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When trying to understand Kaveh, Al-Haitham has learned that there was no point in simply relying on the only words spoken. This is something that is true for most people. People rarely say what they truly mean in exactly the way they mean it. 

This is sometimes due to lack of vocabulary. Now and again it is because the language available to them has failed to provide an adequate framework for them to hang their thoughts and feelings upon. Al-Haitham understands both of these reasons very well and can sympathize.

He is, after all, a student of languages. He knows over twenty languages and dialects and there are still times when even he falters over the appropriate terms and syntax needed in order to convey his own thoughts. Verbal and written communications are much more complex than most people would care to think of. This is why it makes for such an interesting and consistently rewarding field of study.

But most people just outright choose not to say what they truly think or mean. This is because what they truly think or mean is something they believe to be something that should be unspoken. Perhaps it needs a filter to make it more palatable for the company they’re with. Or perhaps the thought is one that would bring embarrassment or censure. Al-Haitham has less understanding or sympathy for these people. If the thought was truly something that would bring embarrassment or harm, then why bother to speak it at all? Isn’t the greater harm in being misunderstood? Either say what you mean or say nothing. Speak with purpose, and be clear with it to at least yourself. 

As most people do not share Al-Haitham’s opinion on spoken word, it becomes necessary to put in the effort to look beyond what is spoken or written. People speak more with their bodies than they realize they do. And this, too, is another language to be studied.

Most concepts of communication with the body can be roughly applