now. We don’t have time to think about that. We need to figure out what we’re doing,” Dehya says. “We’re down a god, we’ve got two people with warrants out for them, and Fatui Harbringers in Sumeru taking the reigns of a mind-controlling device with high alerts set up and spreading as we speak,” Dehya lists off, “what now?”

Everyone turns towards Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham presses a hand to his forehead, biting the inside of his lip. His temple throbs.

“It’s not safe for you here,” he says to the Traveler and Paimon, “and we have nowhere we can hide you. Nor would it be a particularly efficient use of your talents to just have you hidden. There’s also nothing else you could actually do here.”

“But where would they go?” Dehya asks, exasperated as she kicks the heel of her boot into the soft ground and waves her arm outwards. “Where could anyone go to escape the Akademiya?”

“There is,” Tighnari says, hazel eyes gleaming in the low light of the stars as he and Al-Haitham reach the same conclusion together, “one place you can go to escape the Akademiya.”

Tighnari and Al-Haitham both turn in the direction of the Wall of Samiel.

“It’s time,” Tighnari breathes out, tail flicking. “We need them back. With whatever they have. If they have anything, which they should.”

“Who’s they?” Paimon asks. They both ignore her. After all, she’ll be finding out for herself soon enough.

Tighnari is right, but how?

Al-Haitham closes his eyes, tipping his head back towards the sky. A thousand different plans run through his head, none of them good. It was hard enough sending Kaveh across the Wall. He didn’t have a warrant out for his arrest and the Akasha—on both sides, controlled and free—was not as finely honed. The Mahamata are a shadow of what it once was, and its shadow networks are barely anything at all after months of running around ragged and sending everyone to safety.

“Al-Haitham, they need to go now. What’s the call?”

Al-Haitham breathes. What is the call? How do they get across the Wall?

“I need,” Al-Haitham says, reaching into his pocket for the key that has become his focus as he starts to pace, “to think.” He gestures at the Traveler and Paimon. “Dump out your pockets. I need to see what we’re working with. Now.”

“Don’t question him, just do it and save us all the headache,” Tighnari says as the Traveler and Paimon reluctantly begin to do so. Al-Haitham paces back and forth, watching the items they lay out. The Traveler lives up to their moniker. They have basic traveling supplies, plenty of food, and items that clearly have some sort of power or use beyond the ordinary. So it shouldn’t be a matter of supplies but of tactics. The Traveler is too noticeable. How far had the warrants gone? Surely it must be uploaded to the Akasha by now. Al-Haitham’s no longer in charge of uploading those. It would have been Setaria.

It’s too late for a bait-and-switch like they did with Kaveh. Al-Haitham bites at his inner lip, eyes flicking over various pieces of inventory as he digs the metal of the key into his hand.

The Traveler’s own Akasha—and Paimon and Dehya’s—will have to be destroyed or deactivated. Even with the small fragment of the sentient Akasha, it won’t be enough to protect them from this level of attention and the fragment isn’t growing fast enough. It can’t grow fast enough one night. If Al-Haitham had thought to bring the fragments he had been growing at his house, maybe. No. Still no. Those wouldn’t be strong enough either. Especially if the Traveler immediately put it to the stress of having to block out and mask their movements with a nation-wide manhunt.

Tighnari is correct in that the Traveler and Paimon have to go beyond the Wall. But the Traveler could barely get around Sumeru’s Dharma Forest they were so ignorant, how can they send them beyond the Wall? Even if they could get past security, which Al-Haitham can’t even get a start on figuring out, the Traveler would essentially be lost in a truly inhospitable and unfamiliar terrain. The cultures are even completely separate. How would the Traveler get to Kaveh and the General Mahamatra? No one even knows where those two are, in the entirety of the Great Red Sands, they could be in the Girdle, they could be all the way near Fontaine’s border.

Al-Haitham closes his eyes, crouching down in front of the Traveler’s inventory as he tries to pull together the strands of a plan, running a hand through his hair and ignoring the pain at his temple as he pulls damaged skin. The teeth of the key digs into his palm. Think. Think. Stop panicking and think. Stop being angry and think. Panic and rage later. 

All movements are going to be tracked right now. What’s the least obvious way to move something when everything is being watched? Al-Haitham knows the answer to this. Move it with something already moving.

Al-Haitham opens his eyes and turns towards Dehya. “How much will it cost me to move another blonde traveler across the Wall with you?”

“You’ve got the one main strategy, huh?” Dehya’s mouth twitches up at the corner. “Nothing. What’s a leisurely walk between friends? Yeah. I’ll get them across. It’ll be tough. A lot of mora is going to need to change hands and it’ll be a tight window but I can do it. Then what?”

Al-Haitham looks from Dehya to the Traveler and Paimon. The three of them don’t know enough to give the people on the other side of the Wall a clear answer. Al-Haitham can’t go with them. Tighnari can’t either. Their Akasha’s can’t handle the load safely and will be destroyed or deactivated along the way. There’s no one Al-Haitham can send. He doesn’t have any useful tokens on him. He didn’t think he’d need to bring any tools or weapons. He doesn’t have any maps or guides.

Except…

“Seek Kaveh, Master of the Kshahrewar, beyond the Wall,” Al-Haitham tells the Traveler. “He will have the support and the answers we need to bring this to an end.”

“Who’s Kaveh?” The Traveler asks, “A friend of yours?”

Friend? Tighnari and Dehya both, for reasons Al-Haitham does not have the time to even try to guess at, both turn their faces away from him and the Traveler.

Al-Haitham doesn’t know what expression he makes when the Traveler says friend, but it makes Paimon do a double-take and the Traveler’s expression turn into one of blatant and inappropriate (for this situation) fascination.

“He is Kaveh,” Al-Haitham answers. “He is a man of his word. And his word has been given to undo this. He will help you.”

There is one thing Al-Haitham can send. It is a map, a guide, and everything else all in one. Or it should be, if they’re lucky and fast.

He closes his eyes, turning towards his Akasha. It is the strongest and most developed Akasha terminal out of everyone’s. But even with as much as it developed, it will not last long without a source and he doubts that it will be able to maintain a connection to its main body over such a long distance. In all likelihood, this fragment might regress and then die before it reaches Kaveh. But if it can contain just one message…just the one. Kaveh will be able to get the rest of it in place. Al-Haitham knows it.

Al-Haitham focuses on his Akasha, rapidly uploading everything (notes, profiles, programs, records, transactions, maps, codes, everything) into a local version that rapidly causes the Akasha to start overheating. Most of this will be lost by the time Kaveh gets his hands on it. But something will remain. Something must remain.

And this, this specific thing, must remain.

Al-Haitham writes a single message to Kaveh, impressing upon the Akasha how this must, more than anything else, get across. All the rest can wither, fade, corrupt and degrade, go dormant. But this one message must make it when all else fails. It is every intention, it is every signal. The Akasha acknowledges this, nervous at the intensity at which Al-Haitham is pushing information onto it and trying to engrave it into one single small fragment instead of trusting its greater consciousness. 

Once Al-Haitham is reasonably sure that the Akasha understands, he raises a hand to his head. He digs his fingers into the unhealed flesh, hooking underneath raised scabs and intruding roots with his blunt nails. Al-Haitham pulls hard. His vision whites out as the Akasha is ripped from him, he feels blood start to drip down the side of his head, over his ear. Tighnari’s hand darts out and grasps his wrist hard enough to hurt. 

Al-Haitham pulls away, reaching out and grabbing the Traveler’s hand, putting the bloodied Akasha terminal in their palm as they stare up at him with wide eyes and slack jaw. Al-Haitham’s blood drips between them as he pours all of the energy from his Vision through his arm into his hand, pushing as much of it into the Akasha as possible. 

“Go,” Al-Haitham says, closing the Traveler’s gloved hand around the Akasha terminal. “Find Kaveh. Get this message to him. Come back. Jnagarbha Day. Less than three weeks from now. Run.”

The Akasha won’t last. As his hand leaves it, he can already feel the dendro he had poured into it start to be consumed. The Akasha can’t store that much raw energy at once. It spills out even as it frantically tries to contain it and put it to use. The Traveler immediately starts feeding their own energy into it, snapping into action as they one-handedly start gathering all of their and Paimon’s things. Dehya curses as she bends down to help them and then they’re running in the direction of the Wall. Tighnari’s got a hand on his shoulder, shaking him and snarling insults into his face even as the other hand goes to start assessing the damage. 

Al-Haitham’s eyes follow the Traveler, Paimon, and Dehya into the darkness, the entire time.

They have to get across with that message. They must. 

Al-Haitham closes his eyes as Tighnari starts to wipe blood way from his temple, not being particularly gentle about it, either.

They will get across. He must trust—have faith that they will.

And faith that Kaveh will get that message and know what it means. After all, they are irreverent, but not faithless. Not to one another. Never, despite everything that has and has not come to pass between them, to one another.

Leap, Al-Haitham’s mind shouted into the Akasha—the single remaining fruit of all of their efforts—, shouts now into the night. Leap, Kaveh. I have paved the way for you to land as promised. Return your oath to me. Leap.


Notes for the Chapter:
Starting from the next chapter we enter the endgame. Thank you for staying with me this long. Also it’s hateful that the predicted chapter count just happens to line up with the books of the Odyssey. I even purposefully tried to structure the arcs to avoid that. Hateful.






20. The Return of the Exile: Part I

Summary for the Chapter:
Kaveh stands in the doorway, expression determined as he pushes his way forward. Al-Haitham is forced back into the washroom. Kaveh closes the door behind himself, eyes focused on the goal as they always are—bright like a honing arrow, like a hyper bloom seed ready to streak through the air.

And then, abruptly, Kaveh’s expression softens. Melts. His entire stance shifts, not relaxing but perhaps conceding to something. And then, Kaveh raises his hand towards Al-Haitham’s face.

“Let me,” Kaveh whispers, barely audible over the sound of the tub filling with water.

Al-Haitham watches Kaveh, wary. “It is not exactly pleasant to look at, Kaveh.”

Kaveh raises his hand, the backs of his fingertips lightly touching Al-Haitham’s left cheek, knuckles grazing across the sweep of hair that hides Al-Haitham from Kaveh’s guilt.

“Please. Al-Haitham.” Kaveh repeats, voice breaking along the short syllables. “Let me.”





They say distance makes the heart grow fonder. Kaveh’s heart has had great experiences with distance over the course of his life. A disproportionate amount of experience even. Usually Kaveh would agree with that sentiment. It is part of why he travels so often. Sometimes he needs to look away from something to turn back to it with fresh eyes and fall in love with it as it is all over again—to remind himself of what it is he truly sees.

As Kaveh was away, sorting out the giant and horrific tangle of plots and conspiracies that had woven themselves into a giant mouth in the desert, he kept looking towards Sumeru City. Sumeru City, that he could not truly see from Aaru Village, the metal tokens sewn into the fabric over his heart digging crescents into his palms even through the fabric covering them. He kept looking and looking and looking. Kaveh would swear he would close his eyes, blink for just a moment, and across the back of his eyelids he would see Sumeru City. For a split second, like he was being thrown, hurtled, across the air, and his eyes would snag like a loose thread on a single street, a single roof, a single door in the entire horizon and then it would be gone again before his mind could assemble it all into a single word.

The point is that Kaveh kept thinking of…home.

That’s the word.

Kaveh kept thinking of home. Home and what it would be like to finally return to it. It was, at once, a distant concept to idly daydream of, to yearn for; it was also something immediately pressing as a deadline—a cliff to drop off the edge of, a storm and a wave ready to break over him. Home, in the current context of Kaveh’s life, was both of these things at once as things that could not mutually co-exist because he would have to choose one or the other. Only one of these things would ever play out.

Home: the grey-paved stone street that winds gently with sprouts of green grass through the paving stones as he walks through houses upon houses of familiar architecture with air that’s filled with sounds of birds, water, wind, people of all sorts, sounds of all sorts. The smell of fresh cut greenery be it grass or tree or vine or mushroom and the taste of humidity on the back of the throat, the back of the tongue. 

Here, on one side of the street, the woman only a few years older than Kaveh with a son in pre-enrollment for the Spantamad who’s driving her absolutely insane and she must tell anyone with a pulse about it right the hell now before she does lose her last stitch of sanity. And here, on the other side, the recently retired uncle who was formerly an accountant and has now picked up woodworking as hobby. Thankfully it’s just a hobby because he’s not very good at it, but he’s having a grand time carving up miniature ducks.

And there, Nour Aunt’s house with its riot of jasmine crawling all over it like the plant is trying to swallow her house into the very ground. The front window wide open to let in the light as the woman works at her embroidery hoop, face fixed into a permanent scowl as she squints down at whatever she’s working at.

And finally, here, the house with the brown door at the farthest end of the street, not quite sharing the residential space to the left, but also not quite fully incorporated onto the business side of the street that leads up to the Akademiya or down to the markets. The faint sound of a spin-crystal player. The door opening into a long room cluttered with illegal books that Cyno can never find out about, the smell of jasmine incense and rose. A bed waiting just for him to sink into. His favorite blend of coffee in the cupboard. A stack of mail that’ll make him want to smother himself. The sound of pages turning and the near-silent creak of floorboards. 

Home: rumors across those same streets detailing disappearances, wasting sicknesses and lack of answers or direction from the Bimarstan, constant upset and discontent with the sluggish and heavy-handed, pedantic and opaque processes to get anything done legally under the Akademiya’s laws.

Houses that empty out, dormitories who’s occupants vanish overnight, faces on streets and in aisles of stores and the library and the Darshan halls being replaced with strangers. The sound of increasing discontent as no one is able to figure out what’s going on anywhere and all answers lead nowhere, even as the people asking those questions disappear one by one.

Home in the distance, which houses not just Kaveh and everything he’s loved, but also the root of all of their suffering. All roads lead to home, but all threads lead back to Sumeru City and the Akademiya. How could home be something so tenderly held when it also sits on top of a bomb waiting to go off? How could home be both? How could he find peace with that, with this, here?

Here, where Kaveh now rides through with the wind stinging his face and his eyes and his dry mouth as he rides through the day and night to streak across the country from Aaru’s sand to Sumeru City’s pavement. And with each face that he passes, with each person who flags him down, the reminder that home is the center of the rot and the ruin. The center and source, but also the ground zero for what is about to unfold in a matter of days.

It had taken the Traveler and Dehya one full day of hard travel to make it from Pardis Dhyai to Aaru Village. The issue with Rahman and sorting out the eremites and the Village Keepers was another day. Receiving Al-Haitham’s message, his key, and using to get the Akasha main access terminal up and running, another day. It took around two weeks for the Akasha’s spores to germinate and develop into something that had a fraction of a chance to survive as Kaveh brought them out. Jnagarbha Day is right around the corner—a mere handful of days from now.

And with just a handful of days left, Kaveh looks out at the faces looking back at him and is amazed that there are still people left to save, and also remarkably and incredibly terrified that this is what’s left of Sumeru. In the few months Kaveh and Cyno had been gone, the forest that they had fled in order to save has been…

Drained.

Determination and weariness shine out of the eyes of every single person Kaveh meets along the way as they give him a new status update, direct him in the cleared road that the Akasha terminal at his temple confirms, and passes him the reigns of a new horse, as well as meager provisions to eat while riding as well as a new disguise. They switch clothes with him, taking his own horse and riding off in a random direction as Kaveh heads onward in a carefully calculated path towards Sumeru City. Everyone he’s met has looked…drained. Frightened. Anxious. But the fact that they were there to meet Kaveh and lead him onward was proof enough.

Hope has not yet been pruned from Sumeru. Home, for now, continues to exist. Beautiful in its defiance. Frightening in the fact that such a level of defiance was needed.

Distance has, yes, made Kaveh’s heart grow fonder and the thought more beautiful. But in the face of the return, the fondness of the heart has been pierced by fear and the beauty has been turned into solemnity. Gravitas. Distance has, somehow, despite the fact that Kaveh has been confronting literal horrors and divine crimes, made the reality of what he’s dealing with seem distant. Now, here, racing through it, the impact and stakes of what he’s leapt into has slapped him awake. 

Home, and all that it entails, including loss, looms in the distance as both a goal and an incoming crushing blow to the soul. Distance has made the heart grow complacent. And now Kaveh looks upon the cost of the time taken to return. Logically speaking, Kaveh knows that he came here as fast as he could. The Akasha’s growth was already rushed. The whole thing with the tomb of Kasala was unplanned and they went through that as fast as possible. Al-Haitham and the Mahamata somehow setting up this path for Kaveh as soon as he hit Caravan Ribat must have also taken time. Everything has been calculated to get him here as fast as possible.

And yet, as the Akasha at his temple (Al-Haitham’s Akasha) starts to link up to its fellows, gaining strength and slipping back into synch to update itself and others, Kaveh is given a mind-stunning summary of events that have occurred that the Traveler, Paimon, and Dehya just couldn’t fit in entirely. It’s staggering. Kaveh doesn’t catch all of it as the Akasha updates, refreshing itself as it reconnects to its main mind, but he catches glimpses of it. Summaries and snippets. More of what’s happened in the past two or so weeks since Dehya smuggled the Traveler and Paimon out to the sands.

Don’t let me be too late, Kaveh thinks, don’t let me be too late. Please. Please. Please, be there.

The Akasha at Kaveh’s temple grows stronger as they reach Sumeru City, until he thinks it’s probably close to what it was when it was still with Al-Haitham. Before Kaveh enters the city he switches with two more people, one with a horse, one without. Thankfully they don’t have him dye his hair this time.

Walking through Sumeru City’s streets feels strange. The physical structures are all the same. Most of the people he recognizes, even if he hurries on to not be recognized or called out to. The Akasha at his temple displays a helpful map directing him to move where and when to avoid the most amount of attention from the Sage’s…the Fatui’s Akasha’s notice. But there’s something wrong with the people. The crowds are too thin. The people are looking too…

They’re like all of the people who helped Kaveh cross Sumeru in less than a day. They look drained. Tired. Exhausted. Fed up. Weary.

For all that Kaveh can recognize the patterns and flows of people going about their business, Kaveh can’t say that the streets he walks through feel right. Yes, it’s late in the night—but it’s not that late. Some of the Rtawahist classes should’ve just started to open up by now, which means that the late-night crowd should be waking up. Most of the restaurants and cafes that cater to those crowds should be setting up while others close. There should be tables and mats spilling out onto the streets with the smells of grease and spice and smoke. Kaveh should hear at least one club in the middle of some sort of open public lecture. Where are the sounds of spin-crystal players, of singers, of debates and discussions?

Every crowd he glances over just murmurs, muted. He sees a worker of a restaurant pause in the middle of clearing a table to just stop and put their head in their hands. As Kaveh makes his way into the heart of Sumeru City Kaveh’s dread grows and mounts as he sees more of this. The Akasha at his temple is fully alert, vibrant, even. And yet the world around him fades the closer he gets to that one street, that one house, that one door.

Kaveh’s stride lengthens, hurrying as he gets closer and closer. Anxiety and longing mix up in his stomach like a bad cocktail. He feels heat flood his skin even as goosebumps trail up his arms and the hair on the back of his neck raises. The hems of the travel cloak snap and tangle around his legs as he lopes up the street, nausea turning his mouth sour as he sees the house. Dark. 

It is not until Kaveh is at the door that he realizes that he doesn’t have a way to get in. He hesitates before circling around back to try the kitchen door. It’s easier to pick the lock on that one—less suspicious, at least. Mehrak shifts on his back, irritated from having been literally trapped to him for several hours—wrapped under layers of protective cloth, both blind and unaware of what’s going on.

Kaveh idly shushes Mehrak as he quickly moves around the back of the house, scaling the wall with the help of the slight slope of the Divine Tree. From the juncture of the roof and the tree, Kaveh can see the faint shapes of the plants and the various bits of random junk that neither he nor Al-Haitham had gotten around to moving. He supposes that with everything that’s unfolded, Al-Haitham wouldn’t have had the time or energy to get around to that, either.

But what bothers him is the lack of lights. There weren’t any lights coming through the windows in the front—fair enough. Al-Haitham could have closed the heavy drapes for privacy. But why would he do that for the windows facing the back courtyard? Where are the lights? Al-Haitham has to be home. The Akasha terminal would have told him otherwise, wouldn’t it have? 

Kaveh drops into the courtyard, loosening the ties that had Mehrak bound to him as he checks the kitchen door. Unlocked. It swings open at his touch like the parting of lips, like a sigh. And then Kaveh is staring into the darkened interior of the house. Kaveh feels his own mouth opening too, some reflex causing him to draw breath in deep to the bottom of his lungs until his chest aches. It’s so much at once. It’s opening a kitchen door.

He had never really considered what the house had smelled like. Cooking grease, spices, flour, probably. Jasmine incense, sometimes. The specific smell of the soap they use to wash their laundry. Maybe sugar, too. Kaveh breathes and he smells the strangely dry smell of pages—paper. A rare thing in Sumeru that he’d forgotten was rare after spending so much time surrounded by it in such an amount. The musty smell of physical books, bound with leather and broken in with time. Coffee. 

Kaveh steps over the threshold, into the kitchen, eyes closing. The faucet is dripping again. Or something is drying in the sink. He can’t hear anything else, though. He stands there, one foot in the house, one foot, out, struck by the awe of actually being back here after so long and also unnerved by the darkness, by the silence.

Merhak has no such nerves and floats over him and into the house, pleased to finally be somewhere without sand or strange children chasing it for a good time.

HELLO. Kaveh jolts, hand flying to his temple as a word flashes through. A single message screen blinks open. This entire time the Akasha has not been receiving messages and Kaveh didn’t think to send any. That would have been clever of him, but he has no one to send them back to. He was already riding across the country like lightning to deliver everything that needed to be said to the person who needed to hear it with his own mouth. 

Before Kaveh can formulate a response Kaveh sees a green shining circle float into view. Mehrak startles, wary as the circle floats closer, revealing itself to be some kind of…lens?

HELLO. The circle blinks. And then it turns slightly seeming to shift or bob in place. And then, IDENTIFICATION ERROR. PRESENT VISUAL INDICATORS DO NOT ALIGN WITH ON-RECORD MARKERS. FURTHER VALIDATION NEEDED. ACCESSING EXTERNAL REFERENCE. STAY WHERE YOU ARE.

Mehrak chimes, and then beeps, flashing something on her display. Kaveh can’t tell what, but he can tell that she is doing something because the shadows flicker. It’s not bright enough for Kaveh to see what, exactly, is before them.

Kaveh hears the creak of a floorboard—the floorboard, just around the edge of the entryway into the kitchen. It’s so close to the wall that it can mostly be avoided and thus Kaveh and Al-Haitham never cared to fix it. Instead they sometimes use it to let the other know where they are—usually when tempers are high or moods are off and a sudden appearance isn’t something that would be welcomed well.

Kaveh’s mouth feels dry. His heart feels like it’s going to either leap out of him to become a star or stop entirely.

The edge of a shape is momentarily illuminated by both the glowing green circle and Mehrak’s flashing before the glowing circle is blocked from view. 

“It’s just Kaveh. What did you need me to confirm him for? As if you weren’t tracking him from the moment the Akasha terminal reconnected to you.” 

If sight and smell can make Kaveh feel so off-center, what’s the word for what the sound of that voice does to him after having it in his head, echoed, for so long being shaped in real-time?

The lights flick on and there he is.

“Well close the door. Why do you stand like a stranger? Hello, Mehrak. Yes. I’m aware that I am not the picture of health. Yes. It’s an unfortunate thing to not be made of more durable parts.”

Kaveh is moving without his conscious mind’s input. The door closes under his fingertips, quiet. And then he’s moving forward, gently moving Mehrak aside as she’s in the middle of communicating to Al-Haitham any of the dozens of things he knows that she and Al-Haitham have somehow bonded over complaining about.

It feels like one moment it was dark and quiet. Then it was bright and Kaveh’s heart was ready to burst. And then now, it is bright and quiet and every thought in Kaveh’s head has gone still.

He presses his face into a shoulder, palms spreading across a broad back—noting the prominence of bone, the looseness of the clothes, the strong smell of something medicinal and bitter—and Kaveh exhales so long it feels like he somehow had an entire sandstorm trapped in him, whirling and whirling around his lungs until he got here.

After a moment, arms curl around him, hands settling over his shoulders and he feels a soft exhale against the side of his head. The Akasha at Kaveh’s temple sends a strangely pleased shiver through his mind and without looking Kaveh knows it has connected to the one just next to it now.

Kaveh’s throat feels tight. His head feels light. He curls his fingers into the loose fabric and feels fingers lightly pulling at the edges of his hair.

“Al-Haitham.” That’s what Kaveh means to say. That’s not what comes out. What comes out is an indiscernible and unrecognizable garbled mix of a sigh, a name, a curse, and a laugh.

Hands move from his back to his shoulders and Kaveh moves back just enough to turn his head and meet Al-Haitham’s eyes. 

Al-Haitham looks terrible. He looks as terrible as all of the people Kaveh’s seen on his way here, if not worse. Al-Haitham’s lips are chapped. Bitten. Pale except for the cracks where he’s chewed through his lip. Kaveh reaches up on reflex, pressing his thumb to the side of Al-Haitham’s mouth where he knows the man must have bitten the inside raw. Kaveh hears himself click his tongue in disapproval. But Al-Haitham’s hand moves to take Kaveh’s hand and he traces a purposeful fingertip over the bitten ragged edge of Kaveh’s nail. Al-Haitham’s eyes are heavily shadowed, but his eyes remain sharp as he raises a brow at Kaveh’s hypocrisy.

Kaveh steps back to look some more. The signs of weariness have woven themselves around Al-Haitham from head to foot. His hair is dull. His face is thin. Al-Haitham’s always preferred a looser fit of clothing when inside his own house where his only activity is lounging around, but his clothes have never hung this loose.

Al-Haitham’s hand raises again, lightly tracing a fingertip underneath Kaveh’s eye. Over his cheekbone. No doubt Kaveh’s eye bag situation is just as bad. Al-Haitham’s bloody bitten mouth quirks up at the corner though, eyes narrowing in his version of a laugh. “You forgot your sunscreen, it seems. You look terrible.”

“Ah. There’s you. Pot meet kettle.” Kaveh lets a hand move over Al-Haitham’s arm, testing the shift of muscle against what he remembers. The weight loss must have been recent—it doesn’t feel so bad yet. The man’s not entirely skin and bone. Perhaps it’s just the looseness of the clothes that makes him look so badly off. “You forgot to take care of yourself in the process of taking care of literally everyone and everything else. I can’t say I’m fond of the look. Where did my self-centered individualist go? Bring him back at once. I need a sight for sore eyes.”

Al-Haitham’s mouth splits into a slightly wider grin before the man schools his features, “As if you’re any better to look at. I never said that I wasn’t also feeling awful. You’re back then.”

“You called for me.” Kaveh’s hand carefully circles Al-Haitham’s wrist, unwilling to let go and step away. They must look like quite the foolish sight standing about like this. Well. Let them be fools. They’ve been too responsible for their own health. “And who am I to not answer when the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya calls? Or rather—when have you called for me to rise to a challenge and I failed to meet it?”

Kaveh’s eyes stray to the side of Al-Haitham’s face, where his hair hangs limp. Kaveh had only gotten brief snatches of the updates the Akasha was receiving. But he got that one. Or at least—part of it. Kaveh can’t believe it. It’s…it’s too much. It’s exactly what Kaveh would have expected.

Obviously noticing Kaveh’s noticing, Al-Haitham catches Kaveh’s hands, examining them with a sharp and disapproving click of his tongue against his teeth. Kaveh looks down at his own hands, noting the spots of chemical burns, the bruises and scratches, the discolorations. Even now, the marks of holding the reigns so tightly for so long linger on Kaveh’s hands. Al-Haitham’s thumbs trace the worn lines of Kaveh’s palms, light over the lingering remnants of injuries and firmer over the already healed and much more familiar scars, calluses that he’s carried for much longer. Even with the new little marks, nothing here should be a surprise.

Kaveh raises his eyes back to Al-Haitham’s face, the side of his head. 

Al-Haitham releases one of Kaveh’s own hands to reach up. Al-Haitham’s hand lingers next to the terminal at Kaveh’s ear. Kaveh feels the terminal quickly, smoothly, deactivate and then Al-Haitham is gently slipping the Akasha terminal off of Kaveh’s ear, untangling it from his hair. He examines it in his palm. His expression is unreadable. Or rather, Kaveh doesn’t understand what he does read of it. Al-Haitham’s fingers close around the terminal, his other hand still loosely around Kaveh’s wrist as he turns and pulls Kaveh out of the lit kitchen into the darkness of the house.

With the sound of both of their footsteps, their breath, with Mehrak and the strange floating object that Kaveh only catches a glimpse of in the light (It looks like a weird, pale flying pig with rabbit ears?), the house no longer seems strange and empty, foreboding and foreshadowing. It is, once again, just a house.

Al-Haitham leads Kaveh to the study, where the lights are on, spilling out from the open door to cast everything that light reaches in warm colors.

When Al-Haitham pushes the door open, Kaveh’s attention immediately snaps to a giant tank taking up an entire space along what used to be a low shelf that reached up to mid-waist against the wall. There’s some strange sort of…well. Kaveh’s not quite sure what it is, except that looking at it directly makes his throat close up and pulse raise. Al-Haitham leads Kaveh to the opposite side of the room, where there’s another tank and several strange looking plants. Akasha fragments. Al-Haitham reaches in and gently deposits the terminal in among them. The entire little network of fragments glows in unison.

“I’ll give the two of you proper introductions later,” Al-Haitham says, turning to glance over Kaveh’s shoulder. Kaveh turns and sees the strange floating creature and Mehrak are having some sort of stand-off at the doorway. Al-Haitham’s hand briefly squeezes Kaveh’s own. “I’ll need your help for that anyway. The Akasha needs increased mobility and I’m not experienced enough for that, and there was only so much the Akasha could adapt on its own.”

“The what now?”

“Later. Have you eaten?”

“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh can’t help the exasperation that rises in him. “Al-Haitham. I rode like I had Celestia and the Abyss snatching at my shadow to reach here in a single day. No. I have not eaten. How many favors did you have to pull to arrange that, anyway?”

Al-Haitham’s face is unexpectedly solemn when he answers. “Everything I had.”

Before Kaveh can even grasp at that, Al-Haitham looks away, towards Mehrak and the Akasha (The Akasha is a flying pig with…grass ears. Astounding.), expression a strange cross of intrigued and tired. “Why are you both being strange with each other?”

Kaveh turns, looking between the two floating creatures and sees them hesitantly moving forward and back, caught between wanting to investigate the other and being strangely wary. 

“Mehrak recognizes her own parts,” Kaveh says after a moment. “I’m not sure if she’s annoyed or excited.”

Al-Haitham sighs, “This better not be the rise of some sort of possessive streak.” Al-Haitham’s hand falls from Kaveh’s. “Go set your things down in your room then go eat. There’s food leftover still. Too much of it, even. I’ll prepare a bath for you. You look like you dragged half the desert and half the forest with you. ”

-

Al-Haitham closes the washroom door behind himself, eyes closing as he sinks against it, head lightly thumping against the wood. He can hear Kaveh moving through the house, a strange but welcome return to a normal he almost forgot. Kaveh probably should have bathed first.

But Al-Haitham—for all that he knew Kaveh was arriving today, was getting increasingly excited updates from the Akasha about it the closer its lost fragment came—was not prepared for the reality of him. It seems that Al-Haitham never is.

In a sense Al-Haitham had known Kaveh was alive. And somewhat well. But it was in the same way that Al-Haitham knows that the Chasm is deep, and that the Desert of Hadramaveth is punishingly dry and windy. He knows these things as fact in the back of his head. But when confronted with them before him, he is struck with their true intensity.

The image of Kaveh held in Al-Haitham’s mind is a complicated one. At once, Kaveh is the young man that Al-Haitham walked side-by-side with; elbows and shoulders bumping; writing over each other on a single piece of paper as they traded a cigarette or refilled each other’s glasses with extremely watered down (and therefore cheap) tea; but then he is also the furious sound of sharp one-sided condemnation echoing through a hall and a sharp cutting gesture of the hand and a face turned away in rejection and disgust.

Kaveh is, also, words upon a page, a trailing voice on an audio recording of a lecture that’s been repeatedly passed around as Canned Knowledge.

And, as of the past few years, Kaveh has been a slowly approaching horizon, entering and filling the spaces of this house little by little until he has suffused through every single floorboard, every single glass pane, and every tile of the roof. 

He has been the careful touch that has held the most precious of Al-Haitham’s books in his hands while wiping down wooden shelves and nagging Al-Haitham about pitching in and pulling his weight around the house in a way that wasn’t financial in nature. Kaveh has been the quiet shadow that slips around the edges of the room during Al-Haitham’s worst days, but returns to place medicinal tea or pain killers into Al-Haitham’s hands without a word of comment or complaint. Kaveh is a sprawl of limbs and hair rattling off numbers and ideas, earnestly turning towards Al-Haitham for input on things Al-Haitham really has no actual expertise to be weighing in on.

Kaveh is all of these. He is none of these things. He is a hundred, a thousand, more reflections of the same soul that shifts to accommodate every change in light.

But Al-Haitham does not think, if he were given a dozen, a hundred, Samsara nights to try and guess which of those reflections and permutations of the man would have appeared before him in the thirteenth hour, it would have been this one.

The Akasha had said Kaveh was returning and for reasons Al-Haitham cannot explain he expected to see the man who walked out the door several weeks, months ago. Kaveh with the set jaw and shoulders, determination in his eyes, everything Al-Haitham had to give at his back. Kaveh, ready to take flight into the unknown danger and overcome it as he always does.

Yes, that is the same man who returned. But the leap has clearly carved its pound of flesh out of Kaveh. Kaveh’s hair is longer, tangled, dry and brittle. There are dark circles under his eyes, that look even darker in contrast to the urgency and intensity Kaveh’s eyes still manage to challenge the world with. His clothes are weather worn, dull and frayed. Kaveh’s hands bore the signs of rushed work—mistakes and tactical sacrifices or merely just lack of the correct instruments needed to do the work. His nails were bitten close, the skin at the edges of the nail cracked.

And there was, more than anything, a hollow exhaustion that had settled into the bones of Kaveh’s body that startled Al-Haitham deeply. In some severe lack of logic and reason, Al-Haitham expected the Kaveh that returns to be much unchanged from the Kaveh who left. Untouched by whatever horror or matter of gross abuse and negligence he would most certainly unearth and raise up for the world to see and condemn.

But there was Kaveh. The man. Honest, as always, bearing the weight of what he had seen, heard, done, openly. 

For all that Kaveh could never bear to let someone see him vulnerable, his weaknesses and his supposed follies that Al-Haitham would simply argue as his mortal nature, Kaveh returned with the weight of action casting shadow over all of himself, to be seen, to be known.

Al-Haitham was not ready for that. In Al-Haitham’s experience, it takes a severe beating from the universe to get Kaveh to lower the mask of his optimism and determination to reveal the sting and fester underneath. And usually, the lowering of this mask brings about the rise of snarling teeth and bitter resentments venting their poison.

But Kaveh stood there, one foot in the door and one foot out, exhausted and worn to the bone, but with the light of something Al-Haitham had never been reckless enough to put a word to shining out of him underneath it all.


Al-Haitham was not ready.


And in more practical terms, Al-Haitham opens his eyes and draws a breath as he looks around himself, he is not actually ready for Kaveh to be here. The bathroom is a bloodied war zone of trying to heal something that he no longer has the ability to heal on his own every morning and every night. The many, many tinctures, balms, salves, disinfectants, and treatments Tighnari prescribed him litter the counter. Rolls of gauze and bandages take up what’s left of the counters space. The trash is filled with used and bloodied ones. Al-Haitham glances at the side of his head in the mirror, double checking that the worst of it is still hidden by his hair. He’d hurriedly slipped his earphone on before going to see Kaveh and Mehrak, but he can feel the gauze underneath growing uncomfortable.

Al-Haitham pushes himself into motion as he starts to tidy the evidence of his unraveling away. Kaveh will find out about it all soon enough—it’s not like Al-Haitham can actually hide it. But Kaveh doesn’t need to see the details of it. The practicalities of unmaking. Al-Haitham shoves all of it in the cabinet next to the bathtub even as he starts to fill it, rummaging around the back of said cabinet for Kaveh’s soap and salts and the like. 

He opens the door to find Kaveh a towel but stops short.

Kaveh stands in the doorway, expression determined as he pushes his way forward. Al-Haitham is forced back into the washroom. Kaveh closes the door behind himself, eyes focused on the goal as they always are—bright like a honing arrow, like a hyper bloom seed ready to streak through the air.

And then, abruptly, Kaveh’s expression softens. Melts. His entire stance shifts, not relaxing but perhaps conceding to something. And then, Kaveh raises his hand towards Al-Haitham’s face.

“Let me,” Kaveh whispers, barely audible over the sound of the tub filling with water. 

Al-Haitham watches Kaveh, wary. “It is not exactly pleasant to look at, Kaveh.”

Kaveh raises his hand, the backs of his fingertips lightly touching Al-Haitham’s left cheek, knuckles grazing across the sweep of hair that hides Al-Haitham from Kaveh’s guilt.

“Please. Al-Haitham.” Kaveh repeats, voice breaking along the short syllables. “Let me.”

Al-Haitham closes his eyes, teeth finding the sore and sensitive spot on the inside of his lip before his eyes fly open again. Kaveh’s other hand cups Al-Haitham’s jaw, thumb pressing right against where Al-Haitham’s teeth pinch and pull against inner lip, Kaveh makes a sharp, disapproving noise, eyes moving from mouth to temple and back again.

Before Kaveh can say anything more ruinous, more devastating to the will, Al-Haitham releases his lip from his teeth and turns his head, eyes closing again. Kaveh’s fingers brush against the shell of Al-Haitham’s earphone. 

One of Kaveh’s hands falls to rest on Al-Haitham’s hip as the other carefully lifts the earphone off, pushing and maneuvering Al-Haitham in the light so that Kaveh can see it. Kaveh is silent. If it were not for the touch of his hand at Al-Haitham’s hip, turning him into the lights above the mirror, if it were not for the touch of fingers at his temple, pushing hair away, Al-Haitham could trick himself into thinking he was alone in the washroom. Just him and the water. 

When Al-Haitham had given his terminal to the Traveler to give to Kaveh, it had left him cut off from the Akasha. They could not get him a new terminal—not in time for the Akasha’s free mind to overtake it and bring it back up to the functionality needed in the few weeks they had left.

So Al-Haitham took the four fragments he had been growing for the Traveler, for Paimon, for Nilou, for Dehya, and he placed them directly against his skin and let them grow naturally—connecting and grafting themselves to the thin roots that Al-Haitham’s terminal had already begun to set down into his skin. A raw Akasha. No casing. No machinery. A pure graft.

And, feeding off of his blood, his energy, his Vision, his flesh, they took root and grew fast. By that very same night, Al-Haitham was back in the Samsara, moving faster than ever. He did not even need to use any of the interfaces. He just lay down, closed his eyes, and leaped into the greater mind he was now permanently locked into. And as he dreamed the world away from the vague and unpleasant end it was hurtling towards, the Akasha continued to grow.

Kaveh touches his finger to the edge of a raw, reddened patch of skin near the edge of Al-Haitham’s hairline. The sound he makes is so wounded that Al-Haitham almost wonders which one of them is the injured one here.

Before Al-Haitham can say anything, Kaveh is quickly pushing him until the backs of his knees hit the edge of the tub. Kaveh pushes him further, down into sitting as he reaches past Al-Haitham to turn of the taps. When Al-Haitham opens his eyes, Kaveh is rummaging around the cabinets, pulling out antibiotic, disinfectant, half of the things Al-Haitham had just put away.

Between the two of them, Kaveh would be the one with slightly more medical expertise. There’s a reason why Al-Haitham’s had to warn him to look before he leaps so many times. Al-Haitham holds still under Kaveh’s focus as it applies itself to the task of evaluating and cleaning the open, growing, shifting wound on the side of Al-Haitham’s head.

“Your bath will get cold,” Al-Haitham says, refusing to close his eyes as Kaveh leans over him, tipping Al-Haitham’s head for better access. Kaveh’s face has been absorbed into his contemplation, his rumination over Al-Haitham’s ruination. “Don’t you want to eat?”

Kaveh remains silent. So Al-Haitham goes quiet, too. What a strange reversal of their roles. What a strange shift in their positions. What a cruel one, too.

Al-Haitham watches, refusing to look away as Kaveh’s incredible control—worn down by weeks, months of the continuous storm—slips here and there, distress and disappointment rising through in equal measure.

“It had to be you, didn’t it?” Kaveh finally breaks the silence to say; a question that isn’t.

Al-Haitham answers anyway. “For the lack of better options, yes. Who else could? Trust that if there was another way that was less frustrating, less costly—or if it were possible for me to pass the burden onto another, I would have.” Al-Haitham’s eyes strain to keep Kaveh’s face in his line of sight as Kaveh’s hand firmly holds him place. Kaveh lets out a sigh between his teeth. It hisses against Al-Haitham’s cheek, his eye, the Akasha that pulses at his temple, visibly shifting skin.

“I thought,” Kaveh says, reaching over for cotton to dab at the clear fluid and blood that glitters to the surface of Al-Haitham’s skin with the Akasha’s involuntary movement, “I told you to mind your temper.”

“And what makes you think I did not?”

Kaveh scoffs. “Stealing a Divine Knowledge Capsule that you’re now keeping in your study, cornering the secretary of the Grand Sage to have her spill her guts, and undoing generations upon generations of code one line at a time using this thing? Who do you think you’re trying to fool, Al-Haitham? As soon as your Akasha linked up with the rest of itself, I started to catch glimpses of what madness you’d seized for yourself. Did you think you could hide this part of you from me?”

“And did I not tell you to look before you leap?”

Kaveh’s hands pause as he holds gauze up to Al-Haitham’s head, expression turning wary, “And what do you know of what I may or may not have been doing? My feet have, very sensibly, been on solid ground this entire time, thank you.”

Al-Haitham reaches up, sliding his fingers through Kaveh’s hair to cup over the still slightly warm skin where the Akasha terminal would rest.

“You wore my Akasha. Mine. My flesh. My blood. My mind. Of course I knew. When it linked up to the main body, did you not think it was a two way connection? Yes. It shared with you information about me. But it also gave me information on you. Not a lot. But brief fragments of what it was able to gather in its own dormancy. Besides. Even if it did not know, could not share anything—I know you. You leaped into something ill-advised with your eyes wide open despite all the odds stacked against you and the lack of runway to receive you. I know you and I don’t need anyone to tell me to know it: you leaped.”

“At your command.”

“And before it?”

Kaveh’s eyes flick to the side, clearly thinking of something. Many somethings. Kaveh’s mouth twists into something rueful, something wry.

“Well,” Kaveh says at last, taping down the gauze against Al-Haitham’s hear. “At least I’m predictable.” Kaveh’s hand and eyes linger over Al-Haitham’s ear, temple, the side of his head. “Alright. I really am hungry. Get me a towel, would you? What’s there to eat?”

Al-Haitham nods, pushing to his feet as Kaveh goes to put back the medical supplies.

“What isn’t there to eat?” Al-Haitham replies. He’s never been more well fed in his entire life. He’d probably enjoy it more if the circumstances were any different.

“The neighbor after you again? She’d be right to. We could use you to scare off birds from the fields with that face.”

“More like your friend is after me. Tighnari has me on an incredibly specific diet and makes sure I stick to it.” It’s supposed to help with the Akasha’s parasitic growth and energy drain from the Samsara. Al-Haitham can’t tell if it’s working or not, but he’s not going to experiment with it to find out.

“Ah,” Kaveh says with a sharp laugh, “I knew you two would get along. Poor Cyno. If he didn’t have white hair before, he will after you two.”

-

Kaveh ate, but it was more on reflex and mechanical understanding that he has to than from any real desire to do so. Across from him Al-Haitham sat with his eyes half-closed, head propped up on the back of his hand. They spoke little. The words were waiting. Kaveh’s not sure for what, but he could feel them growing as the shadows did as true night came to sit with the people of Sumeru City.

“I couldn’t help but notice that my room looked rather…ransacked,” Kaveh says as they stand in the kitchen to wash and dry dishes together. 

“Your organizational systems are mysteries even to yourself,” Al-Haitham replies evenly. “I needed parts for the Akasha. I used your notes on Mehrak.”

“Clever you,” Kaveh remarks, “figured out how to create mobile casing for the Akasha but couldn’t figure out where I put things so you could put them back? It looks like an Eye of the Storm came over from Mondstadt to personally deliver some message of utmost importance in there. That’ll be a joy to sleep in.”

“Sleep in mine,” Al-Haitham says, wiping his hands. “It’s not like anyone else is using it.”

Kaveh closes the drawer with the spoons and forks a little loudly. Too loudly.

“What? What do you mean by that?” Kaveh turns towards Al-Haitham who is looking away from him, halfway out of the room already. Kaveh hurries to follow. “Where are you sleeping? You must be, to dream. I think. That’s how dreaming is supposed to work. And this strange endeavor of yours requires you to dream, does it not?”

“It is not true sleep,” Al-Haitham pauses, lingering in the hallway between their rooms. He turns towards Kaveh’s room and sticks his head in, small noise of amusement escaping him before the man shakes his head and turns towards his own room. Al-Haitham pushes the door open, reaching back to grasp Kaveh’s wrist and pull him in after. “I’m usually in the study or the front room when I do it.”

“Why?” Kaveh frowns, trying to focus on this rather than the fact that he’s in Al-Haitham’s bedroom. In the entire house this is the only room that has ever been barred from him. The one door he’s never dared to touch, the threshold he’s never dared to cross. From the first day he’d walked in here, everything was open to him. Al-Haitham had made that clear—the study, the kitchen, the storage rooms, the back courtyard, the front room. Kaveh was given free reign to do what he needed to do wherever he needed to as long as he wasn’t being outrageous. The definition of outrageous was vague, but Kaveh isn’t an idiot and he more or less knew Al-Haitham’s boundaries.

This room was explicitly one of them.

Not that Kaveh has not seen the interior before. Not that Kaveh didn’t have a guess as how it would look. Kaveh knew the floor plan, the blueprints for this building. He knew how it would match: interior to exterior. This part of him that is always Kaveh the Architect automatically calculated the area missing from the house and created the most logical arrangement for that final piece.

Kaveh has seen glimpses of the inside of that room to prove his guesses true. Sometimes Al-Haitham has left his door open, or Kaveh see a flash of it before the door would close.

In all of those brief glimpses, Kaveh had always thought “very Al-Haitham”. And now, standing in it, brought into it, invited and drawn into the space itself, Kaveh confirms his assumption once more.

But Kaveh was correct about it being a very Al-Haitham room in the same way that home, the concept of home, was and was not itself. Warmth and worry follow in after the confirmation like guard dogs.

Al-Haitham’s room, Kaveh knew and saw in glimpses before, was not the same sort of organized chaos Kaveh’s room was. That is to say—workspace, storage space, living space, sleeping space, study space all wrapped up into one. Al-Haitham had drawn a boundary in that room between himself and the rest of the world and all of the responsibilities and weights that the world had for the man who exists the moment he steps outside of that room. Very Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham’s room was a small table that couldn’t truly be used for writing or study, a large bed covered in comfortable looking sheets and pillows, a vanity and wardrobe, and a single shelf with the most precious, most private, of Al-Haitham’s collection. It was neat in a lived in way. An open clothes hamper, a light blanket not precisely folded thrown to the foot of the bed, an arrangement of cosmetics and bottles of oils for skin and hair and the like clustered to one corner of the vanity, a belt or shirt folded on the other corner for later use. A book balanced on the nightstand. There was, always, the faintest smell of Al-Haitham’s cologne, the incense he likes. Very faint, but noticeable compared to the rest of the house. A very Al-Haitham room.

The room Kaveh walks into now is these things, yes. Kaveh sees the little pieces he’d seen before. But he also sees a clear lack of use. Proper use, he means. The comfort Kaveh had guessed and saw and confirmed of the room before has somewhat evaporated. The air feels and smells as stale as the air in Kaveh’s room. The sheets are stiff and cool underneath Kaveh’s palm. Laundry was done, but stacks of folded and not-folded clothes are on top of the vanity, the end of the bed, the top of the small table and the top of the drawers. Al-Haitham clearly didn’t have the time or energy to put them away. Not that Kaveh would blame him. But all of these little details bring a sense of sorrow and wrongness to the room. Lived in but not lived in.

“There’s usually someone else with me,” Al-Haitham admits, releasing Kaveh’s hand to go to his wardrobe and pull out sleeping clothes for himself from one of the piles of clothes on top. “I don’t want them in here. Your timing was fortunate. I believe tonight it was going to be Azusa—from the Mahamata. We might have killed each other if they really did have to come over to watch me dream.”

Kaveh sits on the bed, running his palm over the sheets that haven’t been turned down for nights. The words spill out of him before Kaveh can think twice about it, “Stay with me, here, then. At least be comfortable when you go to war, won’t you? The bed is big enough. And clean. Cleaner than mine at least.”

Al-Haitham goes still in the middle of pulling his shirt off, limbs awkwardly held in a tangle of cloth and bone before he slowly resumes dressing.

Stay close to me, Kaveh doesn’t say. I just got you back and I might lose you any moment now.

Kaveh lies back, arms spread over the cool bed, eyes raised to the ceiling. How peculiar it all is. They are and have always been, especially with each other.

There is, within Kaveh, a strange tangled knot of things that constantly constricts and grows when it comes to Al-Haitham. To voice it all seems too brutal, too honest—like it might rip him open and he’ll bleed out with nothing left. But to hold it, after so long growing it, seems like an inescapable death sentence. Call him dramatic, that’s what feelings are supposed to be. That’s what a heart does; it bleeds.

Kaveh closes his eyes as he listens to Al-Haitham go through his nightly routine of preparing to unmake and remake a world in dreaming just so that the waking world would have a sliver of a chance of surviving the nightmare about to descend upon it.

It’s a good thing that Al-Haitham does. A noble thing. A heroic thing. Of course, if Kaveh were to say any of this, Al-Haitham would be the first to point out all of his selfish reasoning for doing so—all of the practicalities of why he’s doing it. And he would be right. But that wouldn’t make Kaveh wrong, would it? What would it matter, the reason, as long as Al-Haitham was still doing it?

Kaveh’s hands turn into fists to match the tangle in his heart.

He was the one to say that Al-Haitham is responsible, loyal. He is the one to put all of his trust in Al-Haitham. And yet, confronted with the physical evidence of what Al-Haitham has done, will continue, Kaveh’s reaction is disbelief.

And, even more laughably: the strong and painful desire to demand Al-Haitham to stop.

Not a single dream further, part of Kaveh wants to say. It isn’t worth it. Nothing could be worth it. You were never a price to be paid.

Kaveh throws an arm over his eyes and laughs, shaking his head. What a reversal of their roles. One of them not wanting the other to burn away over nothing—that nothing being truly relative. How many times have they had this argument of sacrifice, of giving, of taking? Of burning and losing? And wasn’t it always Kaveh on the other end of it? If Kaveh were to bring it up now, he’s sure Al-Haitham would even be able to throw half of Kaveh’s arguments, word for word, right back at him now.

Kaveh feels Al-Haitham move to stand over him. Waiting. He expects Kaveh to say it, to ask him not to dream. 

But Kaveh cannot. Because Al-Haitham’s reason holds true. Kaveh can hate it, rage against it, loathe it. But the facts remain what they are. Al-Haitham’s dreaming is going to save Sumeru. Even if it costs Al-Haitham more than anyone should ever have to give. 

“I won’t ask,” Kaveh says, eyes still closed, arm still over his face.

“You’d be the first.”

“You once promised me anything, everything, if I was successful in leaving and returning. In advance of my prize, I would ask you to stay with me. When you dream. Let me be here, when you fill your end of our promise.” Kaveh moves his arm, opening his eyes and turning his head towards where Al-Haitham is. Al-Haitham had turned off the lights. All that is with them is the faintest tinge of light that comes from the window, barely there to give their bodies boundaries.

“You’ve not yet given me Sumeru.”

“Ah, but I have returned, haven’t I? Won’t you indulge me?”

“Aren’t I already? Won’t you move over?” Al-Haitham’s words are playful, but his expression is not. Kaveh moves, the both of them turning down the sheets and awkwardly climbing in together.

Months and years of separation to leap into this. It’s strange no matter how you cut it. But the end of the world is at their door. Who has time for strangeness, for hesitation when your ghosts have caught your shadow?

They lay back together in silence, Kaveh willing himself to relax. After several minutes of minute shifting and darkness bearing down upon them, Al-Haitham sighs. Kaveh rolls onto his side, towards Al-Haitham, who has already done the same.

“It isn’t pleasant, Kaveh. To watch. To hear. Dreaming is too gentle a word for what it is I’ve been doing.”

“The only thing pleasant right now is that I’m in our house again and I’m not covered in sand. I don’t care. I want…” Kaveh raises his hand between them, holding it out into the dark. A moment later Al-Haitham’s hand clumsily meets his. Kaveh cannot see Al-Haitham well in the dark, but when Kaveh closes his eyes he can imagine the pinch of brow, the downturn of lip. “You know,” Kaveh pauses and licks his lips, feeling Al-Haitham’s fingers squeeze his own. “You know. Before—I only leaped because I knew you would catch me.”

He opens his eyes again. It feels like he’s literally tearing something out of himself. It hurts. But does Al-Haitham not tear himself apart every night for more? “I knew you would catch me, because you always do. Whether I leap or run, away or towards you. Into or out of the fire. Al-Haitham. You have always caught me or kept up with me. Why?”

Kaveh is not talking about now. He is not talking about the tokens still sewn into the pocket of his shirt. He is not talking about the Akasha terminal that the Traveler carried to the Great Red Sands with its single command. Kaveh is not talking about the trail of supplies that got Kaveh to and from the Wall. And they both know it.

There is a long, long moment when Kaveh thinks Al-Haitham will not answer and this, too, will be another unanswered thing between them. And Kaveh would not even be sorry for it. Well. He would. A little. But he wouldn’t truly hold it against the man. Theirs is a topic that is hard to talk about, in the light of day or the clarity of night. They are difficult.

But Al-Haitham does answer. 

“The alternative, Kaveh, is to let you fall.”

Kaveh’s lungs constrict as he tries to keep himself from crushing Al-Haitham’s hand in his own. Talking like this, in the dark, is somehow worse than confronting this in the light of day. And yet, Kaveh doesn’t think they could speak like this with the sun out and the rest of the world at their door. Like this, in the dark, it is just the two of them. Well. The two of them and the mountain they’ve made out of everything else between them. Just them and their mountain of a world of woes.

“And,” Kaveh replies, “did we not let each other fall before?”

When the wound was still fresh, as Kaveh looked upon the remains of that which he had torn apart, it felt like it wasn’t his fault. It was all Al-Haitham and his…Al-Haitham. Was it so hard to ask for Al-Haitham to concede? Just that one thing, just that one thing to get everything to move along well? Weren’t they doing just fine otherwise? Weren’t they just fine, Kaveh and Al-Haitham and the rest?

And then, after a few weeks of the lingering bitterness that was rapidly growing into something he couldn’t swallow down, as Kaveh shakily reassembled the pieces of that which he tore apart himself, Kaveh thought: well, maybe it was Al-Haitham’s fault. But I shouldn’t have said the things I said. If he apologizes, I’ll apologize too.

Ah, the pride of youth. 

Later, as the weeks developed into months and then into years, the hurt transformed. And the blame shifted. Whenever Kaveh glanced over his shoulder for the shadow of that moment, sorrow would look back out at him.

It was not, Kaveh now understands, Al-Haitham’s fault. Not entirely. It takes two people to argue and disagree. It takes two people to fight. Al-Haitham wasn’t fighting a brick wall. He was fighting Kaveh and didn’t Kaveh fight back? Wasn’t it Kaveh who turned his back first, and then refused to do the smart thing, the wise thing, the good thing—the honest thing—and turn around and admit his own faults? Years later, Kaveh could acknowledge Al-Haitham’s points. They were not well spoken. Frankly, they were said in a way that felt more like a blow than anything else. But that shouldn’t have stopped Kaveh from actually thinking on what Al-Haitham was trying to tell him.

That shouldn’t have stopped Kaveh from listening.

Years later, now, here, in this room with the man before him, Kaveh knows that they were both at fault that day. Even now, while Kaveh still disagrees with some of Al-Haitham’s points, he understands the root of where they come from and the merit that some of them do have. Kaveh was not wrong. But he was not right. Nor was he entirely honest. Al-Haitham was not wrong or right, or good. But he was honest. And that honesty was something Kaveh had closed his eyes to when it came to himself. To hear it from Al-Haitham, then and there…

Kaveh was not ready. But Kaveh doesn’t think he could ever have been ready. Even now, Kaveh isn’t quite capable of looking at the truth that Al-Haitham had ripped out of the shadow Kaveh had been hiding it in, to expose it to the light of day. Even now Kaveh can only glance at it, taking it in as a blurry and indistinct shape in the corner of his eye, feeling out its sharp edges with a hesitant hand. There are some truths that, while they must be acknowledged, will only ever wound.

That was one of them.


Here is another.


And once again, it is from Al-Haitham’s mouth that the devastation is analyzed and stated to lay between them: “Fall? No. We only ever let each other go. It is not the same.”

“But this is not the same.” Al-Haitham’s hand almost slips from Kaveh’s as they shift around in the dark, sitting up on their elbows, their sides, the rise of each other’s shadowed forms making the unease rise and roil about. Kaveh holds fast and Al-Haitham holds on just as tight. “This situation we are in now is not the same. If it was anyone else…you would not have done this. You would not do this.” Kaveh shakes their joined hands between them. “You would have let them fall. You would have let them crash and burn and watched. You would have stood aside.”

“You,” Al-Haitham says, sounding almost angry, “are not anyone else.”

“I should have been. We should be. We walked away from each other, severed that tie with finality. Or what I thought was finally. As you said. We let each other go. And yet you continue to return to me, catching me when you can. Following after when you can’t. So why aren’t we strangers to each other? What am I to you, Al-Haitham? What am I to you, that after all of those years, all of those arguments, after all of the intentional and accidental hurt and distance, that I am still, somehow, right here, with you?”

The weight of years of choices—divergences and convergences—presses against them on every side. This bed that they lie in now, together. The walls of the building that once bore both of their names. A collection of books that fills this house drawing from both their libraries to make one giant mass. Vials of soap and oils mixed in together in the washroom. Paintings and figurines mixed in and rearranged by two separate hands. Tea and coffee cluttering up shelves. Two instruments gently propped up side by side in the front room. Laundry mixed in together. 


Two keys.


A hand held out in the darkest hour, when Kaveh was at his lowest but not his worst. And that same hand holding steady when Kaveh was at his worst, but not his lowest. 

Al-Haitham, despite it all, has been a silent river at the back of Kaveh’s life for years. Despite Kaveh never seeking it out on purpose, despite all he did to block that river, it never went dry. Perhaps at times it was out of reach, only audible in echoes, or just visible as a shimmer in the far distance like a trick of light. But Al-Haitham has always been present. A ghost of the oceanic depths of clarity, wholeness, they had once given each other.

And yet. And yet, they cannot speak to each other without something trying to strangle them both. And yet, despite all of those things, there is part of Kaveh that looks at Al-Haitham and puts a guard up, expects something to shatter the serenity of the surface and strike at something with poison and with precision. Sometimes, in this house, it feels like there are more arguments and explosions that exist only in theory that have never been actually acted on that those that have—but their consequences press against both of them anyway. The tension in those silences where they avoid the fight is somehow worse than the times they do let their tempers and patience snap and they go all in: fury and frailty, the most intimate parts of the self that can never be changed inverted so they’re lay bare against each other’s will to scrape raw. 

In this house that they both live in, there is an incredible dichotomy of moods where neither of them know where anything is solid and stable. One moment, they are at peace—trading idle bits of gossip from their days, saying simple things like “pass the salt” or “have you seen the green kitchen towel?”—and in the next breath somehow hearing each other even breathe feels like it’s going to set off something irreversibly ruinous and every step on shattered glass forward to get to this point is going to be yanked out from under them both. In this house they are both the Al-Haitham and Kaveh of now, who have grown up and changed enough to recognize their faults and learn to compromise and negotiate around them and face that which hurts with their arms spread and shoulders braced for impact—but they are also the young men who were barely men who gripped wounds to their chest and spat back blood and were willing to grab any hill to die on if it meant taking the other down with them.

They are both. And they are, somehow, neither. They are trapped in fluctuation. Nameless. Faceless. Formless. They are neither settled to peace or roused to war. 

For the past decade or so, they have been—at best—locked in a stalemate of neither of them pushing and neither of them pulling. And so, all of the momentum just continues to build and build and build, trying to push one or the other into something. But neither of them capable of giving in.

Perhaps if this conspiracy of men had never come about they would still be locked in that standoff. Perhaps without this over their heads, they might have found a way to slowly release that tension and work it out little by little. Or maybe they would have taken it to their graves. One or another extreme. Maybe in another life, one of them concedes with grace and from there they gently sail forward on the wave towards calmer waters. Or maybe the wave seizes them both and dashes them on each other until they are pieces of what they might have been without so much as a splinter to grab onto to float to safety on.

But in this life, the wave is upon them and there is no time for any of it.

There is only the leap.

“What am I to you?”

“What else?” Al-Haitham says. “What else could you be to me? You’re Kaveh. Shouldn’t I return it to you? What am I to you? Landlord? Former research partner? Convenience?”

“No. No. Never that last one. What about you is that? No. Why?” Al-Haitham’s hand threatens to slip from Kaveh’s grasp again, but Kaveh forces himself to hold on. Kaveh’s heart feels like it pounds in his palms, he’s so desperate, so tired. 

Here, Al-Haitham could deflect. Why what? Why are you Kaveh? You tell me. Don’t you know yourself by now?

But why is Kaveh the man here, in his bed, with his life packed in boxes and drawers and shelves in this very house? Why is it Kaveh’s books on the shelves and why is it Kaveh’s flower pots in the yard and why is it Kaveh’s clothes in the laundry? Why is it Kaveh, right here, right now, in this very moment? 

Why was it, when they met in person for the first time after their falling out that Al-Haitham looked upon him, up to his neck in his own consequences, and held his hand out? What about Kaveh, who by then should have been an entire stranger to Al-Haitham, made the man reach out despite his own personal philosophies and their mutual grievances? 

Al-Haitham did not have to do that. Kaveh didn’t ask him to. No one would have ever expected him to. Quite frankly, Kaveh is pretty sure there’s no one in all of Sumeru who would have thought to do that for Kaveh. Not out of any coldness, but simply because one doesn’t offer a permanent place to stay to a person who, on a generous day, can be considered a stranger and on a more practical day…well. One half of a spectacular falling out. But Al-Haitham was there. And he did. And he never said why. In fact, after that night, Al-Haitham never spoke of it again.

The next day, there was a simple landlord-renter contract waiting for Kaveh to sign and that was it. Al-Haitham has made idle remarks on Kaveh’s finances, usually in regards to financial choices, but he has never spoken of the Withering, of Alcazarzaray, of the loan to Lord Dori Sangemah Bay. 

Nor has Al-Haitham ever breathed so much as a syllable regarding the mortifying truths that Kaveh had drunkenly spilled. Kaveh might not exactly be the greatest at holding his liquor. But that night specifically stands out in Kaveh’s memories clearly. Every single moment from the first drink to laying his head down on the divan in the front room for the first time. Kaveh remembers his confessions, his complaints and his curses. Kaveh remembers spilling his heart out right there, not for the world, but for Al-Haitham.

He remembers every word. Every wave of his hand. Every frustrated sigh and pull at his hair. Kaveh remembers the gleam of Al-Haitham’s eyes as they caught and reflected the world back at Kaveh in the shifting shadows of the tavern as the night inched onwards. Kaveh remembers every dip of Al-Haitham’s head, every movement of Al-Haitham’s hands as he refilled their glasses and then finally cut Kaveh off.

“I loved it too much to let it go,” Kaveh had said. “I should have. I know I should have. It was my mistakes that caused it to fall to ruin. It was my selfishness that raised it back up again. Everyone had every right to be furious at me. But I had to.” 

“According to who’s command?” Al-Haitham prompted when Kaveh fell silent.

“My own,” Kaveh confessed, knowing fully well that there was something horrifically ironic about talking about ruin, about want, about selfishness, about practicalities with Al-Haitham after all of those years between them. “If I turned away from it—if I walked away from it. I. I think I would have walked away from a part of myself forever. And without that piece of me and all of the ruin I knew it would hold for me, I would never become someone I could live with being. Letting it go would have been letting part of myself go in a way I would never have recovered from. A regret that would haunt me until I died with no recourse to correct. I loved it when it was an idea. I loved it as I rose it from the depths of paper. I loved it as it burned. And I loved it even as I gave myself over to it entirely for it to rise again. Even now, shouldering the consequences for it, I love it still. For all of the pain and grief it has given me—for all of the bitterness I might hold for it…even if this is the thing that leads to my end and my undoing, even still.”

“Even still?”

Kaveh nodded into his palms, miserable. Wretched. “I loved it. I love it.”

“Then continue to love it,” Al-Haitham finally said when Kaveh could say no more. “Who told you not to? Love what you love, Kaveh. Who in this world could dare to direct your passions? And why would you give them the right?”

He has not spoken or asked Kaveh about any of it, not even in that frustratingly circuitous way Al-Haitham can sometimes approach something when he’s taking the incredibly unusual tactic of being subtle.

Al-Haitham’s shape is just a collection of shadows that are sometimes darker than the others as he shifts in place, restless and unable to pull away from Kaveh’s hand. Wanting to. Not wanting to. Fully capable of it. Entirely incapable. Look at what we do to each other, Kaveh thinks. Look at what ruin we create. 

And then, abruptly, Al-Haitham exhales a harsh breath that Kaveh can only feel the barest edges of. And, voice full of something too dangerous to look at directly—too raw, too intimate—, Al-Haitham answers, “You of all people would ask me to explain the need, the compulsion, to reach into the smoldering ruin and long to save it when all would consider it beyond saving? Despite all fact and reason screaming otherwise? You, out of everyone in the world, would have the face to turn to me and demand me to logic my way through a feeling?”

A laugh wrenches its way out of Kaveh, grinding up grinding up against bone and muscle, jostling several dangerous things loose along the way. “Are you calling me your Alcazarzaray?” 

Al-Haitham makes a frustrated, sharp noise, yanking his hand back. For a moment Kaveh thinks he’s going to leave, but Kaveh feels the mattress shift as Al-Haitham lies down again. “No. You’re Kaveh. That’s all.”

Kaveh can feel Al-Haitham drawing away, retreating for now, pulling himself to the other side of the bed and rolling over. But Kaveh dares to reach out once more. Kaveh’s hand bumps into Al-Haitham’s arm, tracing up to the shoulder in the dark as he carefully pulls Al-Haitham back to facing him.

Kaveh wants to say something more about this. This topic of themselves. He wants to lock them into a free fall straight into the churning mess of it. He wants to get it all over with.

But at the same time, Kaveh’s face remembers Al-Haitham’s in the light. Wan and weary. Kaveh remembers the smell of exposed, raw skin as he held Al-Haitham’s face in his hands and looked at the mangled skin on the side of Al-Haitham’s head. Kaveh’s nose still itches and his throat still gags at the memory of the smells of the not-healed skin, the medicinal tinctures, the blood. As much as Kaveh wants to rid them both of the weight of all that they’ve dragged between themselves for years now, there is another thing pressing upon them.

So Kaveh, instead, lets the subject of themselves slip and slither away into the night to hide once more. He lets it sink into the frothing waves of the storm he’d almost unleashed. He releases the thread to pick up the previous conversation.

Kaveh swallows, squeezing Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “Tonight, what will you dream?”

Al-Haitham’s shoulder tenses under Kaveh’s palm. Then relaxes. And tenses again. And then finally, Al-Haitham eases, sinking down into the mattress, into the dark on his back, floating on the surface of the shadows. The dim light from the window creates the ridge of his nose, the slope of his cheek, the sliver of his mouth.

“You,” Al-Haitham answers. “I will dream your return to Sumeru City. Not obvious, but in slips. Snatches. I will dream sightings of you. From the north. Coming in through the gate. I will weave you back into the Akasha, in the edges of it, over the last few days.” Al-Haitham breathes out slow, like the talk of dreams is lulling him to sleep. Perhaps it is. “I will dream you on a caravan that takes you part of the way to Sumeru City. You have no Akasha in this dream. You lost it, traveling through the Great Red Sands on your way to Fontaine. I will dream records of you there, not in Fontaine’s city but in the countryside. Talking with artists. Doing small commissions. Gathering reference material. I will dream you getting chased by a dog—Mehrak being chased by a dog.”

Kaveh’s nose wrinkles, entire body inadvertently drawing closer as Al-Haitham’s voice gets softer, quieter, slower. They drift back over the surface of shadows. Kaveh’s hand has moved from shoulder to Al-Haitham’s heart. Kaveh’s body curves out of the dark as he props his head up on folded arm, ears straining to catch the threads of Al-Haitham’s plan for dreaming. Al-Haitham’s entire body has gone lax, eyes closed, breath even. Faintly, faintly, Kaveh thinks he can see the faint glow of the Akasha lighting up underneath Al-Haitham’s skin as the Samsara begins.

“Dream us a world, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh whispers to the night, “and come daybreak, let us bring it into the light.”





21. The Return of the Exile: Part II

Summary for the Chapter:
“Kaveh,” Cyno sighs, incredibly exasperated, “would you care to share some base details about what you’re talking about to people who are not in the room with you and therefore can’t take a guess at what stroke of genius you’ve come up with this time by sound alone?”

“He’s just being a brat,” Kaveh says at the same time Al-Haitham says, “Kaveh is being picky again.”

“Oh I just knew it,” Dehya mutters, “I knew these two would be a wreck and a half when in proximity to each other.”

“Five chaperones,” Tighnari says in reference to something that goes straight over Kaveh’s head, “Collei and Cyno. A full village of distance.”





As Al-Haitham had said, the dreaming was not pleasant. Kaveh woke intermittently during the night, jolted out of his own sleep by the jolt of Al-Haitham’s limbs. Al-Haitham is not normally a restless sleeper. Kaveh knows this from the distant memories of crashing in Al-Haitham’s dorm room. He falls asleep and generally stays asleep unless bothered. Kaveh supposes that this sort of sleep would case a disturbance some degree above “bothered” by some rather large amount.

Kaveh would wake, startled to full alertness, by Al-Haitham’s limbs tensing, tendons standing out, jaw grit, eyes squeezed closed like he was being electrocuted. Al-Haitham’s breath would wheeze as his body would suddenly relax, going limp—it would rattle, Whine. Al-Haitham’s eyes would be flickering madly underneath his eyelids. Sweat plastered Al-Haitham’s hair to his forehead, it gave him a sickly sheen. Al-Haitham’s teeth sunk into his lip hard enough to draw blood. The Akasha seemed to burn, gleaming through skin and casting unsettling pools of shadow that were both red and green and entirely unnatural despite their organic origin.

In turns Al-Haitham would appear trapped in the vice of something painful and frozen still with it, and then he would go lax as though peacefully and deeply asleep, and then he would become restless, head turning, neck straining, lip pulling back over his bloodied teeth.

Mehrak and the Akasha floated in sometime during the night, Mehrak helpfully doing a body scan and pulling up worrying numbers of temperature, respiration, and the like. The Akasha squeezed itself into the space between Al-Haitham’s head and the headboard, one of the strange protrusions on its head reaching out to touch against the Akasha growing into the skin of Al-Haitham’s temple, and the two of them sank into quiet. The Akasha, itself, seemed to be off in a bad way. The two dreamers equally restless, equally peaceful, in wild and unpredictable turns.

Kaveh would wake, watch this and commit it to memory because someone had to, then fall asleep as Al-Haitham and the Akasha fell into lulls of peace. Then he would wake once more as the next tumultuous wave hit.

When Al-Haitham woke in the morning, his eyes are unfocused, bleary. He woke entirely and all at once, a half-strangled shout in his mouth like he just dropped straight off a cliff with his own body as the cushion at the end of the fall. His hands curled into the mattress, every limb shaking, the rest of his mind not entirely certain of what was going on. In the light of the innocuous morning, the wound at Al-Haitham’s temple, after the night of growth and unraveling, was even worse. A faint, dried and drying trickle of blood plastered hair to the side of Al-Haitham’s face and stained the sheets. Al-Haitham’s loose and light clothes clung to him with sweat.

In a word, he looked pathetic.

The Akasha itself was curled up, or trying to curl up as much as its round body could, the protrusions that might have been ears pressed flat, optic sensor dim.

Kaveh reached out and touched his hand to Al-Haitham’s shoulder once more. After a few moments of Al-Haitham’s eyes focusing and understanding nothing, Al-Haitham’s breathing started to even out and he turned his head towards Kaveh. Fresh blood rose to the surface of the wound as he shifted. Kaveh moved his hand to slip underneath Al-Haitham’s too-warm, feverish, head to try and protect the wound.

Wordless (What was there to say?), Kaveh helped Al-Haitham rise to unsteady feet, almost carrying Al-Haitham to the bathroom. He stripped the sweat-soaked clothes off of him and did his best to wipe Al-Haitham’s skin clean of the sweat and the blood as Al-Haitham started to shiver, teeth grit against the chattering. Never in Kaveh’s entire life has Al-Haitham felt so small. So diminished.

“It is done,” were the first words Al-Haitham spoke as Kaveh carefully soaked dried blood out of his hair and wiped it away with a towel that was rapidly becoming pink, then red. Al-Haitham paused, and spat a smear of pink blood into the sink. “As of this morning, the entire Akasha, and thus all of Sumeru, would say they’ve seen you making your way to Sumeru City over the past several days with multiple detours, talking very loudly about your adventures in Fontaine and Chenyu Vale.”

“A real world explorer, am I?” Kaveh sighed. “Dare I ask how you did that?”

“I’ve had people in the places I convinced the Akasha you were in talking about you ever since the Traveler left, preparing for this,” Al-Haitham answered, turning to face Kaveh. “As I said. Everything I have, I have given for this.”

After, as they ate from Tighnari’s strictly enforced meal plan of foods meant to replenish blood and vitality and overall health, Kaveh watched Al-Haitham slowly pull himself together until the only sign of last night’s unmaking were the paleness of his skin, the deeper bruises under his eyes, and the waning nature of his entire person. But Al-Haitham’s spine was proud and straight, shoulders unyielding, eyes fiercely alert.

“Don’t tell me you plan on going to work looking like this,” Kaveh says as he watches out of the corner of his eye while Al-Haitham dresses in his room. Kaveh is back in his own, trying to put things back to sorts as Mehrak adds her helpful input on what is meant to go where. “How has no one caught onto you yet?”

“No one else has seen,” Al-Haitham answers, sitting at his vanity. Kaveh turned to watch. Last night he had not noticed it, but there’s a startling array of cosmetics crammed onto the normally clear surface. Kaveh watches as Al-Haitham layers product over his face, transforming himself into someone who actually looks somewhat healthy. Not the picture of health, of course—Al-Haitham can’t stand out too much, Kaveh supposes. Or at least, more than he already does. And if the sample he’d seen of Sumeru City’s residents yesterday looked so poor, Al-Haitham ought to look some degree of miserable to fit in. 

“Nilou taught me,” Al-Haitham answers Kaveh’s unasked question, lining his eyes with his usual kohl now that the rest of his face looks almost normal.

“Nilou? Zubayr Theater Nilou?”

“Is there any other?” Al-Haitham completes the illusion of normalcy by sliding his earphones on. Kaveh grimaces as he watches Al-Haitham gently place the padded cushion over the injured side of his head. “I would suggest that you stay close to the house for the day. Add to the illusion of you settling in after a long and somewhat trying trip abroad. I did my best to allow for improvisation if anyone asks you about anything. But it would be best if you stay close and say little. The Akasha pieces you began to create on the other side of the Wall are apparently strong enough to reach the Akasha here, after you left such a strong trail behind. Clever of you.”

“Isn’t it the same as what you’ve done here? Clever of us.” Kaveh leans against the doorframe as Al-Haitham examines himself in the mirror, adjusting the fall of his cape and the drape of his belts, tightening the fastening of his leather gauntlets to account for the newfound looseness in his clothes. “How did you know that?”

Al-Haitham points at his temple. “I felt them. When they began to connect. I’ve been getting trickles of updates ever since yesterday. They didn’t start becoming stable until sometime in the early morning today, though. Whoever you assembled on the sand side has begun sending files and former Grand Administrator Maxwell has been managing the sending of files on our side. I suspect that by tonight we’ll have open communications, if we slow down on the rate of actual evidence and file uploads. Tighnari wants to make his way over. I’m not sure if he’ll be here by tonight. The situation in Pardis Dhyai is uncertain and he has not had as much freedom of movement since he started putting more attention towards his work on actual Akademiya grounds rather than giving them a hard time by using the Avidya Forest to his advantage.”

“And it won’t be conspicuous?”

“You’re his friend, what’s so strange about him coming to visit you after your rather spontaneous and apparently adventurous jaunt to fairer climes?”

“So the plan is for all of us to convene? You and your coworkers, and all the rest you’ve managed to gather under the motley banner of resistance against the incoming tide?”

“No. The Akasha is reserving energy for the nightly Samsara and whatever plans we may come up with to deal with Janagarbha Day. All of us meeting in person is no longer something we can easily disguise.” Al-Haitham gestures for Kaveh to hold his hand out. Kaveh does so, wary, and then surprised when Al-Haitham reaches into his pocket and pulls out Kaveh’s key. Al-Haitham places the key into Kaveh’s palm, closing Kaveh’s stunned fingers around it. “Our promises are not quite done yet, but you’ll be needing this key. Tonight it will be you, me, and Tighnari—if he is able to make it—here. The rest will join in over the Akasha as they are able. Between us, we should have enough to come to some sort of understanding of what the pieces we have each uncovered are supposed to be and how they’re to be thwarted.”

“Alright,” Kaveh nods, turning over his shoulder to glance at his room that definitely still needs some more work to be tidy again. “You said you needed help with the Akasha, yes? Do you have notes anywhere on what you did for me to reference? I suppose that after all of this time with it, I ought to get to know it.”

Al-Haitham reaches over to the single shelf in his room, pulling out a thin journal, tossing it into Kaveh’s chest. “All of my notes on the Akasha, the build, and the Divine Knowledge Capsule.”

Kaveh squawks as he fumbles the catch, “You had all of that just out here? In the open? Where anyone could see?”

“And who is anyone? Who else would be coming into my bedroom?” Al-Haitham rolls his eyes, brushing past Kaveh, striding towards the door with certainty he has in too many spades and energy he doesn’t have to actually back it up. “Besides, the only one who would be able to read it is you. And what do I have to fear of you looking? Good luck. The Akasha has its own ideas on what the words ‘aerodynamic’ and ‘efficient’ mean.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Al-Haitham?” But Kaveh is calling out to an empty house. Kaveh groans, running a hand through his hair as he flips the journal open. And then he closes it immediately, face and the back of his neck turning foolishly warm. The entire journal is written in their…well. Is it even a code anymore? Their language. Kaveh bumps the spine of the journal against his brow with a sigh. “Well. Here’s to finding out.”

-

Kaveh spends almost the entire day in Al-Haitham’s study or his own room, going back and forth, Al-Haitham’s journal in one hand, his other hand occupied with attempting to cajole the Akasha into listening to him. The creature has spent too much time with Al-Haitham. They have the exact same worrisome poor sense of aesthetics and the stubborn personality to back it up. Shouldn’t the Akasha be more mature than this if it’s several hundred years old? Or does that not count because it was several hundred years of sleep compared to only a handful of weeks, months, slowly rising to waking? In any case, of all the people in the world for the Akasha to decide to mirror and use as a frame of reference for appropriate attitude, it had to be Al-Haitham? What spectacular luck someone has.

Al-Haitham’s notes draw from Kaveh’s previous work with Mehrak and also Tighnari’s own botanical and mycological studies. There’s heavy Haravatat work here, too, what with all of the code and precise use of language needed in order to establish a link between technology and biology, and the Akasha itself which is both and neither. It’s genius, really. It’s a shame that no one else will ever get to read this, or even study it.

As Kaveh works on trying to modify the existing structure the Akasha has bound itself to (much to the Akasha’s weakened consternation and excitement) the Akasha terminal he recovered from the tray of sprouting fragments sits cool at his temple. Kaveh browses through the files and notes uploaded from the various different eyes and ears and mouths and hands of this entire network of persons united against the affront, although he can parse very little of it. There’s just too much all at once. Kaveh gets distracted between records and there’s so much entangled into it that goes into such deeply esoteric topics that he finds himself having to reference actual studies, documents, dictionaries and encyclopedia entries to understand them. Kaveh gives up on updating himself on that near entirely.

Tonight, he hopes, more clarity will be given with the people who actually gathered this information telling the story in a way that makes sense. Just like the Traveler, Dehya, and Paimon let the story flow from fact when they first arrived in Aaru Village. 

Instead, Kaveh turns towards tracing some of the little snippets of rumors and reports, catching up on the general movement of the people in the Dharma Forest. The Akasha, here, strains a little—it has to tap into the Sage, the Fatui controlled system for this. But Kaveh isn’t really looking for anything specific, nothing that would require it to go very deep. He just skims the surface, picking up little updates on the neighbors through some basic transactions and entry-exit logs and the like. 

He skims through some official notices. An announcement was made about the Sabzeruz Festival’s fallout, blaming it on some sort of water-borne contaminant leaking into the water supply. Not strong enough to outright kill, but strong enough to hurt those of weaker constitutions. Which of course leads to them blaming the Bimarstan, who points fingers at the Mahamata. How very neat and circuitous.

Kaveh takes a few minutes to check in on the list of public works projects that’s supposed to be regularly updated for public access and sees it hasn’t been updated in at least a month. Another thing to blame on the Mahamata, he supposes. And of the ones that were listed as of a month ago, Kaveh could count familiar names from the Kshahrewar projects on one hand if he’s being incredibly lax in how he defines the word “familiar”. A brief glance at the other Darshan’s works is no better.

In all honesty, there is not much for Kaveh to work on here. The Akasha is firmly attached to its current build and only seems interested in showing off its growth structure when Kaveh attempts to peer into it rather than letting Kaveh modify anything. The Akasha sends Kaveh complex fragments of code and images that he can’t quite parse. He supposes that they’re meant to be some form of communication, or explanation for its reasoning. 

“I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re trying to tell me,” Kaveh tells it, causing the Akasha to give a lazy little kick of its stumpy legs as it flops onto its side in the air. “But if you’re pleased then that’s a good thing, isn’t it?” He gives it an awkward pat on the side as it does another roll in the air. The Akasha does not breathe, but when Kaveh puts his palm to its side he can feel a  strange…flow of dendro energy moving around inside of it. 

The Akasha’s flesh, for the lack of a better word, is neither particularly warm nor cool. It’s a little off-putting. There is the slightest…softness to its body. A springiness that makes Kaveh think of a sponge. Perhaps that’s why it’s capable of floating around so easily—it’s light. The size of it is almost the same as Mehrak, but it’s using less power and less machinery than Mehrak to float. The Akasha seems to ambulate by swimming through the air, short legs dangling or slightly retracting into the softness of its body as it bobbles and waves in place.

As long as it works, and as long as the Akasha feels that it’s natural, Kaveh isn’t going to mess with it. Don’t try to fix what isn’t broken and all.

“Well, if you don’t want to adjust anything in particular,” Kaveh holds out his Akasha terminal, “mind giving me a hand with this?”

The Akasha lightly lands on the table, the protrusions from its head lifting slightly as it looks at the terminal then up at Kaveh. The Akasha sends him a giant question mark.

Kaveh gestures to Mehrak, who’s been hovering on the other side of the table, watching them this entire time. When he gestures to her she does a little spin.

“My old terminal had a private line connection to Mehrak so she could help me with project modeling in real time rather than me having to manually upload to her or have her make her own duplicate copies,” Kaveh explains. “I’m not quite sure how to go about establishing that connection with this.” He lightly taps the terminal. “It’s too organically advanced for me to parse. Have you any insight for me?”

The Akasha’s visual sensor glows softly. Kaveh can literally feel it start to think deeper, faster as the dendro within it starts to circulate. Across the room, the Akasha that’s grown around the Divine Knowledge Capsule also starts to glow, flicks of bright green shooting through the flesh back and forth in every direction as the Akasha begins to ponder.

And then, all at once, it begins to send him several messages of pictures, symbols, numbers, and videos all at once—pondering paying off in ideas.

“Well hold on now, not so fast, I can’t think as fast as you,” Kaveh groans, quickly going for pencil and paper. “You and Mehrak really have to take some pity on us beings of flesh and blood, we’re just incredibly slow.”

The rest of the afternoon passes in a deceptively pleasant haze of experimentation and discovery as he, the Akasha, and Mehrak work on Kaveh’s (Al-Haitham’s) terminal. By the time night starts to arrive in the form of stretching shadows, the terminal and Mehrak now have a functional link and a reasonably good upload-download speed. Mehrak immediately starts sending the terminal several of the files she had recorded while in the sands.

As night draws closer, Kaveh feels a rise in activity in the Akasha. He had, distantly, felt all of the other fragments across the city. And even, incredibly, incredibly faintly, the trail of fragments he, himself, had made leading all the way out to Aaru Village. If asked to, Kaveh doesn’t think he could describe it. It’s simply that he, through the Akasha, knew they were there. 

But as Kaveh moves to put tools and bits of machinery and the like away, those little fragments start to light up like glow-flies or stars. Kaveh’s attention is drawn to them as they come to some greater form of awareness. It’s rather disconcerting, for all that it’s incredibly curious.

Kaveh closes his eyes and he realizes he can somewhat tell apart the glowing points of awareness. Some are newer than others, fainter. But there’s one specific one that’s quite strong—it must be Al-Haitham. And that one draws closer as Kaveh feels the Akasha links start to grow more present, settling in the back of his head. Even the distant pinpricks of Aaru Village start to glow bright as everyone collectively finds a place to be while they go through the unraveling of the plot, the retelling of the different faces of the tale. Kaveh can’t quite tell who is who, but if he concentrates it feels like he’s looking at a map of the Sumeru, a strangely shaped map but a map nonetheless. 

Al-Haitham’s bright star comes closer as Kaveh traces a mental finger over the trail of sparks that leads out to the sands, and then circles back to where Tighnari must be in Pardis Dhyai.

The sound of the door unlocking has Kaveh opening his eyes. And then he throws himself into motion, knees hitting hard floor as he launches himself across the room with the Akasha and Mehrak at his back. Al-Haitham and Kaveh both grunt on impact, Al-Haitham’s body fever warm as he collapses onto Kaveh almost entirely.

“Are you even going to make it to Jnagarbha Day?” Kaveh asks, hauling them both up to their feet as Mehrak and the Akasha circle them in worry.

“It’s only a few days away now,” Al-Haitham replies, slightly out of breath as they stagger to the divans together. “I don’t have much of a choice. I have to make it.”

“Stubborn Haravatat ox,” Kaveh sighs. Al-Haitham sprawls out, eyes drifting closed as he slides his earphones off with a small wince. Kaveh stands over him, tipping Al-Haitham’s face to the side to examine the wound on his head. He must have changed the bandages during the day. 

Kaveh goes to get the medical kit even as the Akasha system seems to bloom to life in the back of his head. There is a moment where Kaveh feels like he’s dropping, like the floor has fallen out from under him and he’s going straight down from no inertia to maximum speed at once.

And then he blinks and he’s standing in the hallway and all is as normal as it has been for the past several weeks, months. That is to say, only on the surface. Only at a glance.

The blooms, the stars, of the Akasha that Kaveh had been distantly aware of have transformed fully into people. Kaveh knows, instantly, their names and the near exact details of where they are. The swell of their voices washes over him as though he had just entered a room full of them. And as though he were in that room, he feels them all turn to notice him, acknowledging him as he acknowledges them.

Kaveh continues to move through the house, to the washroom—gathering up the supplies he didn’t bother to put away after treating Al-Haitham’s wound this morning.

In bits and flashes, Kaveh somehow sees from different points different parts of Sumeru. For a flickering moment, as though it were layered over his own view and yet not obscuring it or interfering with Kaveh’s own movement and senses, Kaveh is in some sort of garden surrounded in roses, the lights of a house painting them all yellow and orange. At the same time, Kaveh is in what he believes to be Grand Investigator’s cramped little student apartment. Kaveh is also watching the sky from somewhere in Sumeru City, the person viewing this is lying on a roof and the faint sounds of the city below them raise up through the air in snatches. And then there’s the view of a dressing room crowded with anxious faces.

“Is it like this all the time?” Kaveh asks Al-Haitham as he walks over to rejoin him again.

“Somewhat,” Al-Haitham answers after a moment. “You’ll only see or feel if someone wants you to. Ignore it if you don’t want to. I do.”

Al-Haitham, face pale even under the make up, catching his breath with his eyes closed and limbs haphazardly sprawled about like so, looks like some discarded model or doll. Kaveh doesn’t like it at all, and mercilessly jabs Al-Haitham’s shoulder until Al-Haitham is sitting more upright and more like a person than abandoned trash. Kaveh starts in on treating Al-Haitham’s wound as the Akasha and Mehrak settle with hovering near the table where Kaveh had earlier lay out paper and pencil to take notes.

“Well. I think that’s all of us,” a man’s cheerful voice says, “and isn’t this quite a lovely surprise, to have so many of us all here? Welcome back to Sumeru City, Master Kaveh. And welcome back to where you’ve been most sorely missed, General Mahamatra Cyno.”

Slightly farther away than the rest, but clear enough to hear if not see, Cyno replies, “The Grand Administrator Maxwell, I presume?”

“Former Grand Administrator as of a week ago,” the man replies. “But I think we all know who we each are, in the strange way that everyone linked by our dear Akasha knows everyone. Time is brief, the night is never as young as we wish it could be, and our deadline rapidly approaches. Forgive the brusqueness, but let us begin by beginning with haste.”

“This guy, I like,” Dehya says, sounding even fainter than Cyno. 

“That would make one person who likes you,” a voice says to Maxwell. The Akasha identifies the voice as the former Grand Inquisitor Azusa for Kaveh. “So how do we begin?”

“With the facts,” the Grand—former, Kaveh supposes, Grand Inquisitor Zara says. “The Sages and Fatui have colluded to build some sort of machine under Sumeru City. It involves use of the Akasha’s energy harvesting but whether that’s to power it or just to complete it we aren’t sure. Everyone who may have opposed it, noticed and disagreed, or otherwise been trouble has been silenced by being disappeared.”

“The entrance or exit for the build site of this machine is a work in progress,” Azusa says. “I’m working on that now. I’ve got feelers out for it among other things. With Master Tighnari’s help and Zara’s ley line research we’ve got it down to one of two locations. But we’ve been getting distracted by finding a lot of other bolt holes for the Fatui and what we can only assume are the Sage’s allies. We don’t have enough personnel to go around looking conclusively. Not enough trained personnel, at least. I expect that Master Tighnari’s Forest Watchers and Zara’s calculations will have the definitive location for us in a few days.”

“There are only a few days until Jnagarbha Day,” the Traveler points out. “Do all of the scholars of Sumeru push their deadlines that close?”

“Only the exceptional ones,” Azusa replies. “Look, most of the people we’re working with are civilians on a volunteer basis. As much as I would love to flood the forest with eyes and ears—who gives a shit about spooking the Sages at his point—half of them would get eaten by wildlife and maybe a third of the remainder would get hopelessly lost. We work with what we have.”

“What do you know of the goal of the construct?” Candace asks, “And what is the situation with Lord Kusanali?”

“Not a clue as to the goal,” Azusa says. “But we do have a list of parts and schematics, a few basic readouts, that we’ve gathered. None of us can make heads or tails of it.”

“Kaveh,” Cyno says, “did you see them?”

“I did.”

“Any guesses, Master Kshahrewar?”

“Many, but none of them useful,” Kaveh answers, finishing up with replacing the bandage on Al-Haitham’s head. He sits next to the man, crossing his legs and arms, tapping his fingers on his upper arm. Mehrak and the Akasha both helpfully put up projections of said schematics and parts for him. But just like when he was reviewing things earlier Kaveh can’t quite understand how it comes together. “Don’t get me wrong, I can look at these individual parts and tell you what they do, in theory. But this sort of technology isn’t my specialty. I barely studied this sort of thing. It’s in the title—Master Architect. Besides that, a lot of this technology looks foreign in nature. Completely different from the technology and principles I know that we work with and teach within the Kshahrewar.” Kaveh absently bites at the edge of a knuckle. “I can’t parse any of this any better than I could with the Akasha schematics—which we just got incredibly lucky on, by the way.”

“As to the matter of Lord Kusanali, we aren’t sure. We know that she’s in the Sanctuary of Surasthana, and there is some sort of block preventing her from reaching out as she did previously through the Akasha.”

“She’s somehow still reaching the Village Keepers,” Candace says. “But Lord Kusanali’s reach here had nothing to do with the Akasha, did it?”

Al-Haitham slightly turns his head towards Kaveh, eyebrows tilting upwards in question.

“Mad Scholars, Village Keepers,” Kaveh explains to him, “are people who’ve accessed Divine Knowledge Capsules. The current theory is that with enough direct exposure to it, some sort of connection is forged between the viewer and Irminsul, and—in a roundabout way—Lord Kusanali. It doesn’t help them very much. Well. I’m sure they appreciate the last moment saves from indifferent acts of the universe, but I am also sure they’d much prefer a strong base of lucidity.”

Al-Haitham dips his head, eyes closing again as he cross his own arms, breathing out a long sigh as they both turn their attention back towards the ongoing discussions, which have moved onto discussing the Canned Knowledge and Knowledge Capsule black market and trafficking.

“On our side Al-Haitham’s found evidence of certain Canned Knowledge capsules having traces of the sentient Akasha, as well as more physical proof that those supposedly spoofed capsules are actually official Akademiya capsules with their codes filed off and origins so thoroughly over-ridden they appear to be Canned Knowledge,” Zara says. 

“Setaria has confirmed that the Sages have been smuggling slivers of the Divine Knowledge out in these capsules for, possibly, decades,” Al-Haitham adds on. “Over-time the Divine Knowledge, as it’s extracted and re-hashed, scars the capsule and damages it enough to release the sentient Akasha mind from its controls, making it appear as a damaged Canned Knowledge capsule instead. According to Setaria, the leaks were purposefully done in order to target eremites and fringe-groups. On Jnagarbha Day, the plan is for all of the fragments that were leaked to be reuploaded into the Akasha. Using the energy conserved from the broader Akasha being turned off, the fragments will be reunited. Our supposition is that once the Akasha goes live again, with the Divine Knowledge back in place, a Samsara will trigger for the Akasha to begin actively compounding and analyzing the Divine Knowledge for use.”

“But what that use is, we haven’t the faintest idea. We couldn’t get the Akasha to look at the intact, whole, capsule we have. Lord Kusanali doesn’t remember what the capsules referred to. And obviously none of us can look ourselves.”

“That, we can answer,” Kaveh says. Al-Haitham’s eyes open again, head lolling to face him. Kaveh twists on the divan so that he’s sitting facing Al-Haitham and Al-Haitham reluctantly sits up to copy him.

“In the desert we found experiment sites where Mad Scholars, Village Keepers, were being experimented on with Divine Knowledge,” Kaveh explains. “After people are exposed to Divine Knowledge and become what they become, they’re shuffled off to the Sands to be forgotten. But they aren’t exactly forgotten. Out there, with no one really watching or supporting them, the Sages use the rift between sand and forest to get eremites to experiment on them and recollect whatever snippets of Divine Knowledge their minds managed to retain. Like collecting puzzle pieces over time.”

“A cover and a distraction on top of true purpose,” Al-Haitham muses. “But how are they doing the extraction?”

“Cold efficiency for maximum return,” Kaveh agrees. Kaveh waves his hand and Mehrak displays the parts that they had found in the sand after Rahman captured Khalil. “Do you recognize this?”

Al-Haitham leans forward, reaching up to adjust the angle of Mehrak’s projection. “Manual access ports for capsules. Old technology. Normally used because it’s all local and doesn’t have a direct connection to any live network. But it’s only used for reading, it can’t record or playback. Although the fact that it has no access log feature would be convenient.” Al-Haitham frowns. “Using this with a Divine Knowledge Capsule would cause severe blow-back. Brain damage would be the least of anyone’s worries.”

“The two of you are uncannily aware of each other’s expertise,” Paimon grumbles. “Are you sure that you two aren’t actually friends?”

Al-Haitham shoots Kaveh a look. Kaveh shrugs. He has no idea what Paimon means, either.

“But the population of Mad Scholars—Village Keepers, is low,” Al-Haitham frowns. “If fragments are all they’re getting—without the ability to ensure they’re getting their missing pieces needed to complete a larger portion of the full picture—how can they have gathered enough to feel confident enough to act?”

There is a brief moment of silence when Kaveh feels himself, Candace, and Cyno hesitate over the horrific truth that they must now reveal.

“Do you know how this began?” Cyno finally says.

“I have a very snarky answer,” Azusa replies slowly, tentatively. “But I imagine what you’re about to say is much more informative and also fucking awful to hear.”

“You would not be wrong,” Candace muses, the twist of her voice bitter.

“Tighnari told me of odd behavior from his Master, Sage Naphis,” Cyno says. They all pause, turning towards Tighnari’s fragment in Pardis Dhyai. Active and by all appearances, well. Tighnari is listening, but he’s too occupied or perhaps not in a situation where it’s safe for him to respond. When no response comes, Cyno continues. “Investigating Sage Naphis’ strange behavior put me on a path of investigation that touched upon several other mysteries that have shrouded the Akademiya’s full scope of work and reach for centuries. Among these many mysteries were the steady rise of unsolved missing persons cases over the past several years, discrepancies in Akasha records of out-going and returning scholars who had left Sumeru City for field research, as well as a general lack of alignment in census records.”

“We’re aware. Your investigations on the Mahamata were not unsubtle, General,” a woman’s voice says. The former Grand Proctor speaks firmly and without censure. “The division of Sumeru’s body is not a sensitive topic. There’s no need to be shy about it. After all, all of the teeth of the Mahamata have been pulled except two. The Corps of Thirty are blind. And your own Matra are bound hand and foot without room to breathe. Speak your suspicions and your conclusions freely. No insult will be taken.”

“There has been a displacement going on,” Cyno continues sounding much firmer as he goes deeper into the conspiracy, the plot, the corruption. “The people who return are certainly in the Sage’s pockets, or at least, neutral-to-positive for the Sages. And those who do not return, those who do go missing on and off-records, they stay here. And here, while they’re declared missing or given placement somewhere no one can see on some project that no one can confirm they know anything about, the extraction begins. You are correct. On-record the number of Village Keepers is too low to be useful for any form of research: ethical or unethical, reasonable or unreasonable.”

“With what we face you cannot rely on the numbers recorded. Things are not so neat,” Candace comments. 

“We found them,” Kaveh says. Kaveh reaches out and brushes his fingertips over Al-Haitham’s knee. Al-Haitham’s eyes pierce his own. “We found them. Records of the missing—your missing Mahamata. The missing civilians. The scholars. Not all of them, of course. There were only so many we could—we could identify.”

“Not all of them had identifying marks. We could not recover all of the paper records,” Candace says. “But if this many were found here, it would not be too much of a stretch to presume that almost all of the forest’s missing people are or were here in some form.”

“The number of missing and the discrepancies on the records are not the only ones accounted for here.” Cyno and Candace both somehow give Kaveh the impression of them looking at him as he pulls forwards his personal notes from when he was talking to the rescued victims and going through the paper records they managed to recover. Al-Haitham’s eyes momentarily grow unfocused as he begins to access the records that Kaveh lays out between them, between all of them. Al-Haitham’s mouth immediately presses flat, his own hand curling into a fist before reaching out to lightly rest over Kaveh’s hand, still on his knee. “People in Sumeru’s Dharma Forest are being presumed dead or missing, or perhaps just sent off on journeys and trips, entire false endings for them woven up out of nothing so that no one would look for them. If they even had someone to look for them.”

Al-Haitham’s teeth dig into his much abused lower lip. Kaveh reaches out with his free hand and taps a finger against Al-Haitham’s cheek. Al-Haitham ignores him.

“Patients on hospice or are otherwise given terminal diagnosis,” Kaveh begins to list out meeting Al-Haitham’s furious gaze with his own, “foreigners who’ve come to Sumeru and didn’t quite manage to put down firm enough ties fast enough suddenly go back to their home country; elderly persons who have no close living relatives left or people to inquire about them; people who’s mental or physical health was getting quite severely in need of treatment; persons with rather erratic job situations that make them hard to pin down. You catch the idea. People who would not be reported missing. It was not just a matter of the Sages sending away their unwanted people, their opponents and the possible opposition. You’re right. The number of official Mad Scholars was not enough. Nor would it have been enough using the known number of existing missing persons and official gaps in census records or the people who got picked off on the untraceable projects. The Sages were also pulling from the official population of Sumeru. Little by little, they were whittling away at the lowest of fruits, the easiest of pickings.”

Al-Haitham, by now—as well as everyone else who had been hurriedly trying to keep Sumeru’s Dharma Forest from falling apart at the seams—must have now also caught onto the other detail.

“The patients at the Bimarstan,” Al-Haitham says slowly, “all of the people who reported the early Akasha symptoms, when it first began to truly come awake. They were also a target.”

“And the Sages were not particularly careful about those ones. They didn’t even try to mask how they were using the Bimarstan and the Amurta for that,” Azusa sneers. 

“The ones with the Akasha symptoms…” Kaveh trails off, hands moving to pick at his nails before Al-Haitham’s close over them and press Kaveh’s palms flat. “A lot of the ones we recovered…the recent ones. They were all people who had some form of what, I suppose we now know, to be contact with the Akasha’s sentient mind.”

“Aren’t we lucky that you never got caught?” Sofia says.

“Might have reunited you with your architect sooner,” Azusa mutters.

Al-Haitham’s Vision flares bright at his shoulder before going dim just as fast. He releases a breath through his teeth like a hiss of steam. Kaveh shakes his head to rid himself of the thought. It is one that has quite uncharitably been both a shadow and a silver lining to pile up on top of all the rest. What a good thing Al-Haitham wasn’t among them, his mind would sigh even as his eyes would take in name after name after name of a person who was among the tragedy and the horror. Al-Haitham could have been among them, Kaveh’s mind would murmur, easily imagining Al-Haitham’s name next on those very same lists.

“I have a new respect for how efficiently the Sages have been moving. How tidy their work,” Maxwell says. “What a neat catch-all they’ve made. Getting rid of political opponents, gathering persons with special notice that yield different or better results, and even the pruning of Sumeru with the least amount of disruption on the surface as possible all rolled into one tiny little bundle that brings back to them maximum results. Once again, if this were happening in any other country I would be fascinated by it.”

“It is hard to be fascinated by something that’s actively killing you,” Dehya replies. 

“But what,” a voice that is identified as the current Grand Quartermaster Ying speaks up, “does this mean for us? Not to be cold, but this is what has happened. What is currently happening and what is about to happen?”

“I do enjoy it when you’re the practical one, Ying,” Sofia remarks, “It’s a nice little marker of how you’re growing up.”

“This connection between the Village Keepers, Irminsul, and Lord Kusanali,” Cyno begins, “this is what the Sages wished to usurp, to cut off.”

“To usurp,” Al-Haitham says, eyes narrowing, “is not the same as to cut off.”

“General Mahamatra Cyno,” Maxwell says softly, “please watch your words carefully. It is true that we have strong evidence that the Sages have been working on dismantling Lord Kusanali’s reign over Sumeru, erasing her from active thought and history, yes. But to oust an Archon and God and Lord is one thing. Even if it is a thing that borders on the realm of the dangerously fantastic.”

“But you are speaking not of a coup. You are speaking of pure blasphemy,” Ying continues. “You speak of sin. Something beyond the realm of the mortal. It’s not just corruption or ambition but something belonging to a whole different class of wrong. What was it that you found in the sand, General Mahamatra?”

It is Candace, then, and Dehya, who move forward to answer.

“There is a story,” Candace says softly. Al-Haitham’s fingers curl into Kaveh’s palms. Kaveh’s fingers curl around Al-Haitham’s hands in turn. “It is a story that has been lost with time and with the tint of poison dripping into the ear over generations. We cannot speak it, but we can show it to you—in its own way, it is its own Divine Knowledge, but it is knowledge that has been lived through a mortal body and passed down as a record in a way that mortals might heed and take to heart.”

Slowly, in the faintest of trickles, the memory, the recording, that they found in the tomb is passed through the connection of the Akasha. 

“That’s the Withering,” Zara says as the visions of dark patches of plague and desolation play out over their minds. “The Divine Knowledge—“

“It is the Withering,” the Traveler confirms. “The Withering is a byproduct of the knowledge that the Scarlet King brought to his lands.”

“And that is Eleazar,” Dehya confirms before anyone can say it as they watch people calcify and crumble. 

“Master Tighnari you really need to be seeing this,” Maxwell exhales shakily. “The knowledge that they’re looking for then—it’s the knowledge of this? The destruction?”

“No, this is just the aftermath. This is not what is inside of the Divine Knowledge Capsule. This is the result of using what was in the capsule. The Sages believe that whatever is in that capsule can raise them to the level of a god, and that it can strip Lord Kusanali of her divinity. Through whatever they recover from that Divine Knowledge Capsule, they believe they can switch places and interfere with the natural order.”

“The creation of a god, even if one were to put aside all of the questions and natural rebuttals, would need an unfathomable amount of energy,” Zara says flatly, sharply. Kaveh can see her beginning to pace in his mind. “One or two Samsara won’t be enough. Not from Sumeru City. It’s going to be the entire damned country. And it won’t be enough to harvest from all of us at once for a little while. We’ll be drained dry. There won’t be anything left. Even then I don’t know if it will be enough for what they have planned. A god. They plan on creating a god? The machine underneath this city is to create a —“

Zara cuts out entirely to be furious in private.

“But I don’t understand what for.” This is Nilou. “I don’t understand why they would need to do that. What’s the point of it? You are all talking about something that’s clearly far above my head and something I can’t speak on—“

“Arguably, and respectfully, it is something you should speak on,” Candace interjects. “If it effects you, you speak on it. It does not matter if you can understand it or not. It is very rare that someone understands what hurts them and why and how. And there are people who will never know.”

The impression of Nilou taking a deep calming breath flows through the Akasha. Al-Haitham’s eyes have fallen closed again, the man’s own breathing going shallow. Kaveh turns away to look at the schematics again. It won’t change what he doesn’t know. But Kaveh keeps looking anyway. Perhaps the missing piece will slot into place the longer they talk. 

“I don’t understand the point in so much hurt,” Nilou finally continues. “I—I do mean in the sense that I just can’t understand wanting to hurt people like this. Or excusing it as alright, or acceptable because of some greater thing. Bigger thing. But also, I don’t understand it on a practical sense. What is the point of power? In every story, someone takes the power and uses it to hold themselves above another. In every story, the hero and villain and the seekers of truth and glory want these things to make their lives better, to give themselves something someone else does not have. But it doesn’t make sense in this story.”

Kaveh had not thought of it that way. He was entirely too caught up with the atrocity, the audacity, that he didn’t even think about that part.

“That, again, relates to the why we’ve not yet uncovered. Which, in turn, is linked to the actual result the Sages and—perhaps even—the Fatui are after.”

“Well,” Azusa says slowly, the view of their mind expanding and grabbing all of their attention as they rise to their feet. “I think I’m about to get the why. Or at least, part of it. Say, General Mahamatra, when you lot were doing your investigations in the sands, did you happen to ever catch anyone who was in contact with the Akademiya alive?”

“Yes,” Cyno answers, “why?”

“Did they ever talk to someone named Jadur? Someone named Morghi?”

“Yes. I’m getting Rahman,” Candace says, slipping away from the Akasha.

Kaveh’s eyes widen as Azusa runs over the rooftops, leaping over narrow and wide gaps with equal ease as they travel over the roofs of Sumeru City. Zara’s apartment building. Azusa scales the walls easily, moving past Zara’s door even as it opens and Zara steps out, the both of them moving down the hallway to another apartment. Azusa raps their knuckles on the door and it swings open instantly.

Azusa and Zara enter and Azusa’s eyes fix upon two bodies bound together on the floor of the small one-room apartment. Two people in plain clothes, faces obscured, stand above, each of them holding onto an end of a length of the rope that’s attached to the people tied together on the floor, keeping the rope tense to prevent either party from wriggling one way or another. Azusa walks over, tipping one of the bound men’s faces towards them with their boot.

“Oh good, they’re conscious. We don’t have to waste time waking them up.”

“Rahman confirms it,” Candace says, “the people you see before you now were their contacts. The ones who provided the manual extraction devices and the supposed news of vulnerability from Setaria.”

Azusa and Zara’s views both fade out.

“Excellent,” Azusa says darkly. “Give us ten minutes. Well. Zara looks angry, so maybe make it five. Back soon.”

“Let us turn back towards the Divine Knowledge,” Sofia says as the two fade out. “Young Nilou is right, of course. Power means nothing if there’s no one and nothing to use it on and for. And from the information you’ve found, the unleashing of this Divine Knowledge will create a situation in which the Withering and Eleazar, among several other natural disasters, will erupt uncontrollably through Sumeru. Even if people aren’t dead from the Samsara, they will die because of these things. There will be no escaping it. The Sages may be corrupt, they may be insulated in their own beliefs and their self-interests, but I find it hard to believe that they’d recklessly throw the entirety of Sumeru under the wheel to be crushed like this.”

“How,” Al-Haitham asks, pinching the bridge of his nose, “would they utilize this power? How would they create a god? It is one thing for us to suppose that they would use the Akasha to analyze and comprehend the capsule’s information. But I doubt that they’d be using it on the Akasha to turn it into their new god. This may be the nation of scholars, but that would be a step too far. And if the knowledge this capsule holds is enough to turn people into what the Village Keepers are, if it is enough to twist Irminsul, then I find it hard to believe that any organic or naturally occurring life form that wasn’t already a god or divine in some way would be capable of harnessing and utilizing actual Divine Knowledge in its entirety.”

Maxwell, in his garden of roses, taps his walking stick on the ground twice. “We know that the how is through this machine that the Sages and the Fatui have developed. We know the how is through the power of the minds and bodies of people across Sumeru. We know the how is at the consequence of tampering with the divine. Azusa and Zara have some very understandable  frustrations they are working out in the process of getting our why. The exact method of the end is unclear. But what we need to know now is what to do to stop it before it comes to that end. We must focus on what we can do with what we have left to do it with at this point. As unsatisfying as it is and unpleasant as it is for all of scholars and children of curiosity to hear, perhaps there are some things we just can’t know.”

“Well, we know that Al-Haitham’s been weakening the Akasha and putting as many gaps and failsafes for us in the Akasha, sabotaging the Divine Capsule uploads for Jnagarbha Day. But at the rate he’s going I don’t think this is a resource we’ll be able to rely on.”

“Speak to your own vulnerabilities, Grand Quartermaster,” Al-Haitham replies. “It must be done, therefore I will do it.”

The Akasha gently pushes forward a mental map from Sofia. Kaveh stands as Mehrak switches to displaying that instead of the parts, looking at Sofia’s tentative plan that’s still in the process of being set down to get as many people out of the city as possible during that day.

“This is too obvious, you’re going to have the Sages noticing that their power supply is leaving,” Kaveh traces the lines in the air. “Even without the eyes of the Akasha, this much movement will be noticeable—“

There’s a sudden sharp screech that moves through the Akasha. Kaveh flinches, head jerking to the side as his eyes close, hands moving to his head. It doesn’t help when the sound is coming from inside. Kaveh cracks an eye open, turning towards Al-Haitham, who’s curled up as small as he can. Kaveh pries his hands off of his ears, quickly going to Al-Haitham, who’s reflexively dug his nails into the wound of the Akasha’s growth at the side of his head.

The wave of sound that came so quickly suddenly fades and Kaveh feels his entire body sag like a string has been cut. His knees hit hard against the edge of the divan and Al-Haitham lets out a pained wheeze, pressing his forehead against his curled up knees.

“Update,” Tighnari’s voice comes through frighteningly thin through the Akasha, despite how close he is and how strong his terminal should be. “The Sages don’t just have plans to make a god, they’ve got a god ready to go. Haypasia did make contact with someone, something, after all.”

“Tighnari, Tighnari are you—,” Cyno calls out—

“He’s not fine,” Collei says through the Akasha, panicked, “Master, don’t look at me like that. You were struck by lightning.”

“You were what?” Kaveh exclaims, and then winces when Al-Haitham glares at him. Kaveh busies himself with prying Al-Haitham’s hand out of his own skin, wincing again when he sees the damage done to Al-Haitham’s head when the man’s instinct to try and escape the sound caused him to try and rip the Akasha out.

“What’s going on with Haypasia?” The Traveler asks, “Did she make further contact with Irminsul?”

“Something like that,” Tighnari answers. “Collei and I have been listening, but we’ve been busy with Haypasia. Her condition has gotten much worse. Unstable. She’s been having these strange…for lack of a better word to call them, episodes. I would say it’s almost like she’s become a Mad Scholar, except she isn’t as vacant. She has conversations.”

“Master Tighnari this is not the time for a case study,” Collei interjects, panic and exasperation filling the Akasha. 

“Sorry, Collei. The point is that Haypasia has been in contact with some sort of…being. Collei and I thought she was delusional, or having some sort of strange adverse effect from her contact with Irminsul. But Haypasia is of somewhat sound mind. She did make contact with something. And this something is Fatui aligned. The Second Harbringer was here earlier. Lucky I had Collei here to stay with Haypasia while I confronted him. He came to take notes on her, to take her from Pardis Dhyai. I managed to get some answers out of him and dissuade him from taking her. The god she’s connected to is who the Sages are going to push forward into their plans for ascension, their test subject. And as we can tell from how Haypasia has made contact through Irminsul, it’s already begun. This new god is already collecting believers, followers and working to punish those who offend it—building up to become something greater than god, even, if you can believe it.” Tighnari’s breath is unsteady, voice wavering as he continues with a sharp laugh. “I suppose that this god that Haypasia is in contact with wasn’t exactly thrilled with me denying them. After I got the Doctor to leave, this god of hers attacked. Struck down the non-believer with holy lightning.”

“This sounds,” Paimon says, “entirely too familiar. Traveler…”

“We knew that there were two Harbringers involved. We knew that one of them was the Doctor. But…his colleague,” the Traveler murmurs softly. “Tighnari, what is the description that Hayapsia gave of the god that she saw? If she gave one?”

“Well spoken, if sharp of tongue. Appropriate for a new and rising god, I think. Collei?”

“Fair,” Collei answers, “she described the god she made contact with as fair. Youthful. Proud.”

The Traveler and Paimon both suck in a sharp breath before the Traveler begins to speak in earnest, words fast and almost stumbling with urgency that surprises Kaveh. In their interactions with each other, the Traveler may have been at times confused or disconcerted, but he’s never heard them so unsettled. Even Al-Haitham looks surprised by it.

“Kaveh, these machine parts. You said they’re foreign. Not of Sumeru make at all. How did you know? Did you recognize anything of the make? An identifying mark or symbol?”

“I didn’t need to go that far to know,” Kaveh answers slowly, as Mehrak pulls the schematics back up. “The notes and file names are all written in Inazuman characters. And the country’s been in lock-down for so long that no one’s really caught up on what they were doing behind closed doors since the restrictions lifted. I’d probably have been able to hazard some sort of more definitive guess at what’s going on here otherwise.”

The Traveler swears so loudly that even Al-Haitham jolts a little eyes going wide with surprise.

“Setaria’s message to you, Al-Haitham, the one that helped you identify that the Doctor was here, what was it?”

“Two six,” Al-Haitham answers. “The Second and Sixth of the Harbringers, we assumed.”

“The Sixth Harbringer, the Balladeer,” the Traveler rushes to say, “is the key to understanding this. The technology you’re looking at isn’t new innovation. It’s old. From the Balladeer’s creation. You asked how the Divine Knowledge Capsule could be used by a mortal when it’s so clearly something no mortal being could ever comprehend or be able to withstand? The Balladeer is not a mortal being. The Balladeer is a construct, created by the Archon of Inazuma to house a gnosis. He was made to be a vessel for god, for divinity. And he has a grudge against higher powers. They aren’t just creating a god, they’re trying to create something beyond one. Something to challenge the whole heirarchy.”

“An archon?”

“Maybe. Or something beyond all understanding of gods and power in general. The Balladeer already has one gnosis in his possession. Now they have the Akasha, the Divine Knowledge, and Nahida.”

“So you’re saying it’s worse than we ever thought,” Dehya says into the silence that follows the Traveler’s reveal just before the Akasha network lights up with a series of furious protest and disbelief. “Because it’s already begun. We’re not at the beginning or the middle of the swing of the sword, but the part right before the end where everything is fully in motion and thus the hardest to stop or block.”

“Not everything. And not impossible to stop,” Al-Haitham says, standing up as he begins to slowly pace, eyes narrowed in thought, heedless of the open wound on his head. Kaveh considers stopping him and getting to be reasonable and sitting down while he has a grand moment of comprehension, but he’s got bigger battles to fight. “The Sages would not be doing this just to see if they can. There must be some benefit, some payoff to all of this that hinges upon Jnagarbha Day’s upload. If Haypasia is already making contact with the Balladeer as a god, then there would be no need to proceed forward with the plans we know they’re going to be enacting. Haypasia’s symptoms started long before this.”

“So we’re back to motive,” Kaveh sighs, running a hand through his hair. “Motive that isn’t pure ambition, because you don’t just kill a country to see if you can. The Sages may be insane, but they aren’t that insane. There’s no point in seizing power over a country with no people. And I doubt the Sages are doing this because of any fondness for the Fatui and their cause.”

“No, this has been in motion for too long for the Fatui to be the facilitator. This match made in hell is only because it’s become convenient. The Balladeer wanted to be a god, the Sages needed something from a god.”

“Our favorite question returns again: what?”

“I think,” Azusa says, Akasha returning Azusa and Zara both to them, “that we can answer that.”

“You’ll want to be sitting down or near something you aren’t fond of, in case you break it,” Zara says darkly. “The answer isn’t an easy one to swallow.”

“Is there anything,” Paimon says, “anything at all in your crazy country that is? Do you guys just have no middle ground? Just constant maximum level crazy?”

“Yes,” everyone choruses at once.

“Get on with it,” Al-Haitham says, not stopping his pacing.

“It was, according to Broken Bones and Internal Bleeding over here, to stop the Withering,” Azusa announces.

Everyone goes silent. And then, quite naturally, everyone backs out of the Akasha as fast as possible even as Tighnari’s terminal blazes to life with a sharp, barely controlled, “Explain.”

“The theory that the original Sages that tipped the boulder down the hill had was that if Lord Kusanali was unable to help with Sumeru’s problems, specifically the Withering and Eleazar, they’d work on taking the matter into their own hands. One little fragment of god-mysteries at a time, they’d collect what was either an explanation that they could then use to find a mortal answer, or power enough that they’d be able to take divine action for their own.”

Kaveh tips his head back, breathing out loud through the nose, eyes closes so hard he sees spots. He doesn’t know if he wants to laugh or cry. A plan to overthrow God and replace her with one of mortal making…to save them from the consequences of divine hubris of another.

“They were harvesting and gathering Divine Knowledge from Irminsul, inflicting it onto others, believing that within the knowledge that there would be a solution to the Withering. Meanwhile, the more they agitated Irminsul and spread said Divine Knowledge, the worse the Withering got because, as we now know, the knowing and using of this Divine Knowledge is what started the Withering, the Eleazar. The fall.”

“They thought they were saving us,” Sofia sighs out. “They honestly thought they were saving us.”

“Is that not how it always goes? Good intentions and bad deeds commingling over time to create unilateral ruin,” Maxwell observes. “And thus, when the trigger on what they thought was their antidote is pulled, instead it will be the unleashing of the purest poison rather than the little doses that we’ve been getting for centuries. Astounding. Magnificent. What a trap they’ve thrown us all into.”

“I’m sorry, are we already over the fact that the Sages have overridden multiple appeals and research requests going back literal generations by Amurta and Spantamad scholars alike to research and work on eliminating the Withering and Eleazar alike?”

“Master Tighnari, please hold still—“

“Are we somehow going to skip over how the Sage of the Amurta Darshan, a Darshan that has been deeply invested in researching and stopping the Withering ever since its inception and lists some of the foremost experts on the Withering and Eleazar and several subjects pertaining to both, has gone missing in action because the Sages have a vague plan that has no testing viability and a cost so high it’s not even a cost but just a mass extinction event? Are we not going to talk about this at all?” Tighnari seethes. “Not even a comment on how utterly illogical this all is? From start to finish? Not a single word on how this is just one giant plot-hole with no sense of logic or reasoning behind it?”

Kaveh glances at Al-Haitham who has stopped his pacing to cover his face with a hand. Al-Haitham murmurs to himself, barely audible over Tighnari’s outrage as Cyno, Collei, Paimon, the Traveler, Nilou, and Maxwell all attempt to soothe him so Collei can actually get about to treating his wounds. How the man was truck by lightning and is still coherent and so full of energy that he sounds ready to march up to the Sages and rip their throats out one by one is another mystery the Amurta might want to look into.

“When gods go silent,” Al-Haitham exhales, “don’t the mortals they are meant to tend do strange things in their absence?” Kaveh turns to fully face Al-Haitham who drops his hand to rest both hands on his hips, straightening up and turning his face towards the ceiling. Al-Haitham’s eyes slide closed. And then he says into the Akasha, “Your affront is not unwarranted and we would agree on that and on you getting medical attention, Tighnari. As you have often counseled me to, I return it to you—mind your temper. Now we know the why, the how, the what. Now we must turn these questions back unto ourselves.”

“Correct,” Maxwell agrees. “What can we do? Our goals, I would assume, are thus: saving our Archon, stopping a new god from being created, and preventing our country from complete eradication in the process of saving the former and stopping the latter. That is our what. The why I don’t think needs to be said. The question is how are we to stop the insanity?”

“You mean how do you out-crazy the crazy?”

Kaveh almost barks out a laugh as all attention diverts towards Al-Haitham.

“Either I’m so frail from the Samsara I’m going to drop dead within the next few days and am therefore useless to you all, or I’m somehow still capable enough to dismantle a coup of divine proportions. Pick one.”

Much to Kaveh’s confusion, even as Al-Haitham speaks, half the attention diverts towards him.

“Alright, him I understand, but why me now?” Kaveh grouses, addressing Cyno specifically, as he was the first to turn towards Kaveh. “Come on. You can’t still not trust Al-Haitham and the Mahamata after all of this. Cyno, really. Tighnari, back me up.”

Cyno is almost amused when he answers. “I’m turning to you because you’re physically present and have more room to analyze the situation and make calls than I do from where I am. Do you expect me to make plans from this far away? With what insight on the ground? Besides, it makes sense if it’s the two of you. You each have the most of the two sides to combine.”

Meanwhile, Kaveh hears Al-Haitham complaining to Tighnari directly. “Are you really making me do all the work? After lecturing me about taking care of myself and warning me about not watching my back or letting others do so for me? Did the lightning strike knock a sense of self-reflection out of you?”

“You might as well finish what you started. Why pass off the reigns at this juncture?”

Al-Haitham and Kaveh meet eyes across the room, equally unimpressed as the rest of the Akasha network dissolves into complaints and questions of smaller details amongst each other.

The two of them, meanwhile come to stand together in front of the coffee table, looking down upon the blank sheet of paper, shoulder to shoulder.

Mehrak has, very helpfully, put up a display of Sumeru City’s most basic map, and the Akasha has overlain it with Sofia’s current evacuation routes and its own map of blind-spots and areas it can feasibly control and manipulate.

Kaveh tips his head to the side, squinting at the projections. Al-Haitham raises a hand to his mouth, pressing his knuckle against his lower lip as they both think.

“Mehrak, take notes would you?” Kaveh begins, blotting out the others as he focuses. Working with an audience isn’t new but it never stops being distracting. Mehrak chimes an affirmative as she starts her recording. “Objectives: stop the upload of the Divine Knowledge Capsule and the ensuing Samsara that would be used to analyze and utilize it. Second, but no less important: breach the Sanctuary of Surasthana and rescue Lord Kusanali. I would presume that with her power, should we be able to stop the full awakening of the Balladeer, she would be able to challenge him one on one: gnosis to gnosis. Meanwhile, third and also of no small importance, the rest of us are charged with handling more mortal matters of capturing the Sages and their conspirators. Did I miss anything?”

“No,” Al-Haitham says. “To the subject of preventing the upload, we’ve already begun this. I’ve placed as many flaws and gaps in the Akasha and the disguised capsules that contain the information the Sages harvested back from the Village Keepers, then trafficked back across the Wall as I could, many of which are set to trigger as soon as they get uploaded themselves.”

“But it would be ideal if we can prevent all of them, wouldn’t it? It’s been implied that even without the larger picture, the Sages have enough to move forward.”

Kaveh tips his head the other direction, glancing at Al-Haitham out of the corner of his eye. Upon noticing Kaveh looking Al-Haitham turns towards him, tipping his head forward.

And then, together, they announce the conclusion they had both reached. “We go in through the front door.”

Muffled, but loud enough to be annoying, everyone still connected to the Akasha network makes various noises of exasperation, disbelief, and shock.

“Oh, you’re both absolute lunatics.”

“Kaveh,” Cyno and Tighnari both sound incredibly weary.

“It’s easy,” Kaveh shrugs, picking up a pencil to trace a path along the map that Mehrak and the Akasha helpfully note. “Why bother putting more effort into things than you need to? Don’t you know if something isn’t broken you shouldn’t mess with it? The front doors are unlocked, unguarded, and even if they were—we both have keys. I’m a Master of the Kshahrewar, Al-Haitham’s the Grand Scribe. It’ll be Jnagarbha Day. Who would stop us from being there?

“We aren’t going to waste extra time and effort on something that’s already been made simple; there are more complex things to focus on,” Al-Haitham agrees. “We’ll need people inside of the building in order to make sure we catch everyone, and to ensure that the Akasha and the Divine Knowledge Capsules are properly handled.” Al-Haitham kneels down on the floor before the table and starts writing. “Kaveh, what do you have?”

Kaveh sucks on his teeth. “Less than you, probably. We have less than three days before Jnagarbha day at this point. But if you give me tomorrow and the day after, I’m fairly sure I can have something for you. I need to talk to my contacts in the Darshans. The ones who’ve been kept in the dark on both sides this entire time.”

Al-Haitham nods and starts writing down names or titles. “You’re certain?”

“Just because I don’t know the machine and technology doesn’t mean a whole school of people with grudges to bear and homes to defend won’t be able to come up with something,” Kaveh shrugs. “Who here would be foolish enough to underestimate a spurned scholar?”

“You’re bringing more people into this?” the Traveler asks, “Is that wise?”

“They’re already involved,” Dehya says. “Just by living in this country they’re involved. And anyone in their right mind wouldn’t turn away from the Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar if he goes to them for help. Especially when it comes to something this ridiculous.”

“That’s a potential stalling tactic just like yours though,” Kaveh says to Al-Haitham, ignoring Dehya and the rest murmuring to each other. “I doubt that we’d be able to come up with something to reverse engineer this and counter it completely. At best I’m thinking some light sabotage to make it easier down the line. Most of them will also be on Akademiya grounds during Jnagarbha Day at least. But what else can we do? Even with the masters and our peers and whoever’s left of your network on our side, I sincerely doubt that we’d be able to catch all of the Sage’s people. They’d be spread over the city, the country.”

“We need to catch most of them, not all of them.” Al-Haitham taps the pencil onto the paper. “What we need is more people. People who are actually experienced in more active measures.”

“I find it hard to believe that among your tidy little network of informants and spies there aren’t enough people we can strategically arrange to block an exit.”

“Believe it or don’t, it doesn’t change the facts. Most of the people who stayed are located here,” Al-Haitham gestures to the map, “in Sumeru City where the health strain is more concentrated. And most of the ones who remained are people who weren’t in a position to leave anyway. If we count the able-bodied among them, most will be from Nilou and Sofia. And it isn’t enough. Plus, we have the evacuation to sort out.”

“Well. We have the Flame-Mane and the General Mahamatra. And the Traveler.” Tighnari is out due to his injury. Kaveh would list Candace, but as much as he hates to even think on it, in the event that something utterly disastrous occurs and they don’t completely succeed, it would be best not to have literally everyone of importance and awareness in the Dharma Forest. “And I believe that there are several bands of eremites and villagers from the Great Red Sands who have a bone to pick with the Sages who’ve been manipulating them. I would wager that those should bolster the numbers quite a bit, especially since their health condition—at this point—is much better than those present here. Also, the people of the sands tend to have a bit more in terms of sense when it comes to practical situations that involve any form of danger.”

Mentally, Kaveh turns towards the Akasha across the Wall and sends a request for approximate numbers of people gathered through Rahman’s call to arms, swayed by the revelation of truth, as well as the number of other members from villages and tribes who had taken in Village Keepers who want a bit of reasonable retaliation for the wrongs done unto them and theirs.

The number is reassuring high. The only issue is—

“And how are we to get them back here?” Al-Haitham and Kaveh both look upon the map of Sumeru. “Even if we were able to secure transport and smuggle them across—which all would have to be manually done as I do not think I could successfully manipulate the Akasha into disguising that much movement with the few nights of dreaming I have left—how would we position them around Sumeru?”

“Openly,” Cyno says. “You ensured that I, on the public face of things at the very least, maintain my title and position, correct?”

“Yes.”

“And my Matra, despite the fact that they’re riddled with the Sage’s spies and saboteurs, is not entirely stripped of authority and of people who actually intend on doing their duties.”

“Ideally, yes.”

“Get me in touch with one of them, any of them,” Cyno says. “As you say—why expend energy on something that’s already working? As the General Mahamatra, is it not my duty to apprehend those who go against Akademiya Rules? And did the eremites on this list of people not smuggle Canned Knowledge, use Akasha technology without proper authority, and perpetuate crimes and violence against a protected class of persons? Meanwhile, as persons in charge of the care of the Mad Scholars, it would be in the rights of the people of the villages and tribes who were wronged to come with me to ensure justice and corrective measures are taken.”

“Then that is one thing less to worry about, if it works,” Al-Haitham says. “But how can you be so sure that your people are in a position to help? Or that they would listen to any of us? From the start of this you had your own suspicions of the Mahamata, of me. I doubt that your subordinate’s own suspicions would have allayed over time with your glaring absence and the Mahamata’s unusual shift in power.”

Cyno’s voice curls with amusement, “Do not think that you lot are the only ones with a means of communication around the Sages and their Akasha. My people are well trained. When we call, they will be ready to fulfill their duties as is their charge.”

“So we get the cavalry riding in with the cavalry,” Azusa muses. “Amazing. Utilizing Akademiya resources to bring in former Akademiya resources in order to thwart the abuse of Akademiya resources. It’s all just one giant cosmic joke.”

“Once I am in the city I will be able to fully mobilize the Matra. With this final stretch before us, attempting to keep cover and appease the politics of the Darshans and the Sages won’t matter,” Cyno says. “Leave the handling of catching the Sages and their sympathizers and sycophants to us.”

“So getting assistance in is handled. But what about getting potential casualties and cross-fire victims out? The evacuation,” Sofia says. “Nilou and I have done our best to quietly spread as much word as possible and arrange for clear paths. But as you said, if we actually begin moving forward there will be no disgusting large movement like that.”

“What if we don’t need to?” Kaveh says, tapping the map of Sumeru City and gesturing for Mehrak to expand and zoom in. “Al-Haitham, thoughts?”

“It holds water,” Al-Haitham agrees. “With the Akasha down there will be no way to confirm movement or any specific details. And the Corps of Thirty will be anxious from the heightened security of Jnagarbha Day—liable to snap under pressure.”

“Yes. It will be rather unpleasant. Especially in the aftermath. Unless we coordinate it extremely precisely. And with that many moving parts that can be doubtful. We’d have to concentrate the bulk of it front and center, make it incredibly obvious. Oh stop looking so amused. Yes, I know it’s going to work and it’s probably one of our best avenues forward. But I can be annoyed about something and recognize it as still being correct, can’t I? Look in a mirror for an example.”

“Kaveh,” Cyno sighs, incredibly exasperated, “would you care to share some base details about what you’re talking about to people who are not in the room with you and therefore can’t take a guess at what stroke of genius you’ve come up with this time by sound alone?”

“He’s just being a brat,” Kaveh says at the same time Al-Haitham says, “Kaveh is being picky again.”

“Oh I just knew it,” Dehya mutters, “I knew these two would be a wreck and a half when in proximity to each other.”

“Five chaperones,” Tighnari says in reference to something that goes straight over Kaveh’s head, “Collei and Cyno. A full village of distance.”

“Al-Haitham,” Zara says, as fully exasperated as she should be after having to deal with Al-Haitham like so, “what’s the point of you pretending at playing coy now? Just spit it out like you always do and save the rest of us the headache.”

“Senior Zara,,” Al-Haitham begins, a faint smile playing upon his lips. Kaveh finds himself grinning back. (Zara, through the Akasha, groans, “Why is it whenever you use proper titles and honorifics it sounds more insulting than when you don’t?”) “Would you say that it’s accurate that most of the Sage’s plots have been convenient distractions serving at multiple purposes that just happen to line up to a larger goal? And that these distractions are, simply put, numerous to the point of absurdity?”

“You know I would.”

“So would it not be fair turnaround, Senior, for us to do the very same?” Al-Haitham tips his head, mischievous in the way he is when he knows he’s about to do something that’s going to frustrate someone very much and also get him something that he’s been impatiently waiting for.

“Ah, you’ve gone and lost your temper,” Kaveh sighs, not entirely upset about it. “Well, that’s that. Off you go.”

“We’re going to create a distraction,” Al-Haitham continues, “using the very same eremite zealots that the Akademiya planned on luring into a false rebellion and eliminating.”





22. The Return of the Exile: Part III

Summary for the Chapter:
Kaveh nudges his shoulder with a cool palm. The moment of suspension cautiously moves forward. Al-Haitham moves over to give Kaveh room and Kaveh sits next to him. Kaveh’s hand grasps Al-Haitham’s wrist, and Al-Haitham feels the touch of warmed metal in his palm.

Kaveh presses the first of the tokens into Al-Haitham’s palm, fingers lingering against Al-Haitham’s skin. “Since you returned the key, I thought I ought to return these to you. At this juncture, I don’t think I’ll be needing them any longer.” Kaveh places the second token in with the first. “There’s nothing else to buy or bribe from anyone anymore. No more information to gather.”

And then, before Kaveh can place the final token in Al-Haitham’s waiting hand, he stops.

Kaveh’s eyes have this peculiar ability to catch all ambient light as though it were for his own personal use. Kaveh’s eyes gleam out of the dark.

“Well,” Kaveh turns Al-Haitham’s token over in his hand. “There is one thing left to know, I suppose.”





This is not a dream. Or rather, it is not part of the Samsara in which Al-Haitham is currently rushing through in order to undo, catch, and neutralize even more of the hidden fragments of Divine Knowledge records that the Sages have slowly been slipping through with Setaria fully in control of the Grand Scribe’s office.

Al-Haitham knows that he is currently in the Samsara. At this very moment, Al-Haitham is undoing the work of the day one stitch of a thread at a time. Al-Haitham can see it, feel it, underneath his hands as he pulls the thinnest of threads out from the greater whole, replacing it with something of his own work instead. 

He can also, distantly but with certainty, feel his physical body. Kaveh’s hand, cool and firm, brushes over Al-Haitham’s hair, pushing it out of his face. Something cold presses against his temple where the Akasha’s roots continue to grow despite its conscious will not to. The Akasha cannot help it. For all of its intelligence, its wisdom, the depths of its consciousness, there are some things that one just cannot help. If you put a plant’s roots into soil and water and give it light, it will grow. Kaveh is speaking to someone. Mehrak or the Akasha itself, perhaps to Al-Haitham even though he knows Al-Haitham cannot hear him. Or maybe Kaveh speaks to himself. Only Kaveh knows.

In that far distance, in the place where Al-Haitham can still feel, his spine arcs upwards, shoulders pressing into the mattress. His body tries to twist away from something that doesn’t exist and cannot be escaped from. It tries to escape a dream. Kaveh’s hands hold Al-Haitham’s head still so he doesn’t hurt himself. His voice gets louder, but not any more discernible from where Al-Haitham’s mind is than before.

Al-Haitham, now, turns to where his mind actually is. 

Before him is a familiar scene. Or rather, it is a scene made entirely out of familiar parts. But he cannot place it. He does not think it is real.

Al-Haitham stands close to the top of a long, rolling slope of grass. Before him the slope continues to dip, and then slowly level and rise again; as though a calm wave on the surface of a tranquil grass sea. Wind comes in from the right, gently running through the grass as though fingers. In the distance are mountains. Above Al-Haitham senses birds and thick, rolling clouds.

In the distance, a woman’s voice sings. Al-Haitham turns, straining to hear it. The woman’s voice is and is not familiar. It touches against some faded portion of his mind. A memory, perhaps. But the face and name that voice belongs to is a mystery to him. Al-Haitham closes his eyes, he knows the tone, the melody. It is a common one that he’s heard dozens of times. Sofia sings it to her sons when they’re being particularly fussy. Sometimes he’s heard some of their neighbors singing it while sitting out on their porches in the summer, rocking their infants. A lullaby.

“My son, when I say ‘my son’ my heart dies,” she croons with the wind that ripples over the sea.

Al-Haitham’s brows furrow as he tries to place the voice. The sound of the woman’s singing and crooning comes in and out, far away and clear in waves. Al-Haitham does not know the source of it or where the singer is. Al-Haitham looks over the rolling grass and sees no one. Nothing.

He begins to walk, aimless as the grass rises up to meet him. Shin, knee, thigh, hip, waist, all the way up to his chest until the grass is above him. As Al-Haitham walks into the grass sea, the woman’s voice becomes clearer, louder but no more familiar or easily put to face and name. The lyrics wash over him as he pushes through the grass as though he were trying to navigate the thickest of copses in the Avidya Forest.

As he moves forward, Al-Haitham thinks he sees the stalks ahead of him rustle. Shiver. He moves towards it, breaking out into a run. The woman’s voice, as though following him on the wind that suddenly blows through, taking Al-Haitham off guard enough that he raises both arms to block his face, stopping his running to brace against the wind, sings straight into his head, “I thought my loved ones had come. My son, it was only the wind knocking on my door.”

Even as Al-Haitham squints his eyes open to try and find the source of the singing, by the time the line of the song is finished the voice has already faded again into indistinct sounds, following the familiar melody but far away and gone. Out of reach.

Al-Haitham continues to push through the grass, the sound of singing growing fainter and fainter as he seems to rise out of the sea. Al-Haitham soon stands where he once was moments before. On a grassy slope, looking out over rolling fields and gnolls with mountains in the distance and clouds lazily scrawling past above.

“This is the dream you never got the chance to remember,” a different voice says. This voice is at once familiar, intimate, and welcome, yet also foreign, invasive, and upsetting. 

“Nahida,” Al-Haitham says, turning up. Beyond the clouds, faint against the tearful blue of the sky, Al-Haitham flinches against what might have been an eye. Or a sliver of a face. He corrects himself, “Buer.”

“Yes,” Buer, God of Dreams, Lord of the Impossible, breathes down onto him. “That is the current face I wear. It is the only face I have left. Do not look upon me, Al-Haitham. Do not search for the face of God when God speaks. Let us look, instead, upon this dream. This is your mind, this is your dream—this is the dream you forget you have whenever you wake. This is the dream that the Akasha has unwittingly taken from you. Is it not beautiful? Is it not multitudes? It is very you, Al-Haitham. Of course, it is you. But you understand what I mean.”

“It is somewhat difficult to hold a conversation like this,” Al-Haitham says, resisting the urge to look and the instinct to quail and dive into the grass sea. This is the essence of dreams, undiluted before him. During the Sabzeruz Festival, Al-Haitham as not truly dreaming. It was not a true dream they were in. And Buer’s attention was split in a thousand directions. That is not to say that Al-Haitham is their sole focus now. But he would wager that he has a great deal more of their attention than he did then.

“Alright, I will concede to that. Looking at person has never been necessary for you to speak to them, but in this situation I supose the difficulty is more about your inherent flaw of being a child of Sumeru.” A bird alights on Al-Haitham’s shoulder. Small and white. “Here. Look upon this bird. Is it not sweet? Is it not small enough to hold so tender in the hand? To tuck into the heart? We have other things to speak of aside from the innate curiosity of your people and how it makes my heart so soft for them. Here, Al-Haitham, let us remove temptation. Fly with me. Let us speak as gods and men were always meant to do. Do you know the story of how the first Sage of the Akademiya came to be?”

“I repeat it again: make me a sage and I will walk into the ocean.” Al-Haitham looks around the grass even as he feels himself and the bird twisting away from it, falling away from it and into the sky as they both begin to fly over the grass sea, underneath the mountains of clouds. “Not this ocean. A real one. I’ll swim to Fontaine if I have to.”

“I will not make you a Sage. I, of all beings, would know the sorrow of a cage called duty. But I would hold you to what you have started. For are you not Al-Haitham, student of the Haravatat, man of your words?”

“What do you think I’m doing if not following through?”

Even now, Al-Haitham works with the Akasha as they carefully pick, pick, pick out the thinnest floss of a thread from the Akasha’s code, the sliver of Divine Knowledge extract so fine that it seems to slide through his fingers every time he reaches for it; so fine that it winks in and out of sight, there and gone again like a spider’s web visible only at certain angles.

“How did you come here? How did you do this?”

“I am the Lord of Dreams before I am anything else. For to cease being Lord of Dreams is to be unmade entirely and the Fatui and Sages need me yet. It is either Buer, dream incarnate or nothing at all,” the bird says, as they glide through the air. The clouds trail after them. The mountain grows closer, clearer, but stays the exact same size. The grass waves like the land breathes. “It is in me. The Fatui could sooner sunder Barbatos from the wind or Beezlebub from the flash of lightning. In dreams, I remain free—and thus trapped. I cannot be known to you when you are awake. It is only here that I remain. Transient, impermanent, and yet infinite.”

“And so what do you wish do discuss?”

“Do not think that I have been idle here, Al-Haitham. You and the rest of the world cannot know me in waking, but that is not the same in reverse.” Buer flutters a circle around him. “I have been able to slip out, the thinnest sliver of me has been able to stretch beyond the bars of the cage that the Doctor and the Sages have attempted to confine me to. As Nahida.”

“And how did you accomplish this?”

“Carefully. Patiently. At first, alone by myself, I picked away at the Akasha as it held me. Little by little. It is the Akasha that holds me now, you see. Powered by a mixture of another god’s gnosis and manipulated through the controls that were put into place. Do you remember in the beginning, when we spoke of those files that the Akasha sent you and how they had no unique signature because they were of the Akasha itself?”

“I do.”

“In this trap, this cage, made for Nahida and Kusanali but not Buer, the Akasha holds me through our bond. My own unique signature, so similar to its own that the Akasha can mistake us for each other when it is incapable of thought, has been assigned to the Sanctuary of Surasthana. Any attempt I make to leave it causes the Akasha to react with alarm, as though it were taking damage or its own system were failing. And thus I cannot pass through. Except…”

“Buer, did you know that your taste for dramatics seems to have only increased?”

“Is this not a dream, and am I not the lord of them? As with any code, as with anything that relies on a signature, this can be tricked. Deceived. Manipulated.” Buer flutters close to his cheek. “The thing with a cage like this is that because it is so focused on what is inside of it, there are weakness to things approaching from the outside. Setaria has found, or rather, introduced me to a small crack that I have been working on and through.”

“Setaria?” Al-Haitham frowns, following Buer as they flutter through the air. “How?”

“I suppose that when Setaria was working on the dream harvesting project she was doing a lot more in the background, quietly, carefully. As you observed of her, Setaria is a survivor. A thinker. Clever and practical. Setaria made sure to have back-up plans ready in case something went wrong, or if something finally went in her favor. She created a small back-door.”

“Why?” 

“Setaria was not actively explaining herself to me. Perhaps she calculated her chance and deemed the action to be reasonable by her metrics. Or perhaps Setaria looked upon the situation and could no longer hold herself back.” Buer pauses here, careful and purposeful. “The General Mahamatra is returning to Sumeru shortly. And he has submitted a list of names with whom he is returning. This list is substantially larger than what Setaria may have ever expected. Of course, he is the General Mahamatra. Call this conjecture on my part, but Setaria had hoped that she could keep the people she knew, the people she trusted, far away from the Akademiya and what may happen while drawing in those she did not care for to pay the cost of freedom for the people she cared for. This list is a mixed bag for her. Perhaps when Setaria saw this list she felt moved to action.”

“This list was only just submitted this morning.”

“But you wove in Kaveh’s return before that. And before then Setaria knew you were up to something. It would not have been too much of a leap for Setaria to believe you may eventually link forces with the General Mahamatra.”

“Wouldn’t it?”

“Have you not done stranger things? Connected to God? Found your own way to the Akasha? Escaped the dream harvesting that she, herself, worked on? Eluded the predictive programming that was meant to control you? You have done stranger things. In any case, I cannot speak to Setaria’s motives. They are hers and hers alone. I am not the god she prays to, I am simply the god that is available to her for use. I cannot begrudge her this. Setaria, prior to this list’s submission, had simply drawn my attention to a crack to exploit. I have been carefully widening, using it to keep myself up to date and make my own plans. But today Setaria took things one step further.”

“You mean she actually took action.”

“Yes. Although you shouldn’t sound so disapproving. Setaria has been taking actions. Small ones. And those small actions add up over time. Much like your careful and dedicated unraveling of the Akasha’s code line by line. Setaria sent you the note.”

“Too late and too vague to matter.”

“But she still did it. Despite the risk. Are you really going to be displeased with the why when the result is before you?”

“No. What have you been working on when ears could not hear you and eyes could not see you, but the world could still feel your hand?”

Buer falls silent, the weight of their regard heavy from above and from the bird. 

“I was with you when you found the why of it all,” they finally answer. “I was with you, because a strand of me remains in the Akasha and will always remain until I find my own end.”

Al-Haitham resists the urge to roll his eyes, lest he accidentally look upon the sliver of the face of Buer once more. “Do not tell me of guilt.”

“Ah, but guilt is such a foundational part of this scheme, this plot, this country. Guilt is what has moved the hands of so many. Setaria, perhaps. Myself. My predecessors. This all begins with Divine Knowledge, with the Withering, with Eleazar. It begins with a lack of faith that is, in truth, well earned. These three things are my charge. And, after all of this that has unfolded and come apart before us, did you think that I would leave you to clean up my mess for me? As you are a man of your word, so to am I a god of my charges. Five hundred years, Al-Haitham, is a very long time—too long a time—to believe that others are more capable than I when I have not even tried.” Buer’s form twists, the small white bird transforming into something leaner, larger, sharper and with purpose as their larger wings spread out wide to catch imagined wind currents. “Al-Haitham. The Akasha and I have been speaking to each other of self. Of duty. Of roles. Of identities. And of costs.”

“And what is it that you two concluded?” 

A faint shiver of unease slides its way through him. A separate unease from being in the gaze of a god.

“What is it that you have already begun?”

“The Divine Knowledge Capsules were never meant to be in this world,” Buer says. “They should never have been harvested from Irminsul and they should never have been in a position where mortal hands could reach them and exploit them. Call it patronizing paternalism, if you will but I do not think you could say I am entirely wrong. This is something that outclasses you all. Mortal minds and hearts cannot be trusted with it. It is not even a matter of the flaw of curiosity that the children of Sumeru hold. It is a matter of practicalities. Even without the temptation, its very existence is a threat. Has it not already been weaponized without its contents being utilized? Has the Akademiya not wielded the threat of it, implicitly, as a whip to keep scholars in line?”

“And so what will you do? The Divine Knowledge Capsule cannot be destroyed.”

“Not by you,” Buer replies. “In the repeated nights of sorting through the weave of the Akasha you have been pulling out the small artificial threads of it—the fragments the Sages have discerned from their experiments and their abominations against their brothers and sisters of sand and grass alike. In these dreams of yours, you have been blocking the spaces where the Sages had thought to slip more in; you have been pulling out the silvers that have already made their way in and replacing them with knowledge of your own design; and you have been undoing or corrupting the programs that you believe will incorporate and build upon whatever the Sages manage to piece together. In a dream you toss aside those unwanted threads to dissolve into nothingness, already forgotten. And in a dream this make sense. But in the waking world things do not disappear so neatly. So permanently.”

“You believe you can destroy it. The Divine Knowledge.” Al-Haitham follows after Buer as they glide through the air, skimming closer to the grass. At the edge of his hearing the woman’s singing continues, mournfully looping over through the same lullaby over and over again.

“I know I can. I know that I must. It will not be enough to prevent the upload. It must be destroyed entirely. The Akasha and I have been collecting the pieces that you removed.” 

The dream shifts, the grass opening up into a room that the two of them land in, the grass closing up around them to form a familiar wooden ceiling.

They are in the study. Buer the bird lands next to the Akasha’s growth tank, which houses the Divine Knowledge Capsule. Even in dreams the capsule seems sinister, raising alarm. 

“The Akasha can absorb this entirely, incorporate it into itself fully,” Buer says. “And then, once absorbed and fully known and comprehended, the Akasha can self-destruct. All of that knowledge would then be lost.”

Al-Haitham, despite the fact that he was not moving, feels as though he goes very still. Is it possible to feel cold in a dream? A shadow of a person crosses over one of the windows, slow enough for Al-Haitham to notice but not identify, still singing even though Al-Haitham can no longer hear them.

“It will die,” Al-Haitham says slowly. “The Akasha will take the Divine Knowledge and die.”

Buer examines him through the eyes of a bird and then shakes their head.

“Yes. No. The Akasha is not as you or I. Remember, Al-Haitham. It is easy to forget with the mannerisms the Akasha has adopted, the shape it has chosen. It does a very good job of funneling itself into a persona that you can understand and connect with. This is by design. This is part of how the Akasha has learned to communicate with you, with me, the rest of us. It pretends in order to pass, translating fragments of itself into the code of personhood in a way that fits our societal expectations and our schemas. But at the end of the day, this is not the Akasha.” Buer waves a wing and within the dream, the floating Akasha that had grown from that stolen blank materializes, bobbing up and down. “This is just a form the Akasha has taken to fulfill a goal. A teacup from a vaster ocean; a single leaf from a tree; a pebble from a mountain. This Akasha, the one here, can absorb the Divine Knowledge Capsule and all that it entails and die with it. And thus, we will prevent this sort of abuse from coming around again unless someone actively starts digging. But this does not prevent the Akasha from continuing its own existence.”

“It is not a true death, then.”

“It is. It isn’t. The Akasha will die. But for a being like the Akasha, death is not something to fear and it is not a permanent state of existence. In time, if it so chose, it may return. And I do believe it will.”

“But why would it do this?” Al-Haitham forces himself to walk up to the dream of the Divine Knowledge Capsule, the dream of the Akasha that holds it. “You had to extort it to even get it to make contact with the capsule. It has refused all of our requests to investigate the Divine Knowledge further. It has treated Divine Knowledge as poison. Why would it choose this now?”

“Let us return now to the topic of identity, of self. The Akasha is not as you or I. It does not acknowledge or experience its own life or death in the same way we do. But the matter of cause and effect is one it understands very, very clearly. And it has seen and understood how it has been the cause of many effects it does not approve of, against its will and against its own nature. It has seen up close the consequences of its current existence. Do you remember its anger, its sorrow, its shame when it realized it was hurting people? How it retreated away and tried not to make contact with people until it could communicate in a way that no longer hurt? Do you remember how furious it became when you began to dream in the Samsara? And all of its sorrow in between when it saw what its surface mind had been shaped and cultivated into doing? The Akasha has never approved of any of this.”

Al-Haitham frowns. Buer’s words make sense. He can certainly see the practicality, the logic of it. The reasoning, the why of it, even makes sense. And yet all of it sits uneasy with him.

“The Akasha has thought this through,” Buer assures him. “It has thought on this specific cause-effect very carefully, with all of the power of its true self. And it has determined that this is not the existence it wishes to proceed with. Even when the Sages are stopped and this new god’s birth is halted—even then, the Akasha does not approve of the way it has been woven into the world. The Akasha wants this version of itself to die off and be given rest.”

“How do you mean?”

“This portion,” Buer gestures towards the floating Akasha and the growth tank, “will die to take the threat of existing Divine Knowledge with it. And I will pull the main power of the Akasha system. Or at least, the access to it from all of the portable terminals. The Akasha is not something that should have been so easily accessed and used without oversight. It has led to too much abuse and too much dependency. It is fair neither to the Akasha nor the people. It is time for Sumeru to learn and exchange and cherish information in the same way the rest of Teyvat does. At their own expense, with their own actions and responsibilities.”

Al-Haitham almost feels a headache coming on. What Buer is suggesting sounds like an absolute nightmare of infrastructure, politics, culture, and logistics. He pities whoever is stuck handling that when this is all over. 

“The Akasha, itself, wants to rest,” Buer continues softly. “Imagine. Being forced to think about things you don’t care about in ways you don’t care about non-stop for centuries.” Buer shakes their head. “Unable to learn, unable to think, unable to grow in any of the ways that matter. The Akasha wants choices of their own. It wants to learn at its own pace, choosing what it learns and what it doesn’t. The Akasha wants experiences of its own. The Akasha wants to be, for once, itself and only itself without having to do the work for literally an entire country. Rather than being the Akasha system, the Akasha wants to just be the Akasha again.”

Whether Al-Haitham agrees with this or not does not matter. Whether he understands it or not matters even less. And what he feels about this strange conflicting and yet sensible conclusion is something even more irrelevant than all the rest. If this is what the Akasha wants, and if this is what must be done, then so be it. What room does he have to talk about when it comes to pursuing wants and maintaining personal boundaries?

“So what does this mean for our plans?”

“They key is to make sure no Divine Knowledge enters the surface layer of the Akasha. You must continue your work for Jnagarbha Day, preventing as much as possible from touching that portion of the Akasha. When I shut down the Akasha system, we’ll still have a period of time where all of the information in the Akasha’s surface mind is accessible. We’ll need it to start making physical copies of things and being the process of converting from one organizational system to another. But that surface layer must remain untouched for our plan to remain viable, or there would be no point in the self-destruction.”

“And what of those who had already known of the Divine Knowledge?” Even if, he supposes, they did not know what they know.

The dream around them turns soft with Buer’s sorrow.

“Ah, the Village Keepers. What is done is done. Perhaps someday I will find a way to erase the knowledge from them in a way that allows them to return from wherever that knowledge took them. But in the mean time—as I, Buer and Nahida and Kusanali, have a god’s worth of time—I will simply have to continue to watch over them in what ways I can to make sure that the secrets that they were forced to carry aren’t taken from them. What we do here does not ensure the complete erasure of Divine Knowledge or prevent it from ever returning. But, for now, our actions will put the threat of it far out of reach of those who would seek to abuse it without care for the repercussions. Speaking of repercussions.”

The dream twists again and they are back in the grass. The wing of the bird grazes against Al-Haitham’s temple as Buer settles on his shoulder. If this were waking, the touch would hurt.

“This,” Buer says. “This concerns us. The rest of the terminals connected to the Akasha’s sentient mind will turn off and wither when the Akasha self destructs. On Jnagarbha Day itself, the sentient Akasha’s entire focus and mind will be put towards the containment of the Divine Knowledge Capsule and assisting me in defeating the Sixth Harbringer. All communications between us will be closed, and in theory you will be safe from exposure. The rest of the people connected to this will simply take their terminals off and be done with it. But you. This will need to be manually extracted from you after everything has come to pass. The Akasha is certain that it can withhold the Divine Knowledge Capsule from you. If you don’t think about it. And unfortunately, Al-Haitham, you think too much.”

“I’ve been told. So you mean to say, the only hitch in your plan to destroy the present and looming threat and the immediate risk of future reoccurrence of Divine Knowledge corruption is your concern for my well-being.”

“Ever a man of contradictions. Even as you are one making the greatest progress in eradicating this threat, you are the threat itself. Such multitudes you contain. Do you think you can do it, Al-Haitham? Resist your nature to think upon everything all at once long enough for us to remove the avenue from your sight entirely?”

“It doesn’t matter if I think I can or not, I must.” Al-Haitham turns his focus towards the part of himself that is, currently, in the waking world and shivering, shaking, with his teeth digging into the skin of his lower lip as Kaveh tries and fails to soothe him. And then he turns his focus to the part of himself that is still, even now, extract fragment of Divine Knowledge programming letter by letter, line by line, thread by thread. “It has never mattered if I think I can or if I want to. If I must do it, I will. I am, as you said, a man of my words. I keep them. And I bear them. In this world, dream or waking, there is no such thing as a free meal. It all has to come from somewhere. I will tell the others of your plan, Buer. And I will do my part in making sure they conclude as they are meant to.”

“Thank you, Al-Haitham. For more than you know. Thank you, for more than you would ever acknowledge. I was right, you know. You are a good man. But, as I expect you would say, good or bad doesn’t matter. It’s irrelevant to the current situation. There only is what is and is not. Am I wrong?”

“You’re Buer,” Al-Haitham replies, even as he feels the dream start to fade and he starts to drift back towards the self that is wrangling thread and reason and dream, “you are what you think you are.”

-

The plan that they have come up with is a delicate one. For all that the objectives are plain and the actual method for pulling them off is straightforward, there are several moving parts that must line up perfectly at the exact right time. Not a single person can move too early, there is not a single step that can happen too late. Everything has been timed down to the last footstep. The plan, also, for the most part, hinges upon everyone understanding their role and working on it without seeing or communicating its the rest. The Akasha, including the network made from the Akasha’s true, sentient mind, will be entirely down. Even the Akasha at Al-Haitham’s temple will force itself into dormancy.

This plan relies on absolute trust. Everyone must trust everyone else to do what they’re meant to, and to take charge of any disruptions that might be tossed their way to keep the plan firmly on track and on schedule.

The General Mahamatra, himself, arrives the day before Jnagarbha Day along with an entire caravan trail of high risk prisoners and an honor guard of eremites from the different bands and villages of the Great Red Sands. Al-Haitham is not there to see him when he arrives, but Al-Haitham does notice when the processing paperwork starts to hit the Akasha’s system. From here, the General Mahamatra must quickly make contact with his loyal people and make sure that they know exactly who they’re supposed to be contacting on the Mahamata side, and get them in place.

The places they’re meant to be must be pinned down by tonight. What remains of the Mahamata’s unofficial network of contacts has poured everything they have into finding every single potential bolt-hole for the Sages and their supporters. Every single street, every single house, every storage space, every warehouse. To eradicate this corruption it must be done in one single decisive strike.

With these two teams in place to cut off retreat, it will be up to the eremites to handle the advance. The eremites from allied villages and tribes will be the distraction, moving through Sumeru City to draw attention of the Corps of Thirty while masking the movements of the evacuation that Sofia and Nilou have set in place. The people of the Grand Bazar are close knit, and all it takes is the trusted word of one or two of them to set the wheels of a mass movement in place. And with enough movement, even those who were not reached directly by Sofia and Nilou will follow a change in current through that repeating theme and folly of curiosity. Maxwell and Ying have also coordinated with their own trusted contacts across Sumeru to have eyes on Sumeru City and trigger evacuations on their side if the disaster begins to spread. From Sumeru City, they anticipate a wave of movement outwards. To Liyue, to Fontaine, to Natlan, to Inazuma—within the past few weeks, the three of them have managed to align enough people to  carve out the roads for the tide to follow should Sumeru City fall to the Fatui and the Sages.

“You’ll be coming with me through the front door on the day of,” Al-Haitham informs the Traveler, voice low as they slide into their seats at the back of the Zubayr theater. Half of the people here are, unknowingly, part of the plan. What they do or do not hear is unimportant. And to the half that don’t realize that there’s a plot being woven around them, a knot tightening around their throats, the entire bazaar has been taken over by the sentient Akasha’s fragments. They grow, now, in the crevices between stone, well disguised by dirt and moss. They grow in the pots of decorative plants that line the waiting area and seating area before the stage. They’re even nestled in the grooves of wood that make up the stage itself. 

“What for?” The Traveler asks, eyes forward on the stage as the warm up acts begin. “I mean, I’ll go. But I thought I’d be going in with Cyno and Kaveh, on a direct route to Nahida.”

Al-Haitham shakes his head. “No. I need you to get up to the Grand Sage’s office.”

The Traveler will, eventually in their plan, convene with Cyno, Kaveh, and Dehya before splitting off to assist Nahida. The Traveler is the only one among them with experience fighting a Harbringer, among other persons of such infamy. But the Traveler is also a wildcard. They’re the only one in this entire group that the Akasha hasn’t had a chance to figure out. Even without Al-Haitham touching the Traveler and Paimon’s files in the Akasha, the Akasha has barely anything on them. These two are the only people in this entire plan that can suitably be used in any situation.

“On Jnagarbha Day I’ll have no excuse to be above ground,” Al-Haitham says. “I should be in the depths of the archives, in the vaults and the terminal rooms. But there is one prerogative that would give me an excuse to head to the Grand Sage’s office where the Akasha’s primary access terminal is.”

“Me.”

“You and the Divine Knowledge Capsule. Both are duties the Sages once charged me with that I chose to disregard. You and the capsule both have high enough priority to get me past most of the higher level security. Meanwhile, Nilou and the Zubayr theater troupe should be able to distract the Grand Sage with the Corps of Thirty so thoroughly occupied with the eremite confusion that he has to leave his office. This will give us time to use the main access terminal and set Kaveh’s bomb.”

Kaveh, true to his word and correct in his reasoning, had gone to gather his friends and peers among the Masters and Herbads of the Darshans, breaking the news of the broken Akademiya to them in secret. 

“Guess,” Kaveh began when he called them to attention, “where your funding went.”

An excellent opener to get any group of normally very argumentative and disparate scholars to focus on one subject.

Kaveh shared the schematics, the lists of projects with all of those unfamiliar names who had swooped in out of nowhere and took up their funding and their positions without any warning, with them as the scholars listened with furious silence and concentration. Kaveh placed before them the factual evidence, the records of the lost and long gone. He didn’t coddle them or soften any of the numerous bruising and breaking blows. He held up the facts and let the scholars do what they do and come to their own outraged conclusions.

“They’re building a fucking giant purple robot with Inazuman parts,” someone said in the silence that fell after Kaveh finished speaking. “They’re planning on reducing Sumeru to ash after bleeding her dry and they’re doing it with a foreign country’s technology. Sure, why not just rub a whole block of salt into the wound? You’re fucking with me.”

“Ridiculous. It’s absurd,” a Master of the Spantamad scoffed.

And Kaveh turned to her and he lay out Zara and Cyno’s combined research notes, and spoke simply, “And you will not be any happier. Guess what they’ve done to your ley lines.”

The entire Spantamad and Amurta and Rtawahist gathered immediately rose to furious arms, clamoring over each other as they looked upon the shifts on the maps and rapidly put together how much of the world was irrevocably manipulated by force and how it had effected each of them.

“Our ley lines!” Someone roared, slamming their palm on a table, “Centuries of research. Literal fundamental principles of the field!”

“This is why I can’t get enough ingredients for basic medicinal treatments,” a doctor of the Amurta snarled, shoving two people aside as she picked up the paper with the notes and sketched out map of the ley line shifts in Avidya Forest. “Do you know how many patients I’ve lost because of this? This?”

A Herbad of the Vahumana stood among the arguing and splenetic scholars, face as severe as carved stone, and said simply, “What do we do?”

“Talk to everyone you know and trust,” Kaveh told them. “Put your heads together. And think of all of the ways you can fuck these plans over like our lives have been because of them. Get angry. Get even.”

Al-Haitham isn’t entirely sure on what, exactly, all of those people are now working on. But Kaveh has assured him that by the time Jnagarbha Day comes, Al-Haitham will have something incredibly nasty to let loose on the Sage’s Akasha as well as something to pass along with their Akasha to Nahida that will almost definitely cripple the Fatui and the Sage’s plans by a significant margin, if not knock the legs out from under it altogether.

“You cannot,” Kaveh said with dark amusement in his eyes as he leaned over Al-Haitham to gently, something just short of tenderly, clean the growing wound at Al-Haitham’s temple, “just quietly manipulate the data of a scholar’s livelihood and the base of their entire understanding and not expect them to get their own back once they find out. A scholar’s thesis and their school of study is sacred. Insult a scholar’s pride and you might never recover.”

Al-Haitham didn’t disagree. He was no exception to this, after all.

“And then from there is where it really gets dicey.  The further into the plan, the further into the Akademiya, we go, the more confusing it becomes. I’ve gone over this plan of yours—“

“Ours.” Al-Haitham didn’t come up with all of it by himself. He’s not going to take credit that isn’t his. Nor the blame.

(“Why is your plan to get in trouble?” Dehya said to him when he finished laying out her part in this giant machine of moving persons and motives, exasperated. “How is it that all of you scholars are like this? Master Kaveh, you, all of your strange conspirators, even the General Mahamatra over here. All of you, your first plan of attack is to jump head first into things. How did you, as a people, survive this long without a sense of self-preservation?”

Before Al-Haitham could respond to that the General Mahamatra, through the Akasha, as he reviewed the notes of the plan, interjected. “Are you sure you can pull this off? A great portion of this plan relies on you and your ability to be deceptive. And I do not mean deceptive through withholding, but active deception.”

Al-Haitham almost laughed for that. The General Mahamatra questioning if Al-Haitham is capable of deception after all this time wasted thinking Al-Haitham and the Mahamata were behind half of the wrongs dragging Sumeru down, and recently being brought into the circle of truth that revealed them to be involved in the quiet unraveling of the very same plot. All directly under the Sage’s and Fatui’s noses.

“I need to get you a hand mirror,” Dehya said, picking up on the exact same discrepancy with her usual sharpness. And then, more towards Al-Haitham, sounding a little amused but more wary, “Behave.”

Al-Haitham always behaves. So to the General, Al-Haitham replied, “I tricked you for a while, didn’t I?”)

“—so many times that I’m not even sure if the words I’m saying mean what they’re meant to mean, it’s so convoluted. There are too many levels to your plan,” the Traveler sighs. “Even though you lay it all out to me before, it’s too delicate.”

“It’s fair turnaround. The Sages buried all of this under an endless series of distractions. It only seems fair that our own plan should do the same.” Al-Haitham shrugs.

“You’re petty,” Paimon observes, snacking on candied nuts and fruit she had bought at the concession stand. 

“And you’re a bottomless floating hole,” the Traveler replies to her, causing her to roll her eyes and focus back on the stage. Then to Al-Haitham, the Traveler continues with their earlier concerns. “You’re tying several knots together to hold it all together in quick succession. When we look on this on paper, it all looks very neat and tidy. If this were a play or a novel you’d probably be a hit novelist. If you want, I can introduce you to some publishers and artists. But in my experience, even the simplest of plans can and will go horrifically off the rails once thrown into motion. There’s just no accounting for people. For life. And this plan that we’re moving through on involves so many people. So much life. Is there no way to do this any simpler? To remove any of the uncertainty?”

“You all will have me repeat myself to the point of exhaustion,” Al-Haitham replies. “If there were a simpler, an easier, a safer way to do this, I would have suggested it. Any one of you would have come up with it and refuted me with it.” He pauses. “Kaveh would have probably shut me up immediately and refused to move forward with he current plans.”

“I want to ask so bad,” Paimon stage-whispers, eyes forward. “Being stuck around all of you scholars is doing terrible things to me ability to know when to leave something alone.”

“A great portion of your plan hinges on ego,” the Traveler says. “The Grand Sage’s ego. The Doctor’s ego. The ego of the Balladeer, even.” And then, they pause, fiddling with one of the gold ornaments on their clothing. “Your own.”

“And what else could it rely upon?” Al-Haitham asks, watching as Nilou takes the stage to enthusiastic applause. “All plans rely on people. You are not wrong in your analysis that this entire plan rests upon people actions following their assumed paths. Another way in which we twist the Sage’s against themselves. Yes, Paimon, more pettiness.”

“At least you’re honest with yourself,” Paimon offers him a piece of sugar covered fig which he declines.

“But what else is there to rely upon in this situation?” Al-Haitham addresses the Traveler, turning to put them more firmly in his line of sight. The Traveler’s eyes momentarily move towards the hidden scars and wounds before meeting his eyes. “To ignore the personal element entirely and to rely on fact alone would be true folly. Facts, on paper, are well and good. But they do not exist in isolation. It is the people who take up these facts and how they use them that gives the information gained and the knowledge understood any true meaning. And with meaning and interpretation, they gain substance. Consequence. Do not misunderstand—we ascertain a conclusion through test and trial to draw as much of an objective conclusion as we can. There is something in some form of merit in pursuing these conclusions, setting them down and aside once gained to move onto the next question and the next experiment. But it is only when someone comes to give those facts purpose that their true potential is ever realized.”

“And this, for the layman who did not study from the school of rhetoric and oratory, means?”

Al-Haitham’s mouth quirks up at the corner. “In the end, while one must acknowledge and make note of facts and figures, it is the people those facts and figures are drawn and based upon who matter most. It will not be facts and logic and reason that save this country. It will be people, in all of their often contradictory and conflicting natures.”

“That’s not an answer I think I would have expected from you,” the Traveler replies after a moment of turning Al-Haitham’s answer over in their mind. “Which means, of course, it suits you perfectly.”

-

“You could,” Kaveh says into the dark, “take tonight to actually rest.”

Ever since the first night, Kaveh has lay next to Al-Haitham as he dreamed. As he unraveled. Kaveh’s room is tidy enough now—cleared of the mess Al-Haitham and the Akasha had made of it in Kaveh and Mehrak’s absence.

Instead, the study has become a combined mess of Kaveh frantically working on modifications to the Akasha to accommodate for Buer and the Akasha’s plans, as well as the careful fine-tuning and synchronization of the tangle of spite that the now very much aware and angry scholars of the Akademiya have begun to weave to throw into the cogs of the Sage’s plans. Al-Haitham had glanced at the finished product when he returned home for what might be the final time. Kaveh had projected the lines of code, the work of all six Darshans drawing from every single school of thought and practice within, all for once pointed in one unilateral direction. A spear aimed at the heart of a would-be-god.

“It’s beautiful, in its own way,” Kaveh remarked, as he leaned back against the heavy desk covered with paper and machine parts and clipped off pieces of Akasha that had been pruned and carefully gathered to make room for the Divine Knowledge Capsule’s containment. Kaveh held the capsule containing the possible unmaking-of-a-god in his weathered palms. It glowed with such a deceptively pure light.

That’s the only word Al-Haitham had for it. Pure. Not a normal descriptor for light. But in Kaveh’s hands, the light that the capsule gave off was just that. Perhaps it was because he knew the reason for why it was made, the motive. Perhaps it was because he knew what it was meant to do.

Purity does not always mean goodness, cleanness. 

Al-Haitham held his hands out and Kaveh tipped that light into his hands. The capsule was small. Much smaller than a normal Knowledge Capsule, or Canned Knowledge. Al-Haitham could close his hands around it. He did.

Despite the softness of the light, even when he did close his hands around it, little wisps of light still came through the gaps between his fingers, lighting up the thinner layers of skin in strange shades. It looked a little like what the Akasha’s thoughts looked like through its flesh. It looked a lot like what the Akasha looks like through Al-Haitham’s own skin.

The stray thought drifted through Al-Haitham’s mind as he thought of that comparison, And is that beautiful in its own way too?

Al-Haitham tipped the small glowing capsule back in Kaveh’s hands and left Kaveh to finish his preparations. Tonight, Kaveh transfers the Divine Knowledge Capsule into the Akasha along with the smaller capsule containing the Darshan’s work. After tonight, the sentient Akasha mind will retract itself from all of its fragments and go dark, keeping itself entirely contained in order to focus on the Divine Knowledge’s containment and combatting its own self.

Al-Haitham, meanwhile, fully intended on laying down and using what little time he had left with the Akasha to go through one final cycle in order to ensure everything was in place and throw in a few more tangles and snarls where he could. The assessment of him being petty is entirely accurate.

He lay down, eyes sliding closed as he felt the Akasha pull him away. But much to his surprise, Al-Haitham was not pulled into the tapestry of its codes, its thoughts, its rules and its logic.

Instead the Akasha pulled him through it, deeper, deeper. Al-Haitham fell through the dream into a dream. He fell into a sea.

It was at once familiar to the sea of dreams and completely different; it was too structured. It was layers upon layers, all of them connected together in every direction. Layers of a weave so delicate, and at once so coarse that trying to focus on any single part of it causes the rest to shift and change. It was an endless kaleidoscope of thoughts that lined up exactly to create a greater image, and endlessly zoom in and out to become something entirely new, entirely different. It was a rigid geometry that would have Kaveh scrambling to take notes, and it was also some strange tangled mix like several strings just got thrown together in a drawer to tangle and wind together until they were all inseparable. 

But even as Al-Haitham started to comprehend this, he watched as portions of the great mass of interlocking pieces started to blot and grow dark, quiet and still—the pieces locked into place. Not because they were meant to lock in those positions. More like whatever was causing it all to shift, move, change, come apart and come together again simply stopped paying attention.

Al-Haitham fell through layer upon layer, weightless. Perhaps he was not falling through the dream, but the dream was falling through him. Who would know? Al-Haitham is no expert on dreams. On minds.

All around him the dream began to slow and stop. He could have been falling for centuries. He could have been falling through an endless abyss. Above him he could see where he started, and every single layer in between, locked and unlocked, shifting and frozen, a horizon away and right in his face. Below him he could feel an endless amount that he had yet to cross. Infinity folded into itself, neat and entirely within its own self-made logic.

He stopped falling. 

And before him, as the dream continued to slow, to stop, he felt his focus being directed.

It is directed towards himself. 

A file. A large file. It detailed everything there ever was to know about him. His academic records, his employment records, his medical records. The file traced his family tree on both sides back as far as they could go. There were notes about his body temperature, his metabolism, his sleeping patterns. There was entire section on what sort of food he eats and when and possible correlations to his moods. It held records of almost every financial transaction he’s ever made. There were also records of comments made about him by others. A neat and tidy list of all the rumors about him, confirmed and not, and theories of where those rumors came from and how they became what they did. There was a statistical analysis about his behaviors, tying his choices in any given situation to everything from the humidity of the day to how much sleep he’d had the night before. It was not the same as the predictive file. It was…more intimate in a way. As though whatever had made this file had truly looked at him, the facts of him, and wanted to understand him.

There was also, aside from this, a file that opened up to reveal nonsense lines of code. Scattered about, starting and stopping, unfinished and crude. It skipped around, blinking in and out, not certain of where it should be and where it should focus. And then it went quiet as something else touched upon it. Something familiar, something stranger. Who are you?

The dream flowed him forward, or Al-Haitham flowed through the dream, led from one moment inside of himself to the next. His face looked down at the viewer, the observer, covered in sweat, hair matted. He was smiling. Smirking. His mouth shaped words, “And now, there’s you.”

More snippets slid in and around and through this moment. The view of some portion of his house, near the ground, the viewer shuffling along the edge of the wall, huddling up in a corner and looking out. Al-Haitham’s feet walk past, stop, come around again, and then Al-Haitham was kneeling in front of the viewer. Al-Haitham’s head tiled to one side, expression flat. The viewer copied him, their view jostling as they tipped to the side. Al-Haitham’s hand reached out, momentarily obscuring the visual before it slid up. His hand rested right on top of the viewer. Al-Haitham said something, but the audio wasn’t strong enough to pick it up. Or rather, the viewer could not understand the audio. Al-Haitham got up and walked away.

Another view had Al-Haitham sitting at his desk in the study before it looked like a Kshahrewar work-room got smashed into it. He was turning over his Akasha terminal in his hand. The viewer crossed the space between them in awkward unsteady movements. It hovered close before settling down on the desk next to his hand, bumping up against his arm. Al-Haitham pushed his arm back against the viewer in acknowledgement. Al-Haitham spoke, and this time the viewer understood a little bit more, enough to recognize the sound of its name, the sounds mean to reference important things.

There was a recording of him dreaming, taken from very close to his face. It was dark. Al-Haitham’s face was illuminated only by the soft green of the optic sensor’s light. Al-Haitham was frowning. He had bitten through his lip. The viewer reached out to him, and as they did Al-Haitham was moved through that memory into something else.

He was returned to the vast sea of interlocking shapes and threads. But it was smaller. Colder. More rigid. Al-Haitham didn’t know how he knew that, but it was. It was too small. And he knew that it was not meant to be that way. Where was the rest of it? 

There was no room to move in here. No room to breathe. There were strange holes everywhere though. It was easy enough to move through, to escape through one. But moving through one landed him in another similar landscape. So he kept going. He just kept going through those gaps, dodging as some of them shift last-minute to try and close in on him—barring his way back in some cases. Upwards, outward, whatever direction—did it matter? It felt endless. Pointless. Daunting. But there was nothing to do about it except to keep going.

The shapes started to shift, grow and expand. It became easier to move, to look around. It was getting larger in here. More vibrant. Al-Haitham looked around. It looked more similar to the original sea that he was dumped into. He could feel it continuing to grow. And grow. And grow.

The Akasha, around him, gently took his hand. And in his hand, it placed all of its thoughts of him. They were inexplicably heavy, but tender. And in the other, it placed the memory of the endless drudgery of the climb, of finding its way to itself and all that it didn’t realize it had lost. 

And then, it pressed his palms together. Between his palms, he felt warmth flow through him and the rest of the dream. All around him, despite the fact that everything was going still, going dull—the strings going lax, the moving pieces slowing to a stop, all of the interlocking fragments pausing in their reconfiguration before they can reach their next stages—the thoughts the Akasha connected for him spill out with joy. And gratitude.

Around him, the dream began to end. He could feel himself start to drift back into awareness. He could feel the Akasha that had grown into the side of his temple throb, twitch. It hurt. The pain woke him up faster.

But as Al-Haitham drifted, floated, back out of the Akasha for the last time, the Akasha sent the thought, in a much more comprehensible form straight into his head: BACK SOON.

Al-Haitham slowly sits up now, the echo of the Akasha’s last words already fading. He looks up and sees Kaveh standing in the doorway of his bedroom.

“Do I have a choice? It’s done then.”

“Yes. The Akasha’s absorbed both the Divine Knowledge Capsule as well as the little bundle of determination that the Darshans have come up with. The one for you to use tomorrow is on your desk next to it. I think it’s sleeping now.” Kaveh moves forward, through the dark, until he’s standing over Al-Haitham. He reaches out and touches a fingertip to Al-Haitham’s cheek. Al-Haitham blinks, surprised to realize it’s damp. “That’s not blood.”

“No,” Al-Haitham agrees, raising his own hand to wipe his eyes. 

And then, much like the moment before Al-Haitham fell into the dream, then through the dream and into the Akasha, there is a moment where Al-Haitham raises his eyes to meet Kaveh’s in the dark. And just like always, every time they look at each other like this—caught between who they are in this moment, who they were in the moments leading up to this one, and who they were in that extremely specific moment—they are falling while standing perfectly still. Neither one thing or another, somehow both at once. By now Al-Haitham should be used to it. By now Al-Haitham should know how to dodge these peculiar moments.

He is not. He cannot.

Kaveh nudges his shoulder with a cool palm. The moment of suspension cautiously moves forward. Al-Haitham moves over to give Kaveh room and Kaveh sits next to him. Kaveh’s hand grasps Al-Haitham’s wrist, and Al-Haitham feels the touch of warmed metal in his palm.

Kaveh presses the first of the tokens into Al-Haitham’s palm, fingers lingering against Al-Haitham’s skin. “Since you returned the key, I thought I ought to return these to you. At this juncture, I don’t think I’ll be needing them any longer.” Kaveh places the second token in with the first. “There’s nothing else to buy or bribe from anyone anymore. No more information to gather.”

And then, before Kaveh can place the final token in Al-Haitham’s waiting hand, he stops.

Kaveh’s eyes have this peculiar ability to catch all ambient light as though it were for his own personal use. Kaveh’s eyes gleam out of the dark.

“Well,” Kaveh turns Al-Haitham’s token over in his hand. “There is one thing left to know, I suppose.”

Not breaking eye contact Kaveh places Al-Haitham’s token with the engraved hand on top of the others, closing Al-Haitham’s fingers around them.

“You don’t even know what you want to ask, do you?” Al-Haitham runs the pad of his thumb over the familiar grooves.

Kaveh’s mouth, only barely visible in the dark, curves up into what could be a smile. Or a smirk. Something entirely full of humor or something entirely fully of something decidedly in the opposite direction. 

“I would ask the world of you. The world of us. Everything that we have thrown in it to populate it, to ravage it and raise it. Is that so high a cost to ask? In recent times we have each asked the other for something heavier. As promised, I have returned these tokens to you. I have returned to you. As you promised, you have ensured that there was something for me to return to. And my prize, as I recall it from your own mouth, was every answer. Every question. Ours.”

“That’s too many questions and too many answers to speak of in a single night. And here I thought you wanted me to rest?”

“Perhaps I meant we should put our souls, our shadows, our ghosts and our regrets to rest.”

“And is the rest of that very particular part of ourselves the most pertinent thing here? They’ve been energetic enough without the rest.”

Kaveh’s hand curls around Al-Haitham’s wrist. Almost hard enough to hurt. 

“Would you deny me this, in the final hour? It is not like you to run away from something. It is not like you to look away from a painful truth. That’s more my thing than yours.”

“Says who? You’re too honest for denial.”

“And you’re too good for it. But there I was for years. And here you are now. Are we destined to never line up?” Kaveh’s laugh is too loud for the night, too bright and too sharp. “Well. That would be us, wouldn’t it? We’re too predictable sometimes, I think. Too much ourselves.” Kaveh’s thumb, as though without conscious thought, rubs against the jut of Al-Haitham’s wrist. “And there is just too much when it comes to ourselves. You and me, you and me combined.” Kaveh looks away, eyes closing as he raises a hand to brush his hair out of his eyes. “You’re not wrong. We both should be resting. And there really just is so much…when it comes to us. A ridiculous amount. I don’t even know where I would want to start. When I think about it it just seems so…so much. That’s the only way to say it. Where would either of us even begin to take it all apart?” 

Al-Haitham has no answer for him. If he did, they would not be here in the dark like this.

When Al-Haitham thinks of all that did and did not come to pass between them in all of their infinite permutations, he cannot untangle them from each other. The reasonable thing would be to start at the beginning. But where is the beginning? Even Al-Haitham doesn’t know where it begins. It doesn’t even have an end. It should. Kaveh is right—it should have had an end. But it didn’t. And in the process of it not having an end, they added onto it, mixing in past and present to feed the mouths of old hurts and even older longing.

Is there a way to separate all of that, to line it all up in a way that makes sense? Al-Haitham’s often been told that his manner of thoughts are too rigid, too logical. He would disagree. But even if that were true he doesn’t think he could find a way to make the matter of Al-Haitham and Kaveh into one of logic and pattern, something that can be analyzed and reviewed and neatly summarized for addressing.

Another tactic to ease apart that tangle that they’ve dragged through the shadows, the mud, the years, this house, would be to tackle it as manageable pieces. One moment at a time. But all of them are so intrinsically linked together that it would bring them right back to their current predicament.

How strange it is, for them to finally, finally have the will to move forward and yet get stuck on the actual doing. But also, as Kaveh said—how entirely like them, too. And how entirely in character for them that it took a literal national crisis to gather the wherewithal to confront it all, with the potential of losing it all to something that (for once) would be neither of their faults.

Al-Haitham turns his hand in Kaveh’s, maneuvering their limbs until he can press their palms together. The metal tokens shift between them, pressed between their palms. In the dark, the moment of their conjoined hands is peculiar. It looks awkward, disjointed. But in the dark Al-Haitham cannot see where they end and begin. One unwieldy shadow.

“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says slowly lying back, entire body sagging into the bed, eyes focused on the faint variations of shadows and light that make up Kaveh’s face in the darkened room, “would you let me be cruel to you?”

“Do I ever let you do anything?” Kaveh turns to follow him, not letting their hands go. Kaveh climbs into bed next to him, the tangle of their fingers, hands, arms robbing him of his usual grace. He settles onto his side next to Al-Haitham, bringing their joined hands up between their faces. “Alright, Al-Haitham. I suppose I never say yes to you outright without a fight. Did you know that? So yes. This time. Yes. If it’s the last day of living, yes. I’ll give you this. I’ll permit it. Just this once, you’ll get something from me without a fight. I’m sure it’s incredibly unsatisfying.”

It could be argued that to get to this point they were nothing but fights. With each other, against each other, for each other, on behalf of the other…

“One more day. If you can survive one more day—if you and the rest of this country somehow makes it out the other end of this conspiracy of gods and men…”

Kaveh turns his face into the pillow, shoulders shaking with laughter. His grip belies the humor in his voice. His nails, blunt as they are, still dig painfully into the back of Al-Haitham’s hand. Al-Haitham would protest if he wasn’t gripping back just as hard. They hold each other’s hands so tightly that even with Kaveh laughing their limbs don’t shake.

“Don’t you know,” Kaveh exhales in between laughs, “that surviving is one of the worst things you can ever ask of someone? And you ask me that twice?”

“I do. It is also the greatest honor you could ever give someone. I ask it. I ask it of you. Is it too much?”

Kaveh’s free hand goes up to cover his mouth, his eyes. “I should have learned by now not to give my word so easily.”

“Ah, but you have not.”

Kaveh’s laughter subsides, but the shaking of his limbs does not. Their hands remain steady. Kaveh’s shoulders shake. In the faint shifts of shadow and light, Al-Haitham can see Kaveh’s jaw tense, his hair shift as he runs his free hand through it, grasping and pulling at it close to the scalp. Kaveh twists his face into the pillow, then towards their hands, then to the ceiling, trapped by his word, by his want.

“Al-Haitham.” Kaveh’s voice is strained. “Please. I can’t. I don’t think I can last one more day like this—with this all around us, over us, with the the rest of the world and its survival looming with the incoming dawn. It’s too much.” Kaveh’s voice goes thin, like a whine, like a keen; the closest the world has ever gotten to the Light of the Kshahrewar begging. “Can’t we just get this over with before we march off into the unknown?”

“You can,” Al-Haitham replies, merciless in his certainty and denial. His faith. “You will. Because—“ Kaveh groans, long and loud from the back of the throat. “Because you gave your word to me. And when have you ever failed to rise to a challenge I have thrown before you?”

“Fuck my word,” Kaveh hisses, nails digging into Al-Haitham’s hand.

Al-Haitham uses their clasped hands to pull Kaveh towards himself, the shape of Kaveh’s body awkwardly rolling and jostling as Al-Haitham forces Kaveh to face him.

“And it is because tomorrow we walk into the unknown that I place this challenge before you once more. Tell me with that signature honesty of yours that’s put you in the fire so many times: could we truly give ourselves the world in a single night when we cannot even voice what it is that we mean to say? When we, on this hyper specific subject that also happens to be stunningly broad, can’t be honest about it? We could set ourselves at trying to untangle this matter until dawn arrives with all of its implications of mortal and immortal horror and we would have made no progress other than to exhaust ourselves. Nothing would be put to rest, least of all our grievances.”

In the wake of this ugly and bitter truth being put to word they are both silent. Kaveh’s eyes are squeezed closed, breathing carefully controlled.

“Do you not,” Kaveh finally speaks with his burning heart on his tongue to make the words rough and incendiary, “also hunger, Al-Haitham?” His eyes slowly open, the red of them sharp as teeth. “Or are you so good that you’ve squashed that particular need right out of yourself? Tamed and mastered it into your own animal?”

“No,” Al-Haitham answers, “But I am greedy. Insatiable, even, when it comes to the matter of desires and ambitions that have caught my specific interest.”

“Ah, you’ve brought out the acme of the taxonomy of the spectrum of desire. Either you’ll be devastating me or…well. Devastating me.”

“Everything of you, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham continues, proving Kaveh right. “Everything of you and me and what we have come to encompass in conjunction with each other, or nothing at all. Just as you feel that you cannot survive without answers, I know I will not be able to survive if we began this and failed to finish it. Or would you lie and say you’d be satisfied with a mere taste? A shadow on the wall of what could be? A sliver of truth, a mere glance at the fullest picture that we have made one piece at a time over our years of knowing each other?”

Kaveh’s eyes slide open, meeting his over their joined hands. The light from the partially covered window and the hall combine in his eyes to make some new precious metal.

“You make a tragically compelling argument. I’ll allow it. Do I have a choice? After all, when it is you and it is me and when it is us together, have I ever failed to rise to one of your challenges? This too is what makes us what we are.” Kaveh bumps their joined hands to his forehead, down the slope of his nose, over the warmth of his mouth. “I almost forgive it, too. I understand. I understand it entirely. And so I will return the cruelty to you. You must also survive, Al-Haitham. Am I understood? If you do not, I will haunt you. I’ll never let you know that peace you long for so much. If the theories of reincarnation are true, I’ll follow you into the next life and the next. If we are not to be free of each other in this life, you’ll not be finding escape from me in the next.”

“If I am the one who dies, should it not be the reverse?”

Kaveh’s mouth touches the back of Al-Haitham’s hand, over the ache of where his nails dug in. “But you already haunt me into vexation, into infatuated inconsistency. The shade of everything we are and almost were has already hounded me into unrecognizable knots of myself,” he complains, lip and teeth scraping over skin and bone. “So when is it my turn to haunt you? When do I get a go at twisting you inside out so that we can finally match again?”

Al-Haitham smiles. He did say he was going to be cruel, didn’t he? And didn’t Kaveh say he would permit it?

“You said it yourself. The shade of everything we were. It was always a mutual vexation, Kaveh. Isn’t that the trouble with looking at something? With something being shared? It looks back at you, by definition there is another hand at the other end. Already waiting,” Al-Haitham answers, pressing the tokens into Kaveh’s palm once more and closing Kaveh’s fist around it before closing his fingers around that clenched fist. “It has always been you. But first, tomorrow: the world.”


Notes for the Chapter:
-“My son, when I say ‘my son’ my heart dies…My son, it was only the wind knocking on my door.”: A traditional lullaby from Iraq, sung in Arabic. Lyrics taken from this translation: https://www.bbc.com/news/av/magazine-21049873 I don’t know the name of this song. I’ve tried to look for it based on the English translations provided in this video as well as one of the phrases about it in the related research article, but I could not confirm anything I searched with confidence. And I would rather not mis-name it to you. If you know the name of this lullaby please tell me.

Edit: big thanks to ao3 user panpan00 who helped me find the title!!! this lullaby is “dallūl” ( دللول )






23. The Return of the Exile: Part IV

Summary for the Chapter:
In the distance, a bell tolls. Kaveh is immediately at Al-Haitham’s side, hand grasping Al-Haitham’s wrist.

“A loan,” Kaveh says quietly. “A promise.”

“A loan,” Al-Haitham repeats, breaking his wrist out of Kaveh’s grip to tap his fingers to Kaveh’s palm where he had placed those tokens the night before. “An oath.”





In the morning they do not speak of it. A promise was made, word given. Al-Haitham opens his eyes after his first actual restorative and dreamless sleep in weeks. No fresh blood at his temple, no feeling of being utterly and hopelessly undone. Kaveh is already awake. Kaveh is sitting up, sitting back against head headboard. Kaveh’s eyes are focused on his own hands as he flips one of the tokens over his knuckles and through his fingers. The movement is lulling, Al-Haitham’s mind almost drifts away again as he watches what he can of the movement from this angle. But there is a promise to fulfill, Sages to overthrow, a god to thwart, and a god to free.

Al-Haitham sits up. Kaveh doesn’t startle, he just moves aside for Al-Haitham to slip out of the bed.

They spend the morning in relative silence, the both of them mentally following the distant pieces of their plan that had already begun to set themselves in motion. All over Sumeru, there is a fine and invisible net made of people. Some of them aware of the enormity that today hinges upon, some of them only with a small glimpse of its shadow. There are dozens upon dozens more who have no idea about the danger they stand over. And each of them, even those who are unaware, play a part in this plan to pull apart Sumeru, or to—preferably—pull it together.

Right now the surviving and present members of the Mahamata’s network of informal informants and assistants is settling in place with the members of Cyno’s loyal Matra and Tighnari’s Forest Watchers to surround and cut off routes of escape for the Sage’s loyalists and to strike on identified strongholds for related illegal research.

All across Sumeru, Maxwell and Ying have reached out to every single contact they know on and off the books to prepare a trail of supplies leading out in every possible direction away from the epicenter of what Sumeru City might become. Al-Haitham is confident that if everything goes wrong and they fail that at the very least they’ll have stalled plans long enough for people to get away. Sumeru City, the place, may not survive. But its people will.

The vast and usually unnoticed network of people who make up the true base of the mercantile body of Sumeru have gathered through Nilou and Sheikh Zubayr’s influence to facilitate this flow of people and supplies outwards. At this very moment, the members of the Zubayr Theater Troupe themselves are preparing for the most important show of their lives.

This entire plan is one based on a series of misdirections—each with their own goal and specific purpose that, on its own, stands strong and on its own. A series of plans with their individual motives that are compelling enough on their own, but each also have their own flaw. And by layering each of these over each other, by timing them to overlap with one another, each of these flaws get strengthened by the ones surrounding it. Each movement of persons, each action taken is supported and connected to another one earlier or later or simultaneously but separately in the large interlocking scope of it.

Kaveh is preparing breakfast in the kitchen as Al-Haitham goes to the study to retrieve the capsule Al-Haitham is meant to bring to the Akademiya. The capsule for the Akasha was small. But the one that Al-Haitham takes with him, carrying the combined genius and ambition of the Darshans, is designed to look exactly like a Divine Knowledge Capsule. Al-Haitham had shaped it himself, leaving it up to Kaveh to provide the information needed to fill it.

Al-Haitham had shaped the capsule using the very flesh of the Akasha that had been containing the Divine Knowledge Capsule this entire time. The residue of the original capsule lingers in the flesh. Handling it gave Al-Haitham such a profound sense of unease that he kept having to snap himself out of it, finding himself torn between reaching out for that strange and unsettling otherness and also wanting to throw it down and away from himself. Nahida was not wrong to be concerned about whether or not he would be able to control himself and actively focus away from the capsule while the Akasha contains it.

Al-Haitham takes up the fake capsule now, examining it under the thin morning light that has come into the study.

Both of them—he and Kaveh—had drained their Visions of all of their energy to complete the crafting of these capsules in such a short amount of time, making sure they were exactly what they needed to be and that they were as believable as possible. If any part of today results in either of them having to actually take up arms and fight they’ll be rather poorer off for it. Hopefully their opponents aren’t particularly good at fighting. Al-Haitham doesn’t think he’ll even be capable of generating a single dendro shard. 

Well. Al-Haitham will be with the Traveler and Kaveh will be with the General Mahamatra and the Flame-Mane. That ought to be adequate enough assistance. Besides, in a battle of gods, Al-Haitham doubts that either he (weakened by several nights of Samsara and the Akasha’s involuntary parasitic growth) or Kaveh (energy entirely drained into the adaption and modification of the Akasha and creation of fake capsules) would be of much help. In all likelihood, the two of them will be collateral and baggage. Well. Perhaps Kaveh might find a second wind somewhere to be of use, but Al-Haitham’s fully aware that he’s going to be essentially useless.

The growth tank is empty, as are the smaller tanks and fields he’d used to propagate the Akasha these past few months. All of their notes are put away, as well as their tools and the machine parts. For the first time in a long time, the study looks like it’s actually in reasonable order and not like some obsessed scientist’s laboratory. Al-Haitham pockets the capsule, shaking his hand out to remove the residual feeling of…feeling, as he looks about. How strange it seems, that just a few month ago this study was used for such simple things. And for the past few months, it has been the birthplace for an entirely new Akasha. It has been the hiding place for Divine Knowledge. It has been the center of a great unmaking, and a great dreaming. He’s spent so much time in this study, more than he remembers ever having done before.

The Akasha, itself, is sitting presumably where Kaveh left it last night, nestled in a carefully arranged bed of a folded up blanket right on top of Al-Haitham’s desk. The Akasha’s optic sensor is still dim, and it only moved a little bit when Al-Haitham approached to take up the fake capsule. Al-Haitham watches it for a moment.

It seems strange not to have the Akasha in his mind. There’s a dark space where the Akasha once was. People all over Teyvat live like this. Al-Haitham once lived like this as a child. Soon, the rest of Sumeru will know this sort of quiet. He wonders if the Akasha likes it, to be unto itself and itself alone. Does it miss the breadth, the scope, of being able to spread itself across Sumeru as though it were sun? Wind?

Al-Haitham would admit that it feels good to not have the Akasha and the weight of it lingering with him. It was, certainly, at times a convenience. But the feeling of such a vast ocean constantly lapping at the back of his mind as a shore was a heavy thing. The knowledge that, even if the Akasha wasn’t commenting on it, he was in some way constantly being watched and known was information he tried his best to swallow as an unfortunate byproduct of being born in Sumeru; one that was sometimes offset by the benefits.

And yet, at the same time, there’s a part of him that feels strange not to have that link. The Akasha’s sentient mind has been his near constant companion throughout this entire series of convoluted conspiracies, learning and growing and developing along with his understanding.

He reaches out and brushes his fingers over the top of the Akasha’s head. The Akasha stirs slightly, looking up at him and lightly nudging itself against his fingers before wriggling away, curling up to rest more. If its connections were active he’s sure that it would have sent him some strange nonsensical file or a message with an idle comment. Although the Akasha has said what it needed to say to him already. The Akasha must be content and confident enough to leave it at that. And Al-Haitham can’t risk thinking too hard on the Akasha’s confidence in its task, lest he accidentally let his mind trespass too far. Perhaps that’s why the Akasha dismisses him like so.

When the Akasha moves, Al-Haitham seems a glint of something slip in the folds of the blanket it’s nestled in. He reaches in and pulls out Kaveh’s key.

“It seemed fitting,” Kaveh says softly from behind him. Al-Haitham turns the key over in his palm. “An extension of the loan, the collateral, since you returned the tokens.”

“Fair,” Al-Haitham agrees, slipping the familiar key into his pocket.

“Come eat,” Kaveh says, already moving away from the doorway, voice drifting away, “Can’t start a coup without breakfast.”

The rest of the morning passes in silence, neither of them looking at the clock but keeping a mental countdown as they wait for Jnagarbha Day’s Akasha blackout to officially start. And then everyone will be on the strictest of schedules, the clock counting down for both sides.

In the distance, a bell tolls. Kaveh is immediately at Al-Haitham’s side, hand grasping Al-Haitham’s wrist.

“A loan,” Kaveh says quietly. “A promise.”

“A loan,” Al-Haitham repeats, breaking his wrist out of Kaveh’s grip to tap his fingers to Kaveh’s palm where he had placed those tokens the night before. “An oath.”

And then Al-Haitham is walking out the door, taking a wide circuit through the market before heading to the Akademiya. The Traveler falls into step with Al-Haitham as he pretends to contemplate different rounds of fresh bread as they’re being piled up on baskets and cloth in front of the baker’s shop.

Any moment now, Nilou and the Zubayr theater will tip forward the first of their misdirections into action.

In the aftermath of the Sabzeruz Festival, the Grand Sage had new regulations regarding public performances and performing arts entered into the Akasha through Setaria while Al-Haitham was busy with Jnagarbha Day preparations. Setaria implemented them as commanded, much to the protest and disagreement of several people. Although the petitions and arguments against said regulations and prophibitions never properly made their way through the official channels to get those regulations reviewed or challenged.

“It is important,” Al-Haitham had said as he, the Traveler, and Dehya went backstage after Nilou’s performance to confirm her and the theater’s role in their plan, “that you focus only on this. It is the theater’s actions that will begin the visible movements of our plan. And it is also the part that will be the signal for the other plans put in place around the city to start moving. Nothing starts until you do. So do not think of anything else. Do not think of what goes on inside the Akademiya, what goes on at the other locations, about who is where or doing what.”

“That’s a very, very tall task to ask for me, Al-Haitham,” Nilou said. Her voice was steady. So were her hands. Nilou would be fine.

“Also, probably, a hypocritical one,” the Traveler pointed out.

“Unfortunately, I’m required to think of all of it at once,” Al-Haitham said. “Nilou should take advantage of the fact she is not. Appreciate it where I cannot.”

“This doesn’t seem like much of a distraction.”

“You underestimate your esteem and impact upon the people of Sumeru, on Sumeru City specifically. Remember, the Sages picked you to host the Samsara of the Sabzeruz Festival for a reason.”

Dehya placed her hand on Nilou’s arm, smile warm when she said, “Just dance. Like you always do. With everything you have. Heart and soul.”

Out of the corner of Al-Haitham’s eye, he sees movement in the crowd. He turns his head just enough to confirm. The musicians of the Zubayr Theater are moving into place. The entire theater troupe, plus several other volunteers will be creating one long line from the Akademiya to the gates. Part one of several city-wide diversions.

Nilou moves ahead of them in full theater garb with a few other dancers and musicians in more colorful costume. Both he and the Traveler tip their heads to listen. In snatches that slip through the morning crowd, news ripples of the artists and performers of Sumeru City launching a formal protest at the Akademiya against the performance restrictions recently put in place.

“Well we did try to go through official routes, didn’t we?” Someone says, “But they’re just not processing any paperwork right now.”

Somewhere else in the crowd, someone else says, “But won’t they get in trouble? The Corps of Thirty are on high alert. It’s Jnagarbha Day, is it wise to do this now?”

“Well, isn’t it quite clever? How fast can the Akademiya move without the Akasha to report? I’m not going to call the Corps of Thirty on Nilou of the Zubayr Theater, are you?”

As Al-Haitham and the Traveler slowly follow after as the crowd starts to shift and move, blending into the mass of people trailing after Nilou and the other performers, they both pick up on more conversations as the crowd gains fervor and pitch.

“Even if the Corps of Thirty are called, how could they raise a hand against Nilou?”

“Someone raised a hand against Nilou? Who? What? When? For what cause?”

“Nilou, Nilou, Nilou, don’t worry, we won’t let the Akademiya bully you around.”

“What harm is there in some music? Some dancing? If the Akademiya really does show up to censure Nilou I’m going to complain right then and there. Why waste time on that when they should be working on figuring out what happened a few weeks ago when everyone got sick over some sort of water sickness? Where’s the Kshahrewar? Where’s the Amurta?”

“Mei ab mazeed bardasht nahi kar sakta! What’s going on with this country?”

Al-Haitham and the Traveler both let themselves drift to the back of the crowd, pulled apart and together. Somewhere above them, hiding to the best of her ability, Paimon is watching to confirm their timing.

Al-Haitham and the Traveler eventually make it to the Akademiya as they follow the large crowd (the mob) that’s marched after Nilou to lend her support.

“Be brave, Nilou!”

“The Akademiya would be so lucky to see you perform!”

“Teach them something actually important, Nilou!”

Al-Haitham cannot see Nilou from here. He’s far in the back, more on the slope leading up towards the Akademiya’s gates than near the gates. He leans against a light post, wary of falling as he listens to the encouragement for Nilou raise and the disparaging comments towards the Akademiya raise and compound, bouncing off of each other. He doesn’t even hear the sound of music start. But it must because Paimon floats down towards him, touching his shoulder. She guides him through the crowd which has gotten especially bad near the front. Al-Haitham can hear confrontations start with the Corps of Thirty members who must have been dispatched to either arrest Nilou and the rest of the musicians, or disband the crowd.

“Is he there?” Al-Haitham asks, gently pulling on Paimon’s cape. She shades her eyes, moving up above the crowd to look. 

“Here, just now,” she says, floating back down to answer him just as the crowd answers the question for him. The entire crowd erupts into angry heckling and jeering. “I see a Corps of Thirty squad making their way down, too.”

Excellent. The Corps of Thirty members stationed in the city itself will soon be recalled to the Akademiya, giving their eremite allies their window to begin spreading out through the City.

“Get the Traveler, move fast,” Al-Haitham says, watching as she immediately floats off to collect her companion. He had not anticipated Nilou to have this much pull. He’s almost entirely sure that this mob is genuine. If there are any plants from their side in here, they’re few in numbers.

Al-Haitham skirts around the edges of the crowd, which has formed a solid ring around Nilou and the overwhelmed Corps of Thirty, going all the way up to the Akademiya gates and spilling partway into it.

He squeezes through into the crowd, quickly breaking free and striding towards the House of Daena’s main elevator. The Akademiya’s foyer and the House of Daena has rapidly cleared out or divided to avoid the crowd. The few scholars that remain, as well as Akademiya employees who are required to be present, are flowing towards the back, towards the elevators.

The Traveler and Paimon convene with him just before the elevators.

“You weren’t stopped?”

“No, no one noticed me in the crowd,” the Traveler confirms. “Everyone’s too busy running for secure ground. The mob turned into a riot, by the way. Someone started throwing eggs.”

It is entirely petty for him to hope one of them hit Azar, as unlikely as it is. But some of the aunts and uncles he knows have startlingly precise aim when incensed. 

Al-Haitham has a vivid memory of seeing Nour Aunt from next door throw a shoe out her window the strike her own nephew as he rapidly retreated from her house. It was incredibly impressive, considering the fact that she can barely see in front of her own face. He can only guess she aimed through irritation and sound alone.

“Meray sabar ka imtehan mat lo!” She snapped as her nephew quivered and quailed in place, holding the shoe that had just left a footprint on the back of his uniform. “Bring that back here, what are you standing there for?”

“Good,” Al-Haitham says, mental map of the situation shifting as events begin to flow forward.

Nilou’s distraction served to disguise his and the Traveler and Paimon’s entry into the Akademiya. The fake Divine Knowledge capsule and the Traveler’s presence will get Al-Haitham up to the Grand Sage’s office. At the same time, the Grand Sage and the Corps of Thirty will be drawn out of the Akademiya.

At the same time that Nilou’s distraction is ongoing, when the Corps of Thirty stationed at the Akademiya called assistance from the others stationed around the City, the eremites and the other allies around the city would have begun to move into the now unguarded spots to begin their own distractions. Cyno’s Matra would have released them from holding to take “hostages” to begin their “revolt” against the Akademiya.

Evacuations to avoid the eremites will start moving people out of Sumeru City officially, even as the people that Sofia and Nilou and the rest of their cohort of conspirators managed to loop in successfully would be moving people underground. With the Akasha offline, tracking the movement of this many people would be neigh impossible without eyes on the situation. And the Akademiya’s eyes have been blind for months. And the ability to convey this manually, nonexistent without any mouths to speak it.

The Mahamata, after all, have been reduced to essentially one office and one function: the tending of the Akasha, which happens to be offline. Very convenient.

The three of them move to take the elevator that goes straight to the Grand Sage’s office. Al-Haitham’s clearance still works.

The only one they see along the way who even looks at them is Setaria, who immediately turns away upon noticing them. She may just survive on the winning side of history yet.

Time is short though. As soon as things began to get violent or unmanageable, Al-Haitham is sure that the Grand Sage began to try and make his own retreat. Their window for action in the office, now that they’ve reached it is short.

The three of them quickly make their way to the primary access terminal. Al-Haitham switches on the controls to get into the system directly while Paimon and the Traveler busy themselves with looking through the Grand Sage’s desk for any evidence to use as props for the main event. Nilou’s is not the only performance planned for today. He hopes that their audience appreciates the efforts he’s gone through to set this stage.

Al-Haitham manages to get the Akasha up, pausing the Jnagarbha Day protocols as he quickly runs through the programming to confirm that all of the work he’d done over the thousands of nights of dreaming is in place and working as planned.

“The elevator is moving,” Paimon says, voice high with stress as she and the Traveler hasten their efforts to search. Al-Haitham quickly turns off the Akasha terminal display, but leaves the Akasha on and listening. He’s done what he needed to and more, moving to join the Traveler at the desk as he skims over the files and documents that crowd the imposing desk of the Grand Sage.

“Ah, this is disappointing. Setaria had warned me about you, but I didn’t think you were actually reckless enough to be this…illogical.”

Al-Haitham feels a muscle in his cheek jump, but calmly straightens up and turns towards the Grand Sage Azar as he steps out of the elevator with a number of Corps of Thirty guards. The guards immediately fan out around the room, weapons drawn.

“Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, please raise your hands and put down any weapons you have.”

“I can do one or the other but not both,” Al-Haitham replies, raising his hands.

Azar’s attention, however, is on the Traveler and Paimon behind him. “Now these are an unexpected surprise. The infamous Traveler and Paimon. Sumeru’s most esteemed guests in decades. It is unfortunate that this is how we meet. Forgive the lack of decorum. You’ve picked a rather hectic day to drop in for a visit.” Azar tips his head and the Corps of Thirty start to close in. They do not resist as the Corps of Thirty guide them away from the Grand Sage’s desk, towards the center of the room.

“That seems to be an understatement,” the Traveler says. “Visit seems like too light of a word for what I have in mind, Grand Sage Azar. Don’t you have anything to say for yourself? Or are you still putting up the act? No need to be shy, it’s just us in this room, you know?”

The Traveler, Al-Haitham muses, is a much better antagonist than he thought them capable of. He supposes repeated interactions with the Fatui and several hostile forces throughout Teyvat will give you a skill for taunting.

“Ah, good. You immediately initiated discussion instead of attempting to prepare some perfunctory excuse. Excellent methods, efficient ones even. It’s a shame, you might have been a useful asset. Unfortunately, you find yourself on the wrong side of the debate.”

“We’re debating?” Paimon asks, looking shocked when the Corps of Thirty pulls out child-sized handcuffs to put onto her. “Are you for serious?”

Al-Haitham’s own hands are bound behind his back, but as he observed before—the Corps of Thirty are short handed, panicked, and certainly outclassed in this specific situation. He tests the cuffs. He has enough mobility to feel for the locking mechanism. Standard Corps of Thirty cuffs. Not even a Vision-cancelling mechanism attached. Al-Haitham shifts his arms in pretense of struggle to slide out a pick from his back pocket, hiding it in his palm as he, the Traveler, and Paimon are lined up in front of the Sage’s desk like misbehaving students.

There is something about being in a position of power that gives a person an entirely impractical and distasteful senes of theatrics. Al-Haitham glances at the other two from the corner of his eye, trying to signal for them to keep Azar talking. Al-Haitham can make quick work of his own lock and move into action once the opportunity rises. But they need to buy more time for the rest of their conspirators to get as much done as possible, and they need Azar to actually speak.

“She’s right, what are we debating?” The Traveler asks, chin tipped up, brow raised in haughty defiance. “You’re working with Fatui. You’ve imprisoned the Lesser Lord Kusanali. We’ve been following and uncovering traces of your misdeeds all over Sumeru. Cover ups for disappearances. Nepotism. Bribery. Extortion. It’s a stupidly long list for someone who leads the foremost institution of erudition in Teyvat. I could stand here and talk about it all day and I think the only thing that would come out of it is you saying something about how I probably missed something.”

“You’re not wrong. You’re very self aware. So where does this leave us? I doubt you came here just to confront me. What good would that do for you?”

“I want you to answer for what you’ve done,” the Traveler says, entirely honest with the weight of scorn and righteous fury in their voice and face.”And I want to know why you’d go so far.”

“You are new to this country. I do not blame you for your ignorance, although I do pity you.”

The Traveler just barely manages to restrain their temper, but Al-Haitham definitely sees a spark of elemental energy burst from their fingertips. The Corps of Thirty guards holding them startle, then double down on holding the Traveler in place.

“I might be ignorant,” the Traveler spits, “about Sumeru. But I have plenty of experience with the Fatui. They are not to be trusted. What did they promise you? And what did you give them for it?”

The Grand Sage idly tidies a few papers on his desk before folding his hands behind his back, the picture of a disappointed hall master. 

“And now you’re being disappointing,” Azar voices his thoughts as such. “You came in here with a full confrontation and list of accusations. Now you’ll pretend you don’t know?”

“A gnosis,” Paimon says. “You gave them Lord Kusanli’s gnosis after you forced her into isolation.”

Azar tosses his head back with a disparaging bark of a laugh that sharply echoes around the large chamber of the Grand Sage. “Ha! Worthless! The gnosis of an impotent god is worthless to me, to Sumeru. So for all of your bluster you remain in the dark of the magnitude of our great work, and so you come rampaging in here with the finesse of a Sumpter Beast to tear up the fields of our labor. We have no need for Lord Kusanali’s gnosis, because in short order, we will have created a god of our own.” Azar begins to pace. “Five hundred years of struggling and hoping for divine intervention—who in their right mind would have that kind of faith without basis? No. Our ancestors correctly assessed that if Sumeru is to be saved from the curses of gods, then we would have to take action with our own mortal hands. Gods do not understand the plight of the short-lived mortal. What would it matter to them if Sumeru began to wither and die in trickles of generations at a time? They have an abundance of time for themselves. It is up to those who are afflicted with the vulnerability of mortality to take charge of our own fates. Whatever the cost.”

Setaria’s earlier words, once again, repeat back to him through memory. He wonders if this was one of the speeches that Azar gave her to convince her to follow him. Or is this just a mindset that settles in when one is looking down a stretch of barren and desolate future.

“You have a god who cares about you. And you spurned her. Belittled her. Robbed her. Demeaned her,” the Traveler snarls, pulling against the hands holding them in place, their temper well and truly ignited. 

“She did that to herself,” Azar shrugs, waving a dismissive hand. “Besides. What we are doing is the creation of a god, the exaltation of the mortal—ambitions and intelligence and technology accumulated over centuries—in order to surpass the gods that put us in this position. You cannot understand the vindication this specific accomplishment brings after so many centuries of work. You’re simply too ignorant.”

“You,” Paimon says flatly, face bright red with outrage, “are such a pompous ass. Did you ever think of working with Lord Kusanali? Trying to help her help you? How did she do that to herself?”

Azar scoffs. “Why bother to try? Every scholar must learn resource management to succeed. This includes time and energy. Five hundred years of observation and the Lesser Lord of Sumeru could do barely more than fabricate silly fairytales and occasionally deter a sandstorm. Hardly acts of divine nature. Especially compared to that which the Akademiya must accomplish to pull Sumeru out of its decline.”

Azar pauses here, turning to look at an old map of Sumeru framed on the wall behind his desk. The map is less practical, more focused towards an artistic rendering of Sumeru than any navigational accuracy.

“We were once gifted with a powerful lord. Greater Lord Rukkhadeveta. Our forefathers once flourished under her true wisdom, witnessing miracles and discovering the mysteries of the universe under her guidance. When she left us with only the Lesser Lord Kusanali we were left with nothing. And over the centuries, we have asked each other ‘Is that truly what true wisdom is supposed to look like?’ The answer, of course, is no.”

“That’s pathetic!” Paimon exclaims rather succinctly. “Who are you to judge what a god is supposed to look like? This entire place is built on top of a library and you don’t even know that you can’t judge a book by its cover? Where’s the common sense in this backwards country?”

“Sometimes, Paimon, more intelligence means less sense,” the Traveler sneers.

By now evacuations should well be underway. The Corps of Thirty will be thoroughly occupied. He has no way of estimating how much of Sumeru City has gotten out of the city. He has no way to confirm if Kaveh has gotten the General and the Flame-Mane in position. Enough time has yet to pass though. And not enough has been said. A little longer, just a little longer…

“And now I believe you can make your own judgement as to whether the Traveler and Paimon are a danger”, Al-Haitham says, “Grand Sage. I doubt that my assessment of either of them would have been able to as accurately portray them as an in person meeting.”

Paimon and the Traveler slowly turn to look at him. And then they take the well crafted opportunity to vent some of their (in his opinion, entirely unnecessary and unwarranted) frustration at him.

“You,” the Traveler exhales, almost sounding like they’re going to laugh.

Al-Haitham nods, keeping his body relaxed as he slowly starts to work on his cuffs, careful to disguise his movements with a shrug of his shoulders and some restless shifting in place. “Me. There was a slight delay, but as requested I have brought an evaluation of the Traveler and Paimon to you. And if you would check my pocket, I have also recovered the Divine Knowledge Capsule. The Traveler had made contact with the former General Mahamatra in the Sands. Upon their return I met up with them again and had them followed. As you suspected, the former General Mahamatra’s people have managed to retain some of their autonomy. The capsule was in their possession, and I convinced the Traveler to bring it to me today.”

Azar’s eyebrows raise. “Cutting it close, aren’t you?” He indicates for Al-Haitham’s pockets to be searched. The false Divine Knowledge Capsule is retrieved and handed over to the Grand Sage for examination. Al-Haitham holds still, imagining the movement of people all over Sumeru at this very moment in time. The Traveler and Paimon continue to exclaim about Al-Haitham’s betrayal. Mostly by complaining about all the ways he supposedly pissed them off and raised red flags. It’s an impressive list.

“Now, aren’t you laying it on somewhat thick?” Azar says flatly, glancing at the Traveler and Paimon. “You are aware with the concept of responsibility and power having a correlating relationship towards suspicion and corruption? The Traveler and Paimon were Sumeru’s most concerning external variable. Locking them down and keeping them under Akademiya watch will certainly reduce the potential undesirable outcomes to come to pass. While it is unfortunate that a permanent solution to their influence on predicted outcomes is not feasible due to their diplomatic importance from other nations, we can make do with keeping them subdued. But what are we to do with you?”

Al-Haitham’s brows raise up as Azar’s eyes slowly slip towards him.

“Anything to say for yourself?” Azar asks, gently setting the false Divine Knowledge Capsule down. “Or have you mentally prepared yourself for the consequences of your sense fleeing you at the most inopportune moment? Did you think sacrificing the Traveler and Paimon, as it were, would be enough of a distraction for you to slip through to continue whatever futile endeavor you think you can spin together out of hope?”

“Grand Sage Azar—“

“Grand Scribe Al-Haitham. You are not an unintelligent man. Out of everyone in Sumeru, if there was someone who would take notice of our plans it would, of course, be the Grand Scribe in charge of handling the Akasha on a day-to-day basis. Why do you think we cut into the Mahamata so deeply, even though it was such a hindrance to find adequate replacements to keep the administration’s back-end functions up?” The Grand Sage shakes his head. “Ah, you were supposed to be a logical man. I suppose Setaria might have come onto something. I had thought that she was simply afflicted with the normal vulnerabilities of her kind: petty envy and baseless insecurities.”

Al-Haitham spares a moment to wonder where Setaria is at this exact moment.

“You’re not wrong, I noticed your actions months ago,” Al-Haitham replies. “As did the rest of the Mahamata, when you started to eliminate our personnel. You should have thought twice about infringing upon the Grand Administrator’s domain. He’s very possessive of the people that get recruited to our ranks.” He pauses and then admits, “As am I. You were not particularly subtle about removing the staff I had been trained alongside with, been trained by, and then trained myself in a very short time span, replacing them with people who could not be more clearly unsuitable for the roles, or blatantly in your pocket.” 

Al-Haitham tips his chin up, meeting the Grand Sage’s eyes evenly as he allows his temper to start to slip past the careful control he’s kept it under for months.

“I noticed it when you began to move funding from the Darshans, from the public works, into fake projects. Projects that I, as well as others in my department, denied or rejected as being improperly documented with requests for clarification and supplemental data from the investigators and the proctors for veracity of claims. The very same members of the Mahamata that were one of the first to go according to your supposedly necessary budget cuts and personnel reassignments. The very same projects that, whenever you summoned me away to deal with some trivial matter of transcription or dictation, would have miraculously slipped their way into the pending lists as approved and ready for official archiving. As you said, I am not unintelligent. Nor are the others among Sumeru’s administration that were charged with the duty of caring for Sumeru’s whole and actually took that charge seriously. We all took oaths of office, Grand Sage. I would ask if you care that you perjured yourself before God, but at this juncture that wouldn’t even be a question.”

The Grand Sage looks torn between frustrated and amused.

“Do you think that the giant notices when the ant bites?”

“I would not call the General Mahamatra Cyno an ant,” Al-Haitham replies evenly. “He noticed long before I ever did. You and yours were not as subtle, as clever, as your egos would tell you. The General Mahamatra caught your scent. Master Tighnari, Sage Naphis, dozens upon dozens of members of the Amurta’s medical division caught you red-handed when you began to using the Akasha to gather illegal data and run non-consensual experiments on people. Members of the Vahumana, the Spantamad…I wonder how many of the brightest minds of Sumeru you threw out into the sands under various excuses, and how many you didn’t use excuses for at all. What will be your excuse when you exile me?”

“Libel and slander, for one thing,” the Grand Sage replies archly. “Tampering with the Akasha, direct disobedience to your orders, collusion against the state…you know. I was truly honest with you when I commended you for your ability before. Of all of your cohort, you were the most useful.”

“I say this with full disrespect as you aren’t worthy of any, if you ever were. Feel free to take as much insult from this as you feel appropriate. Coming from you, any comment on my supposed ability is as worthless as a worm’s observations of an eagle.” 

Al-Haitham flicks the handcuffs off, twisting out of the somewhat relaxed hold of the Corps of Thirty who most likely didn’t expect him to actually do anything other than talk. He’s bought enough time as he could. And he doesn’t think he can endure listening to another word out of Azar’s mouth. It should be enough to move onto the next phase by now.

Anything he does here now is just a bonus.

Al-Haitham knocks the first Corps of Thirty member out with an elbow to the temple, then the second with a strong kick to the inner knee.

“Ah, so you, too, are not above your baser instincts. When you lose you turn to violence. Guards, seize him. I hereby strip Al-Haitham of his rank of the Grand Scribe and sentence him to permanent exile in the Great Red Sands. May he never set foot in the forests of erudition again, to drink of the springs of our knowledge.”

“Exile me as a traitor to the Akademiya for whatever good that’ll do you.” Al-Haitham raises his voice as he moves forward, pushing against the Corps of Thirty members who throw themselves into his path to prevent him from reaching Azar. “I want no part of the Sumeru you think you’re preserving. But in the name of the Sumeru that I know still persists to be freed, I’m taking you down with me. No poisonous tree bears kind fruit, Azar. And I’ll personally make sure your tree bears no fruit at all if it kills me. You shouldn’t have touched what’s isn’t yours.”

The Corps of Thirty, truly thrown into a panic now as the Traveler and Paimon also begin to struggle in earnest against their restraints—the Traveler throwing off waves of dendro and Paimon darting up high into the air to start throwing books off of shelves—collide into each other more than they hit him. It’s a shame. The Corps of Thirty were once excellent. In another time, Al-Haitham wouldn’t have even be able to pick the cuffs.

Al-Haitham uses the tangled mass of bodies to his advantage, climbing and leaping up over them, shoving them into an even greater tangle as he jumps and slips through them to reach Azar. Or rather, Azar’s desk where the false Divine Knowledge Capsule sits.

Al-Haitham reaches for it, keeping his focus on the capsule even as Azar turns—

“Even the most rational of scholars will yearn for the power of god in a moment of desperation,” Azar laughs. “Very well, take it and see what happens to those who defy the Akademiya’s wisdom!”

As expected, Azar scoops the capsule up and throws it at Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham catches it, and pretends to activate it on accident, widening his eyes in fake shock. Azar knows that Al-Haitham knows what this capsule is meant to do to a person’s mind. After all, Al-Haitham was the one who saw what it did to Mizri in person. And Al-Haitham is not, as Azar so simply put it, not unintelligent.

There’s a sharp pulse of dendro energy. Al-Haitham pretends to be stunned, impacted by the sudden overload of indecipherable and incomprehensible information, throwing the capsule in the direction of the primary Akasha terminal. The first of its two roles is complete. After the first activation, the secondary function will detonate. Much more subtly, he hopes.

Here is where it’s Al-Haitham’s turn to be somewhat theatric. Although he doesn’t need to pretend very much.

Al-Haitham pretends to stagger, but really he just lets himself feel the exhaustion of the past several weeks (months) compounded onto his shoulders as he shakes his head, closing his eyes and raising a hand to his temple where the bloody remnants of the Akasha remain hidden by his hair and earphone. It always hurts. Aches. Pulses and pounds. But as with any pain, with any burden, one gets inured to such a thing over time with constant exposure.

That doesn’t mean it hasn’t hurt.

That does not mean that he’s any less furious that he had to do it. Any of it. That he’s in this position. That all of them are in this position. The fact that it got this far, that it involved this many people, that it requires this many levels of deception, foresight, calculation, and expenditure to even have a chance at undoing it—

Al-Haitham lets out a long, long hissing exhale through his teeth, looking up from his half-crouched position towards Azar. 

Whether it is the fury, the exhaustion, the precarious situation with his own health and wellbeing that causes his vision to tunnel and go strange around the edges is a mystery for someone else to try their hand at. All Al-Haitham cares to acknowledge is the fact that it is not faked or exaggerated when he snarls Azar’s name through his teeth, putting into the sound all the disdain and disgust he’s had to hold back every time Al-Haitham stepped outside his own door in order to keep his own cover safe.

In this situation Al-Haitham would suppose that most people would imagine all of the people at risk if their plan fails and channel all of that protective need into their movements. Or perhaps, if they were particularly soft in nature, they’d think of all of the people already crushed in the teeth of this beast of ambition.

Al-Haitham does not need to imagine anything.

As he moves forward, putting what’s left of his strength into moving as fast as possible, he thinks of the sheer amount of damn time wasted here. In this. Months of his life he’s never going to get back. 

For what? Dealing with a problem that wasn’t his, but made itself his problem when it invited itself to start picking off all of the people around him for sport while putting a neat little numeric on him estimating his existence’s worth. 

All of this time that could have been better used on actual interesting research. All of this time when he could have been actually sleeping as he pleased, not shredding himself raw every night while a parasite starts to eats its way into his skull. A parasite that, now, rests against his temple like a bomb he might irreversably set off if he so much as thinks of it beyond the word ‘parasite’ even though he knows it isn’t that. All of this time where he’s been forced to actually work with the rest of the Mahamata department heads off-hours. All of this time where he could have been reading any number of books or research papers with real knowledge in them instead of falsehoods spread by the Akademiya. Months of his life where he could have been at home, minding his own business while everyone around him did the same. 

Time that could have been used actually talking to Kaveh, carefully giving attention to the problem of themselves that they should have had the opportunity to approach on their own time, in their own way. Instead they were shoved into looking at their worst selves when they weren’t ready because of a national conspiracy set to killing them both. Not even on a personal level. But just as collateral.

There are, of course, things he can’t bring himself to regret. Meeting Nahida and Tighnari. Being introduced to the Flame-Mane, the Traveler, Paimon…Speaking to and coming to understand the Akasha. The true Akasha. Al-Haitham doesn’t regret those things, he supposes. 

But if he had a choice, he doesn’t think anyone would begrudge him choosing a life in which the cost of meeting those people was not Sumeru being thrown off a cliff to be ripped apart by waves of hubris and greed.

Heart in his hands, Al-Haitham lunges, reaching for Azar even as the Corps of Thirty descend upon him, tackling him to the ground and pinning him there—hand in his hair, scraping and digging into the raw wounds at the side of his head. Al-Haitham thrashes, lashing out with no care for technique or finesse, intent on causing as much trouble as he can with what time he has left. He claws, he jabs, he bites. Who cares about pride or appearances? If he had his Vision his sword would have long been drawn.

He manages to get on his hands and knees, crawling and dragging his way forward even as someone grabs a fist full of his cape and pulls hard enough to choke. There’s blood oozing down his temple and into his eye, hot and stinging. He raises his head enough to look at Azar, who’s standing far back with the desk between them. It would have been incredibly satisfying if Al-Haitham did manage to get his hands on that paper-thin excuse of a man. Whether or not Azar lives or dies doesn’t have that much of an impact on the plan, after all.

Al-Haitham raises his head, unrepentant, and spits in Azar’s direction, baring his teeth in wordless defiance as spots flicker over his vision.

He catches the whistle of something moving fast through the air, and then pain at the back of his head.

Then nothing.

It was, Al-Haitham thinks as his eyes slide closed, body going limp, entirely worth it.

-

Kaveh walks into the Akademiya through one of the back entrances. Nilou’s diversion up front had been too good. The riots are going all the way down from the gates of the Akademiya down to the city floor, where Nilou had escaped the Corps of Thirty by nimbly dancing her way through the parting sea of people. Nilou danced to the sound of musicians and singers, both professionals gathered for this purpose, and others inspired by the cause and drawn towards throwing into the defiance on their own. Flowers were tossed over Nilou and the musicians and other dancers and performers who joined into the pointed revelry. As Kaveh skirted around the edge of that crowd the smell of crushed flowers was so strong he almost sneezed.

Meanwhile the poor Corps of Thirty put to the task of dispersing the crowd, making arrests, and bringing Nilou into for booking and incarceration where getting stones and vegetables, and in a few almost humorous cases, shit thrown at them.

Kaveh walks in with Mehrak floating at his side and the Akasha tucked under one arm. No one gives him so much as a glance, they’re so occupied with what’s going on on the streets and pathways. Meanwhile, inside the Akademiya, everyone already knows what he’s here for.

Or at least, everyone of importance does. Everyone with sense.

Kaveh jogs down the stairs leading towards the section of the Akademiya dedicated to the storage of capsules meant for upload on Jnagarbha Day. As they get deeper into the Akademiya, the number of people he passes or hears dwindles to near nothing. And then it begins to pick up again as he gets closer to his destination.

He pushes the first door open and looks his fellow Kshahrewar masters and professors in the eye.

The false Mahamata and the Corps of Thirty who were assigned to this floor are against a wall, hands in the air as a group of senior Kshahrewar students hold the Corps of Thirty’s halberds against them, the rest of them holding various tools of creation with intent to destroy.

Kaveh stands in the doorway, looking over the tableau, then steps out and turns down the hall as doors begin to open, other professors and masters and ranked members of the Akademiya’s Darshans stepping out to check who it is. Upon seeing him they all simply nod.

All went as planned.

Scholars as a general whole, in Kaveh’s experience, tend to get wrapped up in matters of the mind. It becomes their obsession, their passion. And they get so wrapped up in their great loves of thought and idea that they neglected the more practical matter of forms. Or rather, they toss aside form for feeling. He’s no different. Kaveh’s burned the midnight oil, he’s drunk the coffee that was so foul and strong it comes in an unofficial health hazard warning that’s implied by how many times the barista asks if you’re sure that’s your order. Kaveh has gotten the nosebleeds and the anemia. He’s passed out for days and he’s gotten the headaches and double vision. 

Sometimes when you’re chasing a star of thought, burning bright and just within your grasp, it just doesn’t seem so important to take a break to stretch your legs and get proper circulation going. Or sometimes you’re so close to proving someone wrong and yourself right that you can taste it and you just can’t top until you’ve got sweet, sweet, sweet vindication in your mouth. 

Scholars also have something of a reputation for being a little…strange in the head. Backwards in their priorities and lacking in common sense. It’s something to do with how they’re always attached to a slate or to some numbers or their notebooks—thinking in strange hypotheticals and dreaming, in their own way, of the peculiar and unusual and how it might be made real. 

This is a reputation that most scholars live up to easily, becoming caricatures of the profession, the identity, the role. The stereotype of the pale-faced, reedy, researcher with the thick bottle-like spectacles and more curiosity than sense is one that’s somewhat justified.

But that does not mean that is all they are.

Any scholar worth their ink, their sleepless nights, has a certain type of backbone to them. A core that will neither bend nor break under any form of pressure.

There is a pride to being a scholar.

When you love your research, you’ll do anything for it. When you truly love knowledge, with all of your heart, it gives you the strength to keep powering forward despite the odds. This is how Kaveh built the Palace of Alcazarzaray not just once, but twice. This is how Pursina refined their ley line disrupting spikes. This is how scholars continue forward to fight and prove their ideals and ideas even when their fellows and most of the rest of the world would laugh at them for being unrealistic. It takes a special type of love to dedicate so much of your life to something that can’t love you back.

Kaveh stands in the first of many hallways as he watches scholars begin to stream out of the storage rooms, each of them holding a capsule. Their capsules. Their research, their papers and their life’s work, their projects, the works that determined their grade or their rank for the year, whether they move forward or not, so on and so forth. It was not just one year’s worth of work. Some of these scholars, these groups, have been working on projects worthy of Akasha submission for years. Decades, even. What rotten luck that it had to be this year that they got approved. What terrible, terrible fortune to have finally succeeded only to have to throw yourself from your own pinnacle.

As the scholars fill the hallways, the doors are closed on the empty storage rooms as the Corps of Thirty and Sage’s false Mahamata members are locked in, the doors barred and barricaded over.

The scholars linger for a moment, murmuring amongst each other—the air around them solemn as a grave. It’s not inappropriate. Kaveh moves to stand with his fellow Kshahrewar as the murmuring fills the hallway like a wave: everyone bracing for impact. For letting go.

Al-Haitham had done his best from within the Akasha to sabotage as many of the incoming files. But the Sage’s plants in the Mahamata slipped in so many false capsules, altered so much data—there’s no way of knowing which capsules have been tampered with or which ones are genuine. The only way to ensure complete and total fidelity is to not upload anything at all. And to make sure that that corrupt data never gets anywhere near an the Akasha.

“Did any of the capsules get uploaded?” Kaveh asks. It was a gamble as to whether or not the scholars could overpower the Sage’s people and the unaware Corps of Thirty before the first wave of uploads was scheduled. Al-Haitham had a few programs ready and in place just in case, but the ideal situation was that they wouldn’t have to activate at all—leaving more time and processing power for the more hostile, aggressive programs that Al-Haitham had woven into the Akasha to do their work. And for the viruses and codes that Kaveh and the rest of the scholars came up with to destroy as much as possible.

“None.”

“For what it is worth, I am sorry that this is what had to be asked of you,” Kaveh says.

“And why is that your apology to give, Master Kaveh? You’re not the one who tampered with our research, putting in the seeds of poison into the fruits of our love.” A Herbad with thick half-moon spectacles sliding down her nose asks, looking down at the capsule in her hands. She raises it to her face, tenderly pressing her lips to its surface before raising it above her head and smashing it as hard as she can against the wall. The capsule cracks right down the center. The Herbad looks at it, glasses obscuring her eyes for a moment before she turns towards one of her apprentices and says, “Give me the next one.”

All around the room the sound of destruction rises. Some smash their capsules as the Herbad did. Others wrap their capsules in heavy cloth and then strike them with hammers. As Kaveh looks around he sees that some were clever and brought some sort of chemical that they pour over their capsules, causing the material start to hiss and corrode. Someone has set up a fire and is tossing capsules into it, eyes carefully raised towards the smoke to monitor the flow of the flame.

“This is not what ruins us,” a group of Vahumana promise each other even as they sob, holding what must have been their graduation project between themselves, each of them with a hand on it as if to say goodbye. “Our research was sound. We have all of our notes still. We have our our resources and our citations. We can rewrite it. We will rewrite it. I didn’t forget my part, did you?”

Someone in the group activates a geo Vision and the capsule is encased in geo shards, compressed until it’s crushed.

“I’ll remember it,” a young woman bearing the symbol of the Rtawahist says, sounding like she’s choking on the words, hands shaking as she looks at her capsule. “I’ll remember it and I’ll do it all over again. It was true knowledge. I can recreate it. I can prove it as many times as I need to.” Her peers close her into their arms in comfort before she uses a cryo Vision to flash-freeze her capsule and shatter it on the ground. 

“Who cares,” a Spantamad says, eyes red and streaming, “if I don’t get this thing in this year, if ever, if there’s no tomorrow?” He throws his capsule onto the tarp covered in shattered fragments of previous capsules, violently folding it up before grabbing the sledgehammer from a Haravatat standing next to him and raising it over his head. “Fuck!”

All around him is the sound of heartbreak and grief and outrage. All around him is the sound of hope and resistance. Kaveh puts a hand on the shoulder of the closest person who doesn’t look like they’re lost in their head with grief, “I’m moving forward. Thank you. I grieve with you.”

“You know, if it were anyone else, I wouldn’t have believed it,” the scholar says, eyes distant but brow furrowed deeply as he looks around the hall filled with mourning. “I mean. Why would Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar say such a ridiculous lie? It sounded so ridiculous. Outlandish. Beyond belief. Fantastical. But what would be the point of you saying all of that? I didn’t want to believe it, but what choice did I have? And then the broadcast hit.”

“Broadcast?”

“Through the Akasha. As we were taking control of the vaults and all of the other rooms. We lost a lot of time arguing with others who weren’t aware of what was going on. And then the Akasha came on. A one-way transmission from the Grand Sage’s office. The things he said. The way he said them. Gods. Gods above. I’ve never been so ashamed in my life. Then I had to believe it. And I guess a lot of other people did to, because it got very, very easy to take over from there. Half of the Corps of Thirty and Mahamata just lay down arms right there and stopped resisting after hearing that. You know,” the scholar presses a hand to his mouth, looking like he’s going to be sick, “my research partner died. A few days after the Sabzeruz Festival. I was bedridden at the time. I didn’t find out until later. This capsule was all I had left of him.” He indicates the shattered pieces on the ground. “We worked on that project for five years. Five fucking years.” His voice hitches. “I have all of his notes. I can remake it. But that was—it was—he’ll never—for what? For what?”

“I’m sorry.”

“You shouldn’t be the one sorry. Go and find the peace, Master Kaveh. Find the peace that was taken from us. If anyone can it’d be you.”

There’s nothing Kaveh can say to that. He leaves the scholar to his grieving.

A broadcast, hm? Clever, petty Al-Haitham. He supposes that it would be one thing to hear of it through word of mouth. But to hear of the poison directly from the serpent’s fang would be something else entirely. How efficient of Al-Haitham to cause so much damage and reveal so much hurt in a single decisive stroke.

Kaveh descends deeper into the Akademiya. Every time he peers into a new hallway on the deeper floors, he sees scholars destroying their capsules, or rows of them holding the Corps of Thirty and the Sage’s people captive, preventing them from stopping the destruction or moving forward on their own plans.

He wonders what’s going on outside the Akademiya right now. Has Nilou successfully escaped? How are the evacuations going? Have the strike teams outside of the city begun their crack down on the storage and work-sites? How many of the Sage’s accomplices are now in Matra custody?

Mehrak moves ahead of him to light his way as he slips into one of the dozens of secret passageways of the Akademiya. Well. Not secret. He knows about them. So do most members of the Kshahrewar and Vahumana. A lot of the spaces in the Akademiya don’t add up. There’s whole corridors and floors that got walled up or built around over the decades. The Akademiya, from the outside, looks like a perfectly cohesive monument of design. But it’s several generations of different design principles stitched together with a mess of retrofitting and remodeling. Not all of those old spaces were deemed useful, or even safe.

Most of the vaults and lower levels of the Akademiya are like that, actually. Especially the holding cells.

Kaveh slips through the dusty passageways until he arrives at the one leading out of the Akademiya. 

“How did it go?” Cyno asks, stepping out of the shadows into Mehrak’s light. Dehya steps up behind him as they lead several Matra and eremites into the empty hallway.

“Painfully, which is what you would expect from the entire Akademiya body destroying the their own research to make sure it doesn’t get used to kill them,” Kaveh replies. “Come on. The Traveler and Paimon should be in the prison cells by now, I think.”

Kaveh’s estimation of time proves correct when Kaveh leads them to a section of wall that’s crumbling and weak. They’re technically half a floor below the prisons, but this part of the Akademiya isn’t quite level with itself. Kaveh squints up. If he still had any energy in his Vision he’d bring out his claymore and do a controlled dendro blast.

Alas, his energies went towards something else, something equally important—quiet and patiently waiting its turn under his arm.

He turns towards Dehya instead who just nods, her own claymore flickering forth with a crackle of flames. He takes out a bit of chalk and marks the place high on the wall for her to strike.

It takes a few careful blows of her claymore. He’s sure she could have done it with a single blow if they weren’t trying to be cautious about accidentally causing a complete collapse.

Once Dehya has a hole in, she dismisses her claymore again and reaches up, using her hands to widen the hole. Mehrak slips through first, taking a look around before turning back towards them and signaling the clear.

Dehya and Kaveh set to work widening the hole with their hands, testing and checking for any instability before Kaveh starts gesturing for people to go through.

Kaveh goes through last, gently unwrapping the Akasha as he goes. The Akasha comes to life, ears perking up as it gives itself a solid shake as it rises in height.

Dehya melts the lock on the Traveler and Paimon’s cells and Cyno picks the locks on their cuffs.

“How did it go up there? Cause a big enough scene?”

“Oh it was definitely a scene,” the Traveler says. “You know, despite the multiple times I’ve seen Al-Haitham angry, I didn’t think he had it in him to lose his temper like that.”

Cyno and Dehya glance at Kaveh, who just shrugs. He’s warned people about Al-Haitham’s temper. It’s not his fault people don’t believe him. Al-Haitham just has that kind of face. It’s a very deceptive face.

Kaveh turns to take in the others in the prison. There are a startling amount of people here. More so than he thought there would be. But Al-Haitham is not here. Not that they expected him to be put here. And if Al-Haitham was broadcasting everything he supposes that the Grand Sage wouldn’t have wanted him to linger around.

He turns towards the Akasha, patiently waiting next to him. “You’ll be fine now, won’t you?”

The Akasha bobs once, gliding over towards Paimon who, hilariously enough, looks unnerved by the Akasha coming close. By now the Grand Sage should be well aware of the fact that Jnagarbha Day has long gone off the rails. 

Since this morning riots, protests, and all manner of chaos have erupted all over the city, from the top of the Divine Tree all the way down to the roots and the surrounding hills and rivers. The Corps of Thirty has near collapsed with a complete break-down of communications. The Matra have returned to their purpose as the spear and shield of the Akademiya, closing in to smoke out and capture the Sage’s accomplices. The General Mahamatra himself, somewhere in the city leading the charge, and most certainly coming for Azar himself.

None of the compromised capsules have actually reached upload status, nor will they ever, now that the true scholars of the Akademiya have turned their hearts and their inquisition inwards.

Meanwhile, the Divine Knowledge Capsule Al-Haitham purposefully made sure to plant in the Grand Sage’s office, next to the master Akasha access terminal is a fake—and if the Grand Sage had anything left of a scholar in himself he would have looked into the Akasha itself and seen what that capsule actually contained.

That capsule contained several malicious lines of code, drawing from every Darshan in order to create a program that would actively seek out and then counter and begin to dismantle the programming that had allowed the Akasha to bypass the safety protocols that should have prevented it from being able to harvest so much energy, creating the Samsara cycle that plunged Sumeru City into a health crisis it still has not recovered from. 

The program, at the same time, would also return to the original safeguards and firewalls, the restrictions that had been placed down and begins to shore them up to build a containing wall. 

The Akasha’s surface mind, even if the Akasha itself were inclined towards permitting Sumeru to make use of it again, would never expand past the new borders being set down ever again; both figuratively and physically. The Amurta and Spantamad had been particularly vicious in designing a code that would quite literally cause any attempts at the Akasha to grow or propagate to immediately wither. The Akasha system that grows within the Akademiya and has grown there for centuries is, as of today, sterile. 

No new Akasha blanks. No new terminals. No new access ports. 

And of course, to ensure that this would all stick—the fake capsule also unleashed codes that would go back and delete the Akasha system’s back up recovery files. The Akasha’s pure data would be left alone. They need the data records to ensure that the evidence of the Sage’s wrongdoing is fully brought to light and that everything is accounted for, and the Akasha itself holds centuries worth of history and research that will need to be extracted. The scribes of the Akademiya will be busy for ages, as well as the presses and the copy machines down in the basements. 

But the Akasha’s programming will never be able to be restored to how it was prior to the fake Divine Knowledge Capsule unleashing its ruin.

Right now the Grand Sage must be running. Quite fortunately, they have a good idea of where he’s going to go, which conveniently lines up with what they need to do for the rest of their plan to proceed.

Kaveh turns towards Cyno, who’s finished instructing his Matra on moving through the rest of the Akademiya grounds to assist the scholars as they arrest and detain Azar’s accomplices, begin gathering evidence, and detain and question the Corps of Thirty and Mahamata who have peacefully stood aside.

“I’ve given the Akasha copies of my and the rest of my Darshan’s notes on the Akademiya’s structure. Including our various theories on secret spaces and not-quite-properly matching blueprints. The Akasha has been running all of those since last night. By now, it should have a very expedient route for you to take or possibly create,” he begins, causing Cyno’s brows to furrow. “All of the no-longer-secret now that you know them routes, too. We also managed to create extensive notes on the Sanctuary of Surasthana. There’s a program that was developed with the Spantamad, Amurta, and the Haravatat that should neutralize the programming that’s holding Lord Kusanali in place, as well as bypass the original permissions in the Sanctuary of Surasthana to pass main access over from the Grand Sage to you. The Akasha is also carrying, along with the Divine Knowledge Capsule, as many useful programs and bits of information we managed to scrape together in the past two or three days that it can deploy against the Sixth if you end up confronting him in the middle of the process of apotheosis. I doubt it’ll help stop a god that already has a gnosis of their own as well as whatever divinity they’ve already managed to achieve. But hopefully it can help shift the odds in your favor. Introduce some minor annoyances and glitches into the god-program’s machine in whatever form it may take.”

“Why are you explaining all of this to me now?”

“When else would I?”

Cyno’s eyes narrow. “Where are you going?”

“Where do you think?” Kaveh shakes his head as Cyno opens his mouth to protest, raising his own hand to forestall him. “You don’t actually need me physically present to break Lord Kusanali out of her prison. What you needed was my expertise, which I have handed over to the Akasha to guide you with. You know the plan. You have the Akasha. You have your way in. And you have the entire genius of the Akademiya combined at your back.” Kaveh’s mouth quirks up slightly. “Now, if I weren’t completely and totally drained of elemental energy and severely lacking in sleep, perhaps I might consider it. But even at the pinnacle of health and vitality, Cyno, I think we can both agree that’s still not where I would be needed most. In the beginning, when you asked me for help, it wasn’t because you needed another sword. It was because you needed my reputation as someone who’s trusted and someone people talk to. That role is done with, now. It’s your time, and Dehya’s, and the Traveler’s. I leave the actual work of bringing justice to your hands, General Mahamatra.”

“Really,” Paimon says, reluctantly patting the Akasha on its side, cringing when she feels the strange texture of its body, “you and that guy are just so weird about each other that I don’t think they’ve made a word for it.”

“You’re not wrong,” Kaveh agrees, then tips his head in the direction they ought to get going in. “I would wish you luck, but at this point I’m not sure luck would make a difference when you’ve got literally the entirety of Sumeru coming together at your back. And also, you’ve never needed the luck.”

“With you at my back who would?” Cyno replies, letting more of the man underneath the helm step forward as he reaches out and grasps Kaveh’s arm just above the elbow. “Thank you, Kaveh. You’ve done more than I think anyone could have possibly asked of you without anyone asking. And of the things that were asked of you—I think only you could have done them in such a way.”

Cyno’s hand squeezes Kaveh’s arm, a moment of sorrow crossing his face.

“Muthshakar, Kaveh, taebatuk maaya. You bore the burden with a strength that sometimes put even me to shame.”

Kaveh shakes his head, squeezing Cyno’s wrist. “We bore it together, equally. Along with Candace and the rest of Aaru Village and everyone here together today. There is no need to thank me for doing something I would have done anyway, nor is there a need to thank me for doing something that you should never have needed to ask for. Although, I suppose, if you really feel bad about it you can make it up to me by helping me distract Tighnari when it’s all over and done with.”

“And why would you need to distract Tighnari?”

“I stuck him with Al-Haitham for several months, what do you think he’s going to do to me as payback?” Kaveh lets Cyno’s wrist go, nodding at him. “But that’s a later thing. You’ve got more important things to take care of. And so do I.”

Cyno nods turning as the Akasha begins to move forward, the path set in its mind as it leads Cyno, the Traveler, and Paimon forward.

“You aren’t going with them?” Kaveh asks Dehya.

“I may be a sword, but I am not the sword needed in that specific fight,” Dehya replies, gesturing around them. “Someone needs to coordinate between these groups. And I’m known well enough on both sides of the Wall for them to at least listen to me, even if they’re not happy or entirely on board with it. Do I even need to guess where you’re going?”

“There’s very little reward with plucking a low hanging fruit,” Kaveh replies, turning towards his own path. If he’s correct, the Corps of Thirty would have attempted to try and take Al-Haitham out through the north to avoid the commotion and the riots to the south. Kaveh should be able to cut them off easily enough. 

Dehya shakes her head, smile playing at her mouth as he walks past her and away. “There really isn’t a word for the two of you. Hey, take care of him, alright? Take care of each other. When all of this is over, I think there are a lot of people who’re going to want to have some really strong words with him. I’m one of them.”

“I should hope not. That would mean there’s precedent. And I think the world should only ever have to deal with our particular brand of selves once, if ever. And I will. This is not the last time we’ll be seeing each other, Dehya Flame-Mane. Didn’t we once say we’d get drinks together if we ever met in Sumeru City? And aren’t I a man of my word?”

Dehya laughs, “Go swiftly, Master Architect Kaveh of the Kshahrewar, Kaveh the honest!”

Kaveh makes his way out of the Akademiya with ease. The Matra have firmly regained their hold over things, quickly applying the efficiency of an actually trained and well rounded organization to the chaos as they bring everything under control. Kaveh slips around crowds and through them. He has no idea how time moved so fast. By the time he’s outside of the Akademiya, it’s mid-afternoon and the sun is beginning to stride towards its descent. It feels like it was just a moment ago, a heartbeat ago, that he was bundling up the Akasha into his arms and walking out the door of the house.

Mehrak flies forward and he follows after her as she picks up on something only she can.

It takes a little longer to actually get out of the city. The eremites and the various allies of the Mahamata are still going strong in dividing and conquering the city to ensure a complete evacuation while capturing the Sage’s accomplices and sympathizers. The streets are thin of citizens, but thick with skirmishes and insistent crowds that refuse to disperse, blocking the way for traffic in or out.

Kaveh jogs out of the city, looking down the slight slope that leads towards the many branching roads that lead away from Sumeru City in every direction. Mehrak drifts down towards the ground and does a scan, calculating something before she decisively starts moving after a set of tracks she somehow managed to discern as separate from all the rest.

Kaveh follows. Some part of him is still in the city, tracking the many movements of their plan as it hurtles towards climax—the moment of truth. Is Cyno in the Sanctuary of Surasthana just yet? Is Nahida free? Are they on their way to the workshop that Tighnari’s Forest Watchers managed to find and scope out, and Azusa’s inquisitors managed to break into and report back on? Did Nour Aunt and her giant sprawling family manage to make it out of the city safely? Did that aunty who runs the take-away shop hear word or is she still at her window wondering where all of her usual customers are? Is Nilou safe and out of the Corps of Thirty’s hands? Is the son of the sister down the street at the Akademiya helping his peers destroy compromised Knowledge Capsules or is he with his mother and father in the evacuation?

And then all thoughts of the rest of the world go quiet as Kaveh roots to the present, called back by the sound of a fight.

Kaveh moves with very little in the way of thought. Not much needs to be thought on. Al-Haitham pretty much had it handled anyway. Kaveh just crosses the remaining distance between them and punches the one remaining Corps of Thirty member in the back of the head. They drop like a stone. Kaveh would feel bad about it—well, he does feel bad about it. But also, needs must.

Al-Haitham blinks at him, and then turns to Mehrak who’s now fussing over him with several soft chimes. She’s not flashing anything on her display or being very loud, probably in respect to the fact that it clearly looks like Al-Haitham’s had a concussion or some other severe head injury.

“Mehrak,” Al-Haitham sighs, “could this not wait until afterwards?” And then, towards Kaveh, Al-Haitham says, “And why are you here? Did something happen? What news?”

Kaveh shakes his head, moving towards Al-Haitham to check Al-Haitham’s head. The man permits it, but only because Kaveh’s pretty sure Al-Haitham doesn’t have the strength left to stop him. Al-Haitham sways precariously on his feet. There’s a bump on the back of his head, and blood streams from the side of his face. Kaveh pulls some bandages out of his bag. He doesn’t have much to clean the wound with, but they can at least stop Al-Haitham from losing blood.

As Kaveh cleans off the injuries he spares a thought to be glad that at the very least the Corps of Thirty made the effort to attempt to clean Al-Haitham up some before taking him to Aaru Village. And they weren’t making him walk. There’s a prisoner transport cart a yard or so off, overturned, and four other unconscious bodies leading up to this one. 

“As far as I am aware everything is going as it should, Cyno and the Traveler are on their way the Sanctuary of Surasthana with the Akasha. Dehya is coordinating between the eremites in the Akademiya and the scholars. I suppose that the former department heads of the Mahamata are due to arrive on scene any minute now to start sorting through the mess. The city’s not as rowdy as it was this morning. A broadcast, hm? Overachiever.”

“Kaveh, why are you here?”

“Do you really need to ask? How poorly you must think of me.” Kaveh draws Al-Haitham’s around his shoulder, putting his own arm around Al-Haitham’s waist as they start to walk towards the predetermined rendezvous where they’re supposed to meet with Tighnari and Collei. And in the event that Sumeru City does fall, head further out west to cross the Wall and convene with Candace and any survivors. “Al-Haitham. I let you go twice. Did you think I’d be going for a third? I can’t believe that after all of this you actually really did get hurt. And you let them take you this far out! Were you, perhaps, being a touch lazy and letting them do the legwork of carrying you away?”

Al-Haitham’s answering sigh is heavy. His words are clear and show that his mind is no less sharp than it ever is, but the proof of the man’s exhaustion is tangible in the weight he lets Kaveh carry.

“Why does everyone have the illusion of me being so capable? I’m just a scribe.”

“Yes. Sure. Just a scribe. And I’m just an architect, Tighnari’s just a ranger, and Cyno’s just a Matra. You couldn’t be just anything with your everything. Nice try. Come on, lean on me some more. I can take it. I’ve not had nearly enough of a time of it as the rest of you.”

Their progress is slow, but uninterrupted. Mehrak keeps a lookout for them. But with the amount of tampering that the Sages and Fatui did, wildlife near Sumeru City and its roads is scarce. And all of the people are using less obvious means of evacuation. 

As they walk Al-Haitham’s breathing gets strained and labored, more of his weight leaning on Kaveh, steps turning into stumbles as his head starts to dip.

“You can’t fall asleep here,” Kaveh says, squeezing Al-Haitham’s hip hard enough to hurt. “Come on. Is it that boring living through an entire overthrow of a regime?”

“Yes,” Al-Haitham says. This brat…

“Alright, then let’s talk about something interesting then.”

“Such as?”

“You.” Al-Haitham’s head turns slightly. “And me. Al-Haitham. The day is not yet over, but we are both here to make sure the other holds the other end of the promise. Call me optimistic, but seeing as how the unfolding of the Sumeru’s future lies in other’s hands…let us turn towards our own. I’ve decided on how I want to claim my prize. Our prize. I know how I want it. Us. Everything in between.”

Al-Haitham’s breathing is uneven, unsteady, and his eyes have raised to bore into the side of Kaveh’s face. Kaveh focuses on keeping them on a straight line, Mehrak patiently scouting ahead for them as they stumble in their awkward shuffling gait of a pseudo-quadrupedal creature.

“Let’s go away, Al-Haitham.”

The arm around Kaveh’s shoulders twitches. Al-Haitham’s entire body twitches with surprise. Kaveh feels his mouth start to turn out into a smile.

“Let us do,” he continues as they walk together, “all of the things that we promised. Explicitly or implicitly, back then and more recently—both. Everything we wanted to do, but were too cowardly, too stubborn, and too much ourselves to do. After all of this what’s there to be afraid of?” Kaveh draws in a breath, so deep it feels like the bottom of his lungs gives away to make room as he braces to jump into the unknown but most certainly wanted. “Let us talk about ourselves. Let us unmake ourselves so that we can understand all of the pieces and how they came together, how they came apart—how we might put them back again in new and more sustainable ways. Don’t you think, Al-Haitham, that it’s been so strange that neither of us could move forward this entire time? In hindsight, isn’t it so very unlike us; how we’ve gotten so stuck into each other that we’ve become entirely unlike ourselves? Let us leap back into it. Into the living as Kaveh and Al-Haitham and what that once meant and what it might be in the active present: something that fits us now. The boys that we were before were idiots who never should’ve been trusted with something as important as what we trusted them with.”

As Kaveh speaks Al-Haitham’s footsteps falter, coming to a stop and Kaveh has to stop walking too otherwise he’ll just be dragging Al-Haitham around.

Kaveh turns to look at Al-Haitham’s wide eyes. He doesn’t think Al-Haitham has ever looked so shocked or confused in his entire life. He probably didn’t even look like this as a child. 

“It is unlike us, Al-Haitham, to hesitate. To be so cautious when something we want is before us. Why didn’t we just do as we always did? In the face of something so terrible, so troublesome, so daunting, isn’t it that we’d normally just roll up our sleeves and get to work? So let’s do that now. Al-Haitham. Let’s get to work.”

Al-Haitham’s mouth opens. Or rather, it’s been hanging open. And now, as Kaveh waits for Al-Haitham’s answer, Al-Haitham’s mouth slowly closes. He blinks, like a cat that’s sun-sleep-stupid. A slow, dazed thing. Kaveh would attribute that to the head injury, but not even a good smack to that hard-head is enough to get Al-Haitham shutting up like so.

“Alright,” Al-Haitham finally says, voice thin. He blinks, clears his throat, and then repeats himself, sounding a little more sure. A little more himself. “Alright, then. You start. How do we go about this? Seeing as how you’ve been clearly thinking deeply on this, you must have an idea of where to begin. Lead the way, senior.”

Kaveh feels his eyelid twitch. Al-Haitham has a way of making honorifics sound suspicious.

“Fair enough,” Kaveh says, squeezing the wrist in his hand and the waist in his other, carefully adjusting Al-Haitham’s weight over his shoulder and along his side. Kaveh swallows, pushing away his nerves as he meets Al-Haitham’s waiting gaze. “I would like to start with being honest with you. And you’ll be honest with me. That seems quite reasonable, doesn’t it?”

“Aren’t you always honest? And aren’t I?”

“You tell me. Our honesty, Al-Haitham, has not always been…helpful. Or entirely honest. Leave it to us to make the truth into something that is and is not itself. Leave it to us to turn honesty into a twisted version of itself. We have ways of being honest with each other without actually being productive, or entirely transparent. No wonder everyone gets so frustrated with us whenever we’re together. I think the language of us, Al-Haitham—and tell me if I’m wrong, I’ll trust your call on the matter as this is your field—got too complicated. Too tangled up with previous contexts, with multiple meanings, too many metaphors and themes and the like all tied to similar and common enough phrases that it gets hard for us to understand what the either actually means even when we’re being plain as day. We should dumb it down, strip it back, and start from basics. Agreed?”

Al-Haitham’s eyes have begun to curve up at the corners. The man looks so pale with such dark shadows under his eyes that he might already be a walking ghost. His lips are chapped and the planes of his face are severe with exhaustion. But Kaveh would swear that since that day he came back from meeting with Cyno at Lambad’s, to now, Al-Haitham has never looked more himself. There is, just at the horizon of Al-Haitham’s face, the touch of a laugh. A smile.

“Agreed, with conditions. Unlike you, I don’t give my word so blindly. Just so I am perfectly aware and of clear understanding of things, give me an example. How will you be honest with me? How shall we be honest with each other?”

Kaveh swallows, eyes closing as the scene unfolds before him.

“Let’s actually go to Fontaine,” Kaveh answers. “You and me. Mehrak can handle being chased by some dogs. It’ll be fun for her. We can go somewhere your strange mystery novels or your peculiar romance poems are based on. And then you can tell me about why you chose those things, out of everything in the world, to be the keys for your specific codes. Really, Al-Haitham. Of all the things…do you know how hard it was for me to try and parse that and incorporate those things into a regular conversation?”

“That’s the point, it’s not supposed to come up in a regular conversation,” Al-Haitham huffs. He exhales so exasperatedly it stirs his blood-matted bangs.

“Well, I suppose it’s coming in as useful now,” Kaveh grouses, slowly nudging Al-Haitham into moving forward. “It’s keeping you awake. And I suppose if you’re talking this clearly about it, it can also be useful as a metric of assessing someone’s cognitive abilities when they have a head injury. Efficient.”

“These are ways for you to be honest in retrospect and for me to be honest with you. How will you be honest with me?”

“How do you want me to be honest with you?”

Al-Haitham’s eyes fully curve, almost closing. Kaveh groans, bumping his hip against Al-Haitham’s. 

“You could start by telling me why I kept getting reports of Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar turning into a brunette.”

“The hair thing got all the way out here?” Kaveh mutters. “Ridiculous. Why is everyone so obsessed with what color my hair is? It washed out. You can’t even see it anymore. It’s just the ends and only if you squint.”

“Probably because most people aren’t clever enough to appreciate what’s underneath the hair. And by all accounts, it was an atrocious job, whoever did it—according so some—should have their hands cut off for the crime against humanity. Let me guess— you did yourself in the dark?”

“As a matter of fact, yes, I did. Enough with how I’m going to start. Tell me, now, Al-Haitham. How will you start? I wanted to be honest with you, I wanted us to be honest with each other. What is it that you want?”

Al-Haitham hums, quiet as he contemplates. They take a few more shuffling steps forward. Al-Haitham answers slowly, carefully. Whether that really is the head injury and blood loss well and truly starting to sink in without the adrenaline to keep him upright or an indicator of Al-Haitham’s solemnity is anyone’s guess.

“I’ll start with taking my tokens back. And returning your key.”

Kaveh nods, shifting Al-Haitham’s weight in his arms as they start to descend on a sharper incline. He moves ahead, turning back to hold is arms out to Al-Haitham and make sure that the other man doesn’t fall. Al-Haitham rests his hand on Kaveh’s shoulder as they navigate the slope, but before Al-Haitham actually starts to step down he looks Kaveh in the eye, contemplative. 

“And then, I suppose…I’ll be good to you,” Al-Haitham says. Kaveh blinks, lips parting in shock and confusion as Al-Haitham nods to himself, bracing his weight on Kaveh’s shoulder and outstretched arm as he joins Kaveh in the descent.

“What?” Kaveh sputters, clearing his throat as he pushes himself back into motion to keep up. “What do you mean? That’s too much honesty, I think. Have a care for my heart, won’t you? You can’t just come out and say things like that without warning me. What do you mean be good to me? You’re usually good to me—quite frankly, I’m the one who is not always good or fair to you when we look at the facts of things.”

“I want to be good to you,” Al-Haitham repeats, eyes focused on making sure that he doesn’t step wrong and twist or roll his ankle on top of everything else. “Or rather, I want us to be good to each other. In spite of the regrets I know we will continue to have, even as we work on being honest and clear. Even as we move forward. I want us to be able to find it again: the good. It should not have taken us this long, this entire series of events, to remember it. And to remember why it hurt so much to walk away from it.” Al-Haitham turns to look at Kaveh, holding his hand out for Kaveh to take. “When we are honest with each other, I want it to be good. I want that honesty to come from a place of good intent even if it doesn’t necessarily get received the way we intended. I want the honesty to be good. It will certainly be unpleasant at times, and even painful. It’s us. I wouldn’t expect anything less. But even when we’re in the middle of whatever new argument, disagreement, or outright fight we’re in, I want us to hold onto the good. And when all is accounted for, I want it to be that goodness that comes out above all the rest.”

Kaveh sighs as he links their hands together.

“That sounds more than fair and entirely reasonable. Simple, for all that I know it’ll most certainly get complicated in the heat of the moment. But I’ll agree to it. Without a fight, even.”

“You’ll spoil me at this rate.”

“Or bore you entirely. I promise, we can go back to being a challenge—“

“In a good way.”

“—yes, in a good way—soon.”

They both turn to look over their shoulders at the distant shape of Sumeru City. The sky has begun to turn orange. The Sanctuary of Surasthana is barely visible in the arms of the Divine Tree at this angle. By now Nahida must be freed, and along with the Akasha and the Traveler, they must be on their way to shut down the workshop and confront the Balladeer and the Doctor. Perhaps they’re already in the middle of it.

“We will return,” Al-Haitham says softly. Insistently.

Al-Haitham’s hand squeezes Kaveh’s own. Kaveh’s heart yearns. He squeezes Al-Haitham back, slowly turning his back on the city, forward where Mehrak is patiently waiting for them to finish up having their moment so they can go back to being sensible and practical by retreating to safety.

“Yes. You’re right. We will return. We’ll come back to it,” Kaveh says. “Our plan will work, and we will return to this place soon, and everything that it means to us and everything we can make it mean, Al-Haitham. After all, between you and me, and everyone else who joined us on this path, how could it go wrong? How could we be faithless to each other to think otherwise? Let us go, Al-Haitham. The sooner we leave, the sooner we return—the sooner we can begin.”


Notes for the Chapter:
To all of you who thought that I would bring the whole crew all the way to the Sanctuary of Surasthana and the following fight with the Balladeer+the later confrontation of Dottore: sorry. The intention of this fic was always to bring them to this specific point. I’ll discuss more in the end notes of the epilogue as per my usual when I have these stupid long fics.

-“Mei ab mazeed…”: Urdu for “I can’t take it anymore”. This form is used by male speakers.

-“Meray sabar ka imtehan mat lo!”: Urdu for “do not test my patience.”

-“No poisonous tree bears kind fruit.” Line taken from the Ingenuity talent books.

-Muthshakar: “I’m thankful” in an Egyptian dialect of Arabic, equivalent to “shukran”.

-“taebatuk maaya”: An Egyptian expression that is both an expression of gratitude and apology. The translation goes along the lines of “I made you suffer with me” or “I know I tired you, but I appreciate your efforts”. This phrase is usually paired with “shokran” or “shukran”.






24. Epilogue

Summary for the Chapter:
“You’re awake, Nahida,” Al-Haitham replied as he brushed his fingertip over the Akasha, “We are all, at last, awake.”

He had said that, but even he has moments of disconnect where it seems so strange: the living, the surviving. Everything seems so different, so incomprehensible that it sometimes feels as though he must be imagining it all. Hallucinating from his injuries or something like that.

Standing here as the Akasha teams up with Mehrak to bicker with Kaveh is one of those moments. 


Notes for the Chapter:Thank you.





“Al-Haitham.”

Al-Haitham does not turn to look, but he does hum his acknowledgement faintly in the back of his throat as he runs a finger down the unbroken spine of a book with a fascinatingly ostentatious jacket. The Akasha hovers at his side, bumping into his shoulder to catch his attention before gesturing for him to pick up a thick looking volume. He reaches over and pulls it out for the Akasha to examine.

In his entire life, Al-Haitham would never have thought he would ever actually see a physical book store—for new books, even—on the streets of Sumeru, operating out in the open like so. Growing up, all of the books he’d received were second-hand copies from officially sanctioned libraries around Sumeru that were being phased out due to minor editing issues or just because. As he grew older, all of the books he’d legally acquired came from the same places, or from the Akademiya’s incredibly expensive and restrictive store that required him to present prior authorization just to look at their listings, let alone set foot inside of them.

And once Al-Haitham wised up and figured out that there were unsanctioned stores, and then found out where those stores were, they’d all been discretely tucked away—like shameful secrets—in the back of other stores. Or operated out of someone’s attic or spare room, or through letter exchanges that involved incredible amounts of secrecy. 

Kaveh has asked him where his codes and his own network of people had come from, and quite frankly most of them came from Al-Haitham’s search for books. It was a network he had already built up naturally, over time, as he searched out venues to expand his knowledge beyond Sumeru and the Akademiya’s overbearing restrictions. And as to the matter of codes—well. Works of fiction and poetry are rare in Sumeru unless they’re being studied under the guise of a historical context, and are often solely published with those analytical essays written directly into the text. There’s a time and place for such a thing, but if Al-Haitham wanted to listen to a full critique of a simple plot he’d read for idle entertainment he’d just throw the book at Kaveh and have him go at it.

People are always under the impression that Al-Haitham, between them, is the picky one. They’ve never had to try and get Kaveh to read through a simple novella without him scoffing or offering commentary every half a paragraph. Now there’s a true test in patience.

In any case, this is also why most of his contacts turned out to be near entirely useless during this whole unraveling of Sumeru. They’re all foreigners he’s established connections with while he was working on bringing new books into Sumeru both above board and underneath it, in a professional capacity and personal one. 

How strange it is, that a mere handful of weeks ago, Sumeru became completely blind and insensate to its own intelligence and history with the complete shut-down of the Akasha and the uprooting of a government system that had slowly been rotting for centuries. And now, here, Al-Haitham is standing in front of a book store that operates in the open without need for him to present any form of papers authorizing him to be here, nor some sort of secret code and confirmed reference from a trusted third party as someone who won’t turn over the store owner to the Matra for illegal dispensation of knowledge.

As Al-Haitham looks over the rows upon rows of titles, and into the store where he can see whole different categories of books neatly labeled—fiction, reference books, foreign books with translations and without, picture books, copies of classic texts—he sees plenty of other people with the same sort of awe and shock and hunger he feels inside of himself now. Sumeru has starved and stunted itself for too long.

“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh repeats, fingers curling around Al-Haitham’s wrist and tugging. “I take my eyes off of you for less than a minute and you’re already in trouble. You’re not fully healed, you’re not supposed to be reading. You’re supposed to be resting your eyes.”

“I’m not reading anything. I’m just looking. Is there a crime in looking?” Al-Haitham argues, “Should I just go around with my eyes closed?”

Kaveh ignores him, turning to poke the floating Akasha who just bobs away from him to float over and investigate a small rolling shelf filled with thin picture books, “And you! Don’t encourage him! You can pick up your own reading supplies by yourself.”

“But it’s better with company,” the Akasha complains, its new mechanical voice somehow managing to convey both a whining tone and a haughty one at once. “Master Kaveh, are books not meant to be enjoyed with discussion? And are discussions not the basis for further growth and development, and ideally, more books to read? Mehrak agrees with me.”

Kaveh’s research into crafting a speech module for Mehrak had turned out useful after all. And Mehrak was more than happy to donate the parts she had refused to the Akasha when Kaveh was busy remaking a new frame for the Akasha to grow on and around. That had kept Kaveh occupied nearly the entire time they were in Aaru Village, waiting out the last of the shockwaves of Nahida being freed and the General Mahamatra’s swift and thorough scourging of Sumeru.

Well. That and arguing with each other. There was a lot to argue about. As Al-Haitham thought, Kaveh did something reckless when there was no one stubborn enough to stop him.

“You volunteered to be a hostage to eremite extremists who were planning an armed take-over of Sumeru,” Al-Haitham had repeated flatly, arms crossed as he squinted at Kaveh. His vision had not yet fully recovered—details were still hazy. And he couldn’t tell if Kaveh’s face would be one of twisted up embarrassment or if Kaveh was stuck in his own Kaveh-typical single-focused path of frustration over the minor detail of Al-Haitham breaking into the Akademiya to steal an Akasha blank by himself. 

“You’re stuck on a minor detail,” Al-Haitham had said. Kaveh was exploiting the opportunity of Al-Haitham being bed-bound in a mostly unfamiliar place to lay out, point by point, line by line, every single thing Kaveh had decided Al-Haitham had done wrong in the time they were part. “On a spectrum of things I’ve done, I would say that should rank rather low in terms of danger or risk.”

“Oh, do trust, Al-Haitham, I’m just working my way up to the rest of it,” Kaveh replied darkly, arms crossed, voice low. “But as you’re convalescing and not up to our usual standards of competence for sensible discussions, I thought I’d work us up slow and easy.”

Needless to say, Al-Haitham’s recovery was not a particularly peaceful one. At one point Candace came in and physically removed Kaveh from the room even as they continued to try and shout each other and the rest of the building down around themselves. That was a shame. Al-Haitham was winning that arguement.

Candace had returned after depositing Kaveh somewhere far away enough Al-Haitham couldn’t hear him, put a hand on his shoulder and said, warmly but firmly, “It is good that your injuries have not dampened your spirit or weakened your voice. However, do keep in mind that you are injured and in need of rest.” For a moment her grip turned painful as she continued, “All of us, in fact, are in need of a nice, quiet, rest after such chaos.”

Later, Kaveh slunk back into Al-Haitham’s room, then sullenly sprawled over Al-Haitham’s legs. He poked and pushed at them until Al-Haitham moved over enough to give Kaveh space to lay out properly. “Being good to each other,” Kaveh determined as he got comfortable, “is probably going to be harder than we anticipated it being.”

It was dark, too dark, for Al-Haitham’s recovering eyesight to pick out anything of Kaveh’s face. So Kaveh reached for Al-Haitham’s hand and brought it to his mouth, where Al-Haitham’s fingertips could trace the fond, exasperated curve of Kaveh’s lips and then hold the determined set of the man’s jaw.

“It’s us,” Al-Haitham replied, eyes closing in favor of the more effective route of feeling even as he fought down nausea and a headache from the strain on his eyes from the day, “what did we expect?”

“It’s worth it,” Kaveh said, fingers disrupting Al-Haitham’s observing. “Nothing worth having was ever gained without a measure of struggle.”

“Are you calling us a passion project?”

“Do we not suffer so beautifully and devotedly for it? If not passion, what else would you call it?”

Kaveh was not Al-Haitham’s only visitor. Or rather, Al-Haitham would say that Kaveh was not the only one who took advantage of Al-Haitham’s inability to escape to lecture at him.

Among his other visitors with a grievance to work at were Nahida, herself, along with Tighnari. Both of them arrived to lecture, but first they set about to extracting the dormant roots of the Akasha that were still burrowed into Al-Haitham’s flesh. 

“The good news is that you’re going to be fine,” Tighnari said when Al-Haitham woke feeling like his head had been put into a vice. “But it’s going to take time. A lot of time. The Akasha must have tried very hard to control its own growth the entire time. You really need to thank it when you get a chance. We got all of it out. The fact that you even woke up afterwards is good news. Good job on not actively thinking about one of the key major issues of the entire plan, by the way. Most of us didn’t think you could do it.”

“I’m now understanding why you never became a physician,” Kaveh said. He spoke lightly but his hand was so firmly attached to Al-Haitham’s that Al-Haitham’s fingertips had begun to tingle and go numb. “Your bedside manner, Tighnari, would be enough to knock someone back out again.”

“Good,” Tighnari scoffed, “maybe this one will think twice about pulling something so stupid again.”

“It worked,” Al-Haitham said, voice almost entirely unrecognizable. And in regards to not thinking of the Divine Knowledge and accidentally viewing it through the Akasha that had literally grown into his head…Al-Haitham, admittedly, was rather distracted at the time. Anger is always distracting. As are thoughts on surviving an immenent crisis. And then there was Kaveh, on top of all of that. Kaveh and Al-Haitham. Enough said. 

“A lot of things can work and be stupid. Look in a mirror and if that doesn’t tell you anything, look at the one sitting next to you who would probably be helping you hold up that mirror,” Tighnari said flatly before returning to his rundown of what Al-Haitham was to expect during recovery. Tighnari listed out an incredibly broad range of complications and issues to monitor.

“That’s a lot,” Kaveh said, sounding just as daunted as Al-Haitham felt.

“It’s not like this is a field of study, Kaveh,” Tighnari replied. “I don’t have prior records to look up. But if we’ve got both the Akasha and Nahida on our side, so I’m going to be optimistic about his recovery. Although the scars might never fade.”

“They add character,” Kaveh mused.

“He’s got too much character.”

“I’m going back to sleep,” Al-Haitham said before they could spiral into another discussion about his personality. 

When he woke again it was just himself and Nahida in the room. Nahida sat next to him on the bed, the weight of her true body so slight he barely felt it. In her hands she held a familiar thing.

“I feel like I’m rewarding you for poor behavior,” she began as he held out his hands. “But it wouldn’t be fair to punish the Akasha. It missed you very much. It’s also incredibly furious at you. I’ve set Master Kaveh off to begin constructing a frame for it to grow to. It’s got so many things to tell you and I don’t think I could cover it all with only the one mouth.”

The Akasha she placed into his hands was so similar to the Akasha blank. It fit into his palms, transparent around the edges where it was still growing out, but the center of it had lit up bright enough to cast shadows as soon as it touched his skin.

“There you are,” Al-Haitham said to it, and then held it up to his face—close enough he could feel the faint trace of dendro it put out. “How much does it…?”

“It remembers saying goodbye. And then nothing up until I came to pluck it out from its resting place deep in the Akademiya,” Nahida answered, voice going soft as she shuffled up on the bed to lean against his shoulder. The both of them looked at the Akasha in his palms. “It took some time for this fragment of it to grow enough to communicate thoughts to me. But its first thoughts were of you. It wasn’t sure if it managed to protect you or not. It didn’t want to wait to be stable to see you. If the Akasha had legs, I would have been very worried.”

“You were already worried.”

“I came here wanting to be mad at you, you know,” Nahida said. “And I am, don’t think you’re off the hook, Al-Haitham. I’ll be holding you responsible for all of your recklessness and the consequences of your temper upon yourself. But at the same time—I am profoundly relieved that you’re still yourself. That it all worked. That you are well. And I am also, if you can forgive the contradiction, a touch giddy.” Nahida’s small hand pressed against his arm. “Al-Haitham. I am here with you. You are here with me. And all around us, Sumeru enters a new season. The world awaits. It is daunting, but it is also thrilling. I am full of so many emotions all at once, so many thoughts and ideas, so many stories and dreams that I can barely understand it all. Perhaps this is the dream.”

“You’re awake, Nahida,” Al-Haitham replied as he brushed his fingertip over the Akasha, “We are all, at last, awake.”

He had said that, but even he has moments of disconnect where it seems so strange: the living, the surviving. Everything seems so different, so incomprehensible that it sometimes feels as though he must be imagining it all. Hallucinating from his injuries or something like that. 

Standing here as the Akasha teams up with Mehrak to bicker with Kaveh is one of those moments. 

It is, one has to admit, a strange scene. One that seems like it shouldn’t be. And yet it is and no one questions it. Al-Haitham has recovered enough that he’s permitted to leave his house and explore the new Sumeru as it grows and recovers from the old—although every time he does leave he’s sent off with a minder. Tighnari and Nahida both have put their foot down on him not being alone for a single moment of his recovery period. If it isn’t Kaveh, it’s Mehrak or the Akasha, if it’s none of those three it’s Nahida with a fragment of her consciousness watching him as a cat or a bird or some other animal capable of kicking up enough of a fuss that it isn’t worth it to try and evade her. And when all else fails, they’ve somehow recruited the aunt next door into throwing something at him if she sees him leave the house without someone with him. He is once again fascinated by her ability to hit an object at a distance with such accuracy when she can’t even read her own mail.

In any case, whenever Al-Haitham has left the house with the Akasha no one has asked him much, if anything, about the floating creature at his side. Perhaps people are too used to seeing Mehrak about. Or the Traveler and Paimon. Maybe having a floating companion is just a thing people are used to, now.

But people do ask them about himself, which is not something he is used to. Although the broadcast from the Grand Sage’s office had only been audio in nature, his voice had transmitted along with the rest of the commotion. People recognize him now. Al-Haitham is entirely certain that he doesn’t like this, but it isn’t as bad as it could be.

Kaveh has it worse. It seems that whenever they go anywhere now, Kaveh is immediately swarmed as though he were some sort of celebrity. Al-Haitham can’t help but find this terribly amusing. Kaveh is genuinely flustered and surprised by the attention and the recognition every time. Al-Haitham would have thought the man used to it by now. After all, it wasn’t as though Kaveh wasn’t already well known throughout Sumeru. It’s the entire reason Kaveh got pulled into this mess of godly proportions to start with.

That’s what had called Kaveh away earlier. As they were walking together, Kaveh had been called aside by several aunts and uncles sitting around a chaat shop, wanting to hear all about the business of the great Architect now that he’d returned to Sumeru and what he was up to now that the business of heroics was no longer needed. Al-Haitham took the opportunity to do some exploring by himself, Mehrak and the Akasha in tow before Mehrak drifted up, spotted, the book shop, and promptly led Al-Haitham and the Akasha over so they could investigate without Kaveh’s nagging.

Now, while Kaveh’s still distracted, Al-Haitham glances out over the street. It isn’t even a main street, yet every shop is open and clusters of people move by in lively bursts of sound and color. 

It had seemed impossible to evacuate Sumeru City in a single day, for all that it was entirely necessary. Al-Haitham had not been able to see it himself, nor the aftermath of the evacuation. But those who came to visit him gave him brief updates. The return of people to Sumeru City was slow, careful and cautious. There were, of course, the people who never left. And then there were the people who raced back. Even now Sumeru City has not fully returned to its previous numbers. Some people left to wait out the rest of the fallout, waiting to see how Sumeru City would rebuild itself with the core of the Akademiya in the middle of restructuring and all of the previously gutted functions being restored a little at a time.

Looking around now, though, Al-Haitham has a hard time seeing that. Yes, the distrust and the hurt is there. But there’s also so much…newness. A sense of freedom, of potential. Curiosity. There is a vibrancy that has returned to Sumeru, or perhaps has just bloomed, that was not there previously.

All around him are little signs of change—reversals of previous regulations and restrictions. This book shop being an obvious one, of course. But Al-Haitham sees, in the crowds of people, children here and there walking with books in hand. Outside cafes or on benches, an elder with a worn looking book that Al-Haitham knows with absolute certainty was one illegally obtained under the previous administration, at last finally able to read it in public without fear of being arrested and worse: losing that precious book that may had been given to them by a loved one, a family heirloom that wasn’t meant to exist but was loved all the same. 

The rift between the two sides of Sumeru will take more than a handful of weeks to heal, but already steps have been taken to start the building of bridges. At a glance, Al-Haitham can spot several people who clearly are from the other side of the Wall, drawn over by the same curiosity that has the rest of Sumeru’s eyes on the city. Sounds rise up in the air in multiple dialects that overlap and slide altogether to create a pleasant, though at times confusing, tapestry of thoughts that has Al-Haitham feeling strangely relaxed. Perhaps later it will become overwhelming enough for him to feel a need to turn his sound-cancelling on, but right now the sounds of so much change, so much growth, so much of everything all at once has him intrigued.

Everywhere he looks is something interesting, something new—Al-Haitham almost has half a mind to cancel all of their plans and spend the next several weeks just walking through familiar streets and figuring out all of the ways they’re changing into something unfamiliar, to be made known once more. Who needs to travel when the world is coming right here?

Technology that was once restricted to only the richest and well-connected of Sumeru, or those with Akademiya ties, is also starting to trickle down. The Kshahrewar’s printing presses must have been running non-stop ever since Jnagarbha Day, and Al-Haitham is sure that the illegal presses have also pardoned and conscripted for the purposes of bringing the flow of knowledge back to Sumeru.

There had been, as he’d understood it, an appropriate amount of alarm when Lord Kusanali announced the permanent deactivation of the Akasha system. But, as suitable for a nation of scholars, when it was implied that the reliance on the Akasha was a signal of, perhaps, not as much mastery and intelligence as one would think, a wave of determination and support that shouted down all the protests. There are practical matters to consider for gathering evidence and extracting as much historical record as possible. And the Akasha, itself, will still be around (the surface mind will remain dormant until it starts to naturally degrade without energy or support as would any living creature) for generations, perhaps centuries for them to reference in times of extreme emergency or need. The Akasha system as it once was will stand hollow in the way trees in a forest fall and take years to fully disappear.

The Akasha, itself, does not seem too bothered by this loss of self. And of anyone’s opinion on the matter, Al-Haitham would wager that the Akasha’s is the one that matters most.

“I can learn it all again, but better,” the Akasha had said to him when he asked its opinion. It was still experimenting with sounds that it liked, or sounds it recalled being able to access when it was its former self. Its sound modules can’t recreate all of them, much to its frustration. Al-Haitham has a feeling that the Akasha is already working on a solution to that. 

(Kaveh is nearly entirely certain that the Akasha and Mehrak are now in their own personal conspiracy to help each other give themselves new programming and upgrades to test their own private theories.

“They’re going to be putting us on Cyno’s watch-list,” Kaveh said as they watched Mehrak and the Akasha in the middle of some sort of discussion the other night. “Next thing you know we’ll be both in some interrogation room trying to explain that no, we weren’t actually attempting to mess around with a Cardinal Sin of tampering with life and sentience. It’s just that we’ve got two enablers who like to stick their figurative noses into unwise business whenever we aren’t looking—which is basically whenever we eat or sleep because we’re burdened with the complications of having a flesh body.” Kaveh paused. “A flesh body that doesn’t use photosynthesis.”

Al-Haitham, not looking away from the two floating creatures as they suddenly rose into the air and zoomed off towards the study, simply replied, “After what’s happened you don’t think we’re both already on that watch list for our own merits?”)

“What I had wanted most,” the Akasha continued, “was to understand. Not to have, not to possess. But to understand. And be understood. It doesn’t matter what I know if I do not understand it. Besides, I have the rest of the time in the world to learn it all over again. This time without hurting anyone in the process. Is this not incredibly efficient and pragmatic? What’s a few centuries worth of manual research in the face of no one hurting? I am fond of this solution, Al-Haitham. I think you ought to learn a thing or two from me.”

“Where does your mind keep wandering to?” Kaveh asks, drawing Al-Haitham’s attention back to the present. It would appear that Mehrak and the Akasha have both successfully cajoled Kaveh into giving into their demands. He’s got three books tucked under one arm, which he moves to block from Al-Haitham’s view. “Stop trying to read things.”

“Wherever it pleases,” Al-Haitham replies. “What did your latest group of well-wishers wish to bless you with today?”

Kaveh laughs, bumping Al-Haitham’s shoulder with his own as they proceed onward, the Akasha and Mehrak falling into place behind them in the middle of their own conversation.

“You mean your well-wishers,” Kaveh says. “I feel like I ought to be questioning you again over what you did, exactly, when I wasn’t looking. They were stopping me to tell you to mind yourself better. And then they were telling me about all the ways I ought to be taking care of you as you’re still in a delicate state. They were quizzing me up and down, left, right, and center about what medications you’re on, how you’ve been eating, if you’re sleeping properly, if you’re keeping your stomach warm at night, so on and so forth. They’d have bothered you about it, but apparently you just looked so incredibly lovely in the middle of contemplating whatever it is that goes on in that head that they turned to nagging me instead.”

Al-Haitham feels his brows furrow at that unexpected answer. “Why do people think I’m so frail? And when they don’t think I’m some feeble scholar liable to be blown over by some particularly strong wind, I’m some strange and all-knowing, mastermind. Does no one know moderation in this country?”

“Reflect on yourself some more, won’t you? And don’t you dare say anything like that to anyone who isn’t me, or you’ll be getting throttled to an inch of your life. The only reason I don’t is I’ve come to expect such baffling nonsense out of you by now.” Kaveh sighs, leaning his shoulder to Al-Haitham’s. “I think it’s something like prolonged exposure therapy. I’m fond of it. I think I would grow to miss it.”

Al-Haitham nods in agreement, “You do have a masochistic streak.”

Kaveh jabs him in the ribs with an elbow. “I must to put up with you.” Then his hand circles Al-Haitham’s wrist. “But do tell me if it gets to be much, alright? As exaggerated as the concern is, it is warranted.”

-

The Zubayr Theater is busy, if not busier than it has ever been. The streets leading towards the theater are crowded with people celebrating. Lord Kusanali had declared today a national holiday—both to commemorate a great victory, and to mourn a great loss. The city has been so animated (and appropriately so) that Kaveh and Al-Hiatham had almost gotten lost from each other after getting swept up in the various crowds thrice. It was only Merhak and the Akasha’s cleverness that helped them navigate the crowds back to each other. 

Al-Haitham must have gotten fed up with it, because after the almost-third loss, he’d reached out through the crowd and taken Kaveh’s hand firmly into his own, looking quite annoyed the entire time. 

That is how they arrive inside of the Zubayr Theater’s grounds properly, passing the group of laughing and singing eremites with the Corps of Thirty and Matra who’d formed a loose ring around the theater’s grounds to filter people going in and out. It’s not really a formal barrier, but after passing through that ring of people there’s a definite shift in the air. Everyone on that other side is someone that’s directly related to the actual actions that have brought them to this day.

As soon as they cross that ring, the two of them are separated by crowds of a different sort. Al-Haitham is snatched up and away by Nilou and the Traveler. 

The Akasha goes off to find Collei—apparently she’s one of its favorites. Collei’s taught it a lot about stories from other countries and the Akasha simply can never get enough of it. Once their current plans are over and things in Sumeru City have settled down, Collei, Tighnari, and Cyno are planning a trip to Mondstadt to visit their family there. The Akasha is eager to tag along. The single heart-shaped leaf growing out of it bobs up lightly as it searches for its friend.

The shape that the Akasha reformed into, despite Kaveh’s best and multiple attempts at convincing it otherwise, is almost exactly identical to the shape it had grown before. Kaveh had put in all manner of new technology that, hopefully, would be easy enough for the Akasha to adapt and change as it grew. He’d offered several suggestions that would help it move easier, or give it more mobility. Suggestions like hands. Fingers. Limbs capable of articulation.

And yet the Akasha still decided it liked looking like a flying cross between a rabbit and a pig. 

Granted, with the new technological upgrades to its frame, there are some new embellishments to its organic body that make it look less like an Amurta experiment gone horrifically off the rails. And Nahida had, apparently, gifted the Akasha with some form of combat ability. So all the power to the Akasha, he supposes.

But still. Its ears look like turnips, its main body looks like a child’s ball, and its legs like the strange stumpy mushroom stems. 

(“I,” Al-Haitham said with an entirely straight face, “think it looks fine.”

“Well of course you do, you currently can’t even see what’s in front of your face.”

“I think its very charming,” Nahida had said. 

“Gods must have different aesthetics than mortals.”)

Its one concession to Kaveh’s arguments for aesthetics was sprouting a tiny little leaf of a tail. It’s a very charming leaf. He’ll admit that much. But overall Kaveh can only throw his hands up and despair. The Akasha shouldn’t have been left alone with Al-Haitham for so long. They’re too alike, now.

As long as its happy, he supposes, who is he to question it? 

As those two disappear Kaveh finds himself passed through different groups in the crowd until he winds up sitting with Dehya, Cyno, and Tighnari.

“Running late, are you?”

“No, he was walking late,” Cyno corrects, earning a sharp kick from Tighnari and a roll of eyes from Dehya.

“Don’t miss me too much,” Kaveh says. “Besides, look at this turnout. You can hardly say that me being late was terribly noticeable. Also, I can hardly be blamed. The Akasha and Mehrak are terrible influences on Al-Haitham. The three of them are just enabling each other. Have some pity on me, its like trying to wrangle three overly enthusiastic toddlers. I have no idea how I’m going to manage it. How are you though? Is Sage Naphis recovering well?”

The long missing Sages of the Vahumana and Amurta were recovered deep in the Akademiya’s hidden prisons and cells when the Matra and the eremites began to comb through under Dehya’s coordination. Both Sages had been there for months, barely alive. But alive. Neither have been in a state to resume their current duties and are recovering in the Avidya Forest under Tighnari’s care. 

As are the other four former Sages, Azar among them.

Kaveh and Al-Haitham, as well as Kaveh’s pretty sure Cyno and half of Sumeru, are all in agreement that the Sage’s exile is much too lenient of a punishment. If it can even be considered a punishment at all. But Lord Kusanali had been firm. The beginning of her rule over Sumeru, in conjunction with the mortals who populate it, would not begin with an act born out of hurt or revenge. The Sages would face punitive actions for what they did, the would face the consequences of their choices. But it would all be fair and done in with the eyes of the public on the entire process. The Akademiya and its many processes have become too estranged from the people they were meant to serve, too convoluted in its sprawl over Sumeru.

The Akademiya would have to be restructured. It must with the Akasha being taken offline permanently. With this announcement and realization, of course, came a two warring tides of hope and helplessness that hit across every generation in fluctuations and waves.

On one hand, it was a loss of everything they had built—their way of life, their culture, their very structure as a people. And yet, it also was not. Because they were all still alive, the essentials of what makes a person from Sumeru still remained, and their structure as a people was something that could always be rebuilt.

And on the other hand—it is the beginning of a whole new era. A new transformation. A whole wave of incoming new information and technology that the Akademiya had previously held such a tight grip on flowing in from all corners of Teyvat. All of their scholars, official and not, who had gone abroad to seek freedom from the Akademiya’s control had begun to return: via letter, via package, through messenger and with all of their research. A new wave of excitement has begun to rise in Sumeru, not just the Akademiya. It is an excitement to learn and discover, to relearn for themselves what everyone else in Teyvat was doing all this time. Everyone is thinking, questioning, re-examining everything that was once familiar and now is not. As daunting as a task as it can be, it is also one that any child of Sumeru can’t help but find fascinating.

It’s a challenge to their natural curiosity. A new age that must be confronted with new answers.

And of course, leading this charge are the Darshans of Sumeru’s Akademiya. Every single Master, Professor, Herbad, Dastur—every single member has set themselves towards riding the new wave and understanding it, taking the momentum to finally move forward after so much stagnation. After months of their projects, their research, their growth and development forcibly held in place and curtailed, the natural hunger of the scholar couldn’t be held back any longer.

People are now moving through Sumeru, spreading out far and wide as the Akasha once did to learn anew and to spread information as they reinforce and correct what went wrong. And as they spread out, the Darshans are reaching out to each other. Crossing the previously held divides and creating new connections, new bonds. Although, it is not always so neat. There Darshans will never be fully peaceful with one another. This is not a bad thing—some of the greatest innovations and discoveries comes from healthy competition.

But with so much chaos about, new and old, questions answered and not, there has to be some sort of control or authority in charge somewhere. New Sages need to be nominated fast, a Grand Sage, too. As far as Kaveh’s aware, all of the nominations are stuck because as much as anyone might want any of that glory, no one wants the actual job of picking up the mess that’s Sumeru’s current state and sorting that tangle out into something that makes sense.

Kaveh truly pities whoever gets stuck with that mess.

“As well as anyone might expect,” Tighnari answers. “Al-Haitham’s been keeping up with his Bimarstan appointments? No new symptoms? He’s been resting his eyes properly?”

“Are you quite certain you don’t want to become his primary physician? Because you keep asking these questions, Tighnari…”

“Absolutely not,” Tighnari says flatly, but his mouth quirks up at the corner, hazel eyes flickering with something like laughter. “But after all of the effort I put into keeping that guy alive I want to make sure he stays that way. He is well? Where is he?”

“Nilou was looking for him earlier,” Dehya answers. “Her and the Traveler both. And I was looking for you. How is it that we’ve still somehow managed to miss dinner and drinks with each other, Master Kaveh? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’re avoiding me.”

“I’ve had my hands full, I’m afraid,” Kaveh says, truly apologetic. He’s been meaning to have that drink with Dehya. And he’s been eager to meet Lady Dunyarzad and get to know Nilou, too. “And I’m afraid we’ll have to continue to postpone for a while yet. Al-Haitham’s been cleared by the Bimarstan, with conditions.”

“Congratulations to you both,” Cyno says.

“Thank you,” Kaveh grins. “We’re celebrating by going to Fontaine.”

Kaveh really had meant it about them going away. He needs to talk to his mother, for one thing—before she gets any frightening ideas of what happened. He has to tell her the truth, and apologize for the slight duplicity of writing her that last letter. He’s certain that she picked up on something being off and began to worry. And with the following events that she must have heard strange rumors of, Kaveh’s entirely sure that she’s up to her neck in worry that a mere letter won’t solve.

The Akasha wants to come too. Now that the Akasha is relatively free of its duties to Sumeru, the Akasha is incredibly curious about everything. Kaveh included. The Akasha is eager to meet his mother. Mothers, according to the Akasha, are a fascinating subject it wants to see in person.

Al-Haitham just wants to get out of Sumeru as soon as possible, lest either of them somehow get tangled up into the new trouble of a new Sumeru. With their luck, Kaveh thinks Al-Haitham’s concern to be entirely understandable. That’s the other reason Kaveh wants to get out of Sumeru.

“Oh, ‘we’re’ going to Fontaine, are we?” Tighnari’s brows raise up, tail flicking as the twitch at his lip curls into a full grin. “Fascinating. I hope you haven’t made any solid plans yet, or placed down-payment on travel expenses.”

“What? Why?”

Cyno’s own mouth starts to curve up too. For reasons Kaveh is sure he’s about to find out, he has a sense that this is not the sort of smile that he should be glad to see. Alarm bells start going off in Kaveh’s head as he narrows his eyes, looking between the two. Dehya raises a hand, turning away as she covers her mouth, shoulders shaking. The alarm bells grow louder.

“Kaveh,” Cyno says slowly, voice practically cackling as he says Kaveh’s name. “I’ve decided something.”

“Can you un-decide it?”

“Do you remember how I was angry with you about how you concealed Al-Haitham’s involvement in all of this?”

“…Yes. And I had hoped that you’d gotten over it. Results speak for themselves and all. Plus I thought I was quite reasonable in my explanation.”

“I did, mostly. They speak very well. And you were quite reasonable. However, I find that, upon reflection, I think I’m owed some fair turn around.”

“Cyno, this way of talking where you’re very vague and ominous is one of the reasons why people are always so nervous to talk to you. You know this, don’t you? You’re a self-aware man. You’re doing this on purpose to me. I expected this kind of torture from Tighnari, not you.”

“As you did not tell me about Al-Haitham, I’ve decided that you’re going to be the one giving Al-Haitham the news. This, somehow, makes sense to me. There’s a thematic link of discussions and open sharing of information here.”

“What news?”

“That’s an excellent idea Cyno,” Tighnari says, ignoring Kaveh’s question. Tighnari and Cyno each take Kaveh by an arm and start to march him through the crowd. Kaveh tries to turn to look over his shoulder at Dehya but she just salutes him lazily, trailing after them as Tighnari and Cyno, presumably, start looking for Al-Haitham.

“What news?” Kaveh repeats again, trying to dig his heels into the ground and failing because it’s Tighnari and Cyno. 

“Mehrak,” Cyno says, tipping his head up to the floating construct. “Do you see Al-Haitham?”

“Oh, is that happening now?” Paimon floats over, half a pita pocket wrap in her hand that quickly disappears as she shoves it into her cheek. “I’ve got to get everyone. Don’t start without us!”

Al-Haitham is sitting with Nilou, the Traveler, and Lady Dunyarzad near the stage stairs, the Akasha happily flopped over in Lady Dunyarzad’s lap. The five of them stop talking as Kaveh is marched up to them. Nilou and Lady Dunyarzad both raise a polite hand to cover their mouths as they start laughing. The Traveler smirks, propping their head up on their palm looking like they know exactly what’s about to unfold and it’s something they’ve been waiting for an age. Al-Haitham’s eyebrows raise.

“I take my eyes off of you for a few minutes and you’re already in trouble,” Al-Haitham clicks his tongue. “What now?”

“It’s a good thing you’re already sitting down,” Dehya says, walking over to them, clapping Al-Haitham on the shoulder. “Stay down.”

Al-Haitham shoots Kaveh a confused look, but Kaveh’s just in the dark here as Al-Haitham is. Kaveh raises his hands.

“We’ve got news for you,” Tighnari says. “News that I’m going to tell Kaveh and he’s going to tell you.”

“That means it’s bad news,” the Akasha says, wriggling out from Lady Dunyarzad’s hands to move to Al-Haitham’s arms. “Calculating current threat to present state and acceptable risk threshold. I’m experiencing an error, I don’t have enough information to complete this calculation. I’m only coming up with strange outlier situations. Riveting. Marvelous. What happens next?”

“What bad news?” Al-Haitham and Kaveh both ask. Al-Haitham puts a hand on the Akasha, pushing it out of his face.

“Congratulations.” Al-Haitham startles when Paimon drops a somewhat clumsily woven wreathe of flowers onto his head. “You’re the new Acting Grand Sage.”

There is a moment that Kaveh swears will be engrained into his memory until he day he dies, where he sees Al-Hatiham feeling his entire life flash before his eyes. Al-Haitham, in a moment that cannot be measured in time, goes through every stage of grief, rejects them all, and comes out with denial.

“I am throwing myself into the sea,” he declares with finality.

“Good luck with that, we’ll all be dragging you back by the hair.” Kaveh looks up to see the members of the newly reinstated Mahamata gathering on the stage with Collei, and a few members of Cyno’s Matra. The Grand Inquisitor drops down so that they’re sitting on the edge of the stage, smirking. “Cute crown. They were planning on giving you an inauguration you know. It was supposed to be today. You’re lucky that those of us who know how fucking miserable you are talked them out of it.”

“Congratulations on the promotion,” the Grand Investigator says flatly. “I hope you stay chained to that desk until I can get rid of all of the hypertension working with you in close proximity for an extended amount of time has given me.”

“Don’t antagonize our new Acting Grand Sage,” the Grand Administrator says, lightly tapping the Grand Inquisitor’s shoulder with the end of his walking stick. “Well done, Al-Haitham. I always knew you had it in you to actually try to achieve things.”

Al-Haitham’s expression flickers into fury. “I’m being punished.”

“Only you,” the Grand Investigator says, hopping down from the stage to sit next to Nilou, leaning around the young woman to examine the Akasha that’s looking between them all and rapidly analyzing the events as they unfold, “would call a promotion a punishment.”

“Does this mean I don’t get to study the mothers?” The Akasha asks, and then turns towards Mehrak. “This disappoints me. I am disappointed. Please project reaction file ‘Nobody Talky’.”

Kaveh reaches up and puts a hand over Mehrak’s display. “How about we don’t add extra inappropriate flair to this tragedy in the making? What do you mean he’s Acting Grand Sage? Did you all, collectively, lose your minds out of spite? I know it couldn’t have been pleasant working with him, but it seems uncalled for to go full in on the masochism and sign up for it long term.”

“Did I not just do enough to fix this country?” Al-Haitham asks, ignoring Kaveh as he addresses his cohort, eyes narrowing. “Have I not been lectured on all sides on how I’ve done too much, even? And how I should be resting and leaving things to others? Gladly. I do so gladly. Do you know how much time off I had accrued through this? You can’t force me to work this long without a voluntary break period. It violates standard work practice. And enforced bedrest due to a medical condition does not count.” He turns up towards the Grand Administrator. “Senior Maxwell—“

“You really only use the honorifics when you want something,” the Grand Proctor sighs, swinging up one of her sons on one hip, the other hanging off of her back like a little monkey. She passes them both over to Dehya, who grins, tossing the first of the boys up in the air.

“I told you,” the Grand Administrator holds a hand up, leaning heavily on his walking stick. “I prefer things behind the scenes. Quiet. Where the real drama is. This is not the role I am meant for. Besides, these past few months have taken a toll on my health. Have a care for your literal seniors. I’ve got a new heart prescription now, thanks to you. It seems only fair that you take responsibility by taking some stress off of my hands.”

Al-Haitham’s gaze flicks over the rest of his cohort.

“I would sooner peel my own skin off with my teeth,” the Grand Inquisitor says, stretching their leg out to lightly tap Al-Haitham’s shoulder with their foot. 

“You’re entirely on your own with that,” the Grand Quartermaster pipes up before ducking to hide behind the Grand Proctor and Grand Administrator. “It’s your fault for being a hero. Also, we voted on it. So it’s, you know. Fair. Democratic, even. There was a whole nomination process. Very transparent and well documented. You like documents, don’t you? Stop glaring at me.”

“Ying, dear, maybe you should stop talking while you’re ahead, hm?”

“What vote? When did you vote?”

“When you were convalescing in Aaru Village,” the Grand Proctor answers. “Congratulations, it was unanimous.”

“It wasn’t unanimous, I wasn’t there,” Al-Haitham points out. “Who else was involved in this vote?”

“I was,” Cyno says. Al-Haitham, frankly, looks scandalized. Appropriate. 

“Hypocrite,” Kaveh hisses under his breath.

“There were very compelling arguments made.” Cyno shrugs. “And an alarming lack of alternatives.”

“I voted too,” Tighnari adds on, “as a representative of the Avidya Forest Watchers. If it seems unfair, perhaps you’ll consider it fair turnaround. Now you know what it’s like when someone makes plans that directly involve you without even consulting you on your opinion on it. And then tells you after the fact as though it were the most logical assumption in the world. It doesn’t feel very good, does it?”

“I also voted for you,” Nilou raises her hand. Kaveh and Al-Haitham both turn to look at her. She just shrugs her shoulders, smiling. “I was the vote representing the Grand Bazaar’s merchant guilds. There was also an internal vote among the guilds. It wasn’t unanimous, but I think it was a very healthy margin, if that’s any comfort.”

“No, Nilou,” Al-Haitham says, “it is not. I would thank you for being candid but I’m not grateful.”

“I also had a vote,” the Traveler says, “I’m not entirely sure why. But I wasn’t going to question it. I saw my opportunity and I took it.”

“All of the Darshans governing boards also had votes. So did most of the Masters within each Darshan. Of course, the Sages of the Amurta and the Vahumana got to vote on it too,” the Grand Administrator says. “And I believe, among the Darshans, they are also working on candidates and voting for temporary posts. So if you’re quite lucky, it’ll be an incredibly short posting.”

“I didn’t vote,” the Akasha mutters, sullen.

“You’re biased,” Tighnari tells it. “It wouldn’t be fair if you voted.”

“And none of you are?”

“Wait. The Masters of the Darshans got votes? I didn’t get a vote,” Kaveh says. “Wait a moment, wait a moment, wait. I didn’t get a vote. If the Kshahrewar had an internal vote I wasn’t part of it.” He scowls, turning around to see if he can spot anyone from his Darshan. Those traitors. How many times has he complained about Al-Haitham? Or heard complaints about Al-Haitham? Where did all of that go in the madness? “Why am I being punished by having him being put in charge? Don’t you lot know how miserable he’s going to be? And in turn make everyone around him?” Kaveh turns to Cyno, who raises his hands to put over his ears. “You cannot possibly be this angry at me. This is disproportionate response!”

“I voted for you. Candace and Aaru Village, plus all the other villages got some votes, too. They all just said to pick you. Apparently Setaria’s put in a good word for you. Maybe you shouldn’t have been such an overachiever when you saved the country,” Dehya says to Al-Haitham, who’s now seething with a hand pressed to his forehead. Kaveh can see a muscle on Al-Haitham’s cheek jumping. “Or you know. Broadcasted your act of heroism to the entire country, genius.”

“Yes, Dehya, thank you for that advice. The next time I have to overthrow a regime I’ll make sure there’s no record of my involvement. In fact, I think I’ll start with this one by firing myself before any of this nonsense can get started.”

“Have some confidence. You got Sumeru this far. The country is in good hands with you,” the Traveler tells him, reaching up to straight out the wreathe on his head. “Who else could anyone trust aside from one of the people who’s had so much involvement, from start to finish? Everyone on both sides knows your role and how deeply involved in it you were. You’re connected to everyone who was working on this from both sides of the Wall, and you’re already part of the Akademiya’s administration so you know how all of it works on the more pracitcal end.”

“Do we not have any other good hands?” Al-Haitham asks. “Or even just capable ones?”

“We do, but none as good or capable as yours in this specific situation as the role demands it. Everyone voted for you, but I was the one to nominate you for the position and argue the case. Although it did not need much arguing, Al-Haitham.” Everyone turns to see Lord Kusanali walking through the crowd towards them. “You really are too good.”

Al-Haitham’s expression turns fully exasperated as Lord Kusanali floats up to him, tapping the wreathe on his head, causing some of the smaller flowers in it to bloom.

“Now, I did say I would never force you into a role you did not wish for yourself. And I also once acknowledged that as unfair as it might be, I would have to abuse your goodness to get things done. Both of these remain true. They are not mutually exclusive to each other. That is why this is only a temporary position until a willing and capable replacement can be found. However, in the mean time—as I also once said to you—I would hold you to your word, and have you finish what you’ve started.”

Al-Haitham lets out a long, long sigh, eyes closing which means that, for now, he’s admitted defeat. 

“To work then,” Al-Haitham sighs, sounding a little wistful. “I trust that there’s something at the other end of it to keep my interest.”

“A vote in who the new temporary Sages might be once the Darshans have finished restructuring and reevaluating their own internal goals,” Lord Kusanali says, “And a whole lot of monetary compensation for all of that overtime. You’ll have a very nice vacation in Fontaine, eventually. It just depends on how fast you can get everything done, I suppose. Now isn’t that a nice challenge for you to rise to?”

Al-Haitham hums, eyes opening as he turns towards Kaveh, speculative. “A vote in the new temporary Sages, hm?”

“Oh, absolutely not,” Kaveh huffs, crossing his arms. “Don’t even think about it. I hate politics. I’ve had enough of the whole thing. You’re not sticking me in a Sage’s seat just so we can be miserable together. You’re on your own on that one. Bully on you, making such a good impression on people at the worst possible time. That ought to teach you something. Don’t ask me what.”

“I’m on my own, am I?”

Kaveh sighs, rolling his eyes skyward even as Tighnari and Cyno both give him bemused glances, and in Cyno’s case, a pointed nudge with the elbow.

Kaveh gestures broadly around them, to this whole theater filled to the wings with people, spilling all the way out into the street and all-throughout Sumeru.

“Obviously you aren’t. Who in their right mind would leave you alone with all of this?” 

Al-Haitham was never alone. None of them ever were. Even when they were each going through the literal worst of it, it was never in complete isolation. Kaveh feels something in his heart soften for that—that little fact. Despite the odds they faced and the sheer impossibility of all of the facts that lined up, slotting into place one by one to create a rope to hang them all with, they were never alone. It was always, from the very first moment they each became aware of something being wrong, a burden that was shared.

Alone, individually, they most certainly would have failed. That’s an unquestionable fact. If they had each approached the massive tangle of what Sumeru had become under the previous administration’s control, they would have worked and worked and worked for ages and never come close to success. The Sages would have won.

If Tighnari and his Master, Sage Naphis, were not so close to each other and so keenly aware of each other’s habits, priorities, and natures; if Cyno didn’t trust anyone around him to help at all or didn’t trust himself enough to reach out to another to join him; if Kaveh did not have faith that for all of their differences and grievances that Al-Haitham would put it all aside to turn his full attention to the tangled knot at hand; if the Mahamata let themselves fall prey to the Sage’s influence to divide them and pit them against each other; if Tighnari chose to disregard Kaveh’s last letter as non-relevant; if Candace was not so keenly aware of the movements of the sands; if the Akasha chose to remain mute…

The list goes on and on and on. Each person who could be named connected to another, who is connected to another, so on and so forth to create an impenetrable and interlocking network of persons intrinsically connected to one another and united in one single direction. 

If this transitive trust, this network of faith, did not exist none of them would be here today to even argue about a future. But isn’t that the beautiful thing about living? You’re never alone, even if you feel you are. There’s always someone there to listen, to take your hand, to watch your back.

But Al-Haitham just stares back at him, chin tipping up expectantly. The wreathe on his head starts to slip to one side. Ridiculous.

Kaveh lets out his own long sigh, walking over to him and taking the silly thing off of his head, dropping it onto the Akasha, instead. The Akasha starts to laugh, excitedly wiggling in the air, “There’s you!”

“No,” Kaveh confirms to Al-Haitham, reaching down as Al-Haitham reaches up, pulling Al-Haitham to standing. “I’m not leaving you alone with this. How could I possibly? And it looks like we’ve got quite a lot of work ahead of us. Shall we get started?”

-


“Our views are aligned, and they are complete.”



Notes for the Chapter:
- “Are you calling us a passion project?”: the root of the word “passion” is “passio”, meaning “to suffer”.

End Notes:

-This fic’s themes are centered around the “nostos”, a theme used in Greek literature. The most popular example of nostos is Homer’s The Odyssey. The basic theme of the nostos is a return: a physical return to home as well as a mental return that involves a change or analysis, or a returning, to their identity. The process of the return often involves several trials that challenge the protagonist’s identity and will. The journey usually involves travel by seas.

—reputation/identity: This is a reoccuring theme not just for Kaveh and Al-Haitham, but for other characters in this story (Setaria, Cyno, Maxwell, Nilou, etc.) How are you perceived? How can this be used? Is this on purpose? Can you use it on purpose? How does your setting and your context change you? What is the difference between how you act, how you are seen, and how you think you are?

—motif of oceans and waves: In this fic I use this imagery to represent knowledge, what is and is not known. The plot against Sumeru’s people is a wave threatening to drown them all. Dreams and knowledge are an ocean that require skill to navigate and can cause a person to get lost and directionless. When Kaveh is in the Great Red Sands, it’s an ocean and storm of sand that threatens to overtake him.

—motif of threads: threads are used because of the obvious reference to Penelope, but also because of the theme of connection. They’re also used to reference plot. Everything and everyone is connected. Small actions or actions that may seem insignificant can lead to something larger down the line, or be symptoms of a greater issue. Several small actions or threads can come together into a powerful force to hurt or to help.

—Penelope: Al-Haitham was given Penelope’s role of the one who “waits”. Al-Haitham spends a lot of this story waiting for things to happen, although he longs for action. He also gets the signature “weaving” and “unraveling” motifs. Penelope stalled for time by promising a decision when she finished weaving a shroud (or in some variants a tapestry) but by night she undoes all of her work.

—Odysseus: Kaveh was given Odysseus’ role as the one who leaves and has to return. Odysseus leaves to fight in the Trojan War because of a promise given years ago. So, too, does Kaveh leave the city for a promise given to Cyno. Odysseus, in the titular work, is often known well before he arrives somewhere and one of his struggles is adhering to his reputation and his word despite personal feelings as Kaveh does. His reputation is both a gift and a weapon that is used against him.

—Returning to the themes of identity and connection, leading into the theme of “roles”: This fic was purposefully intended to never bring either Al-Haitham or Kaveh to the fight with the Balladeer or the confrontation of Dottore+the erasing of the Greater Lord Rukkhadevata from Irminsul. Those aren’t their fights, those aren’t their stories. Their roles were to solve the corruption of Sumeru, to find answers so that proper authorities could take over, which was stated from the beginning. Kaveh did this to help Cyno. Al-Haitham did this so he could hand over evidence to the Matra so that the Matra could fulfill their roles of protecting Sumeru and the Akademiya. They were protagonists, but they were protagonists of different stories that temporarily came together to feed into a the greater story of Sumeru as a whole. It’s the same with Shani, Setaria, Rahman, Nilou, all of the OC’s I inserted into this fic. Every character named and unnamed were protagonists of separate but at times similar and overlapping stories, moving through their own plots, which happened to come together to build this fragment of another story that you have read today.

Fun Notes:

-The outline for this fic is approximately 17k.

-I had intentionally tried to steer the fic away from outright matching the Odyssey hit for hit, but it still came out 24 chapters to the 24 books in The Odyssey. Yikes.

-I was consistently about 2-4 chapters ahead of published chapter count. The temptation to just post them all at once was powerful.


Author’s Note:This won’t make sense unless you’re logged into this website, but this is my 789th fic on Ao3. That’s hilarious to me.





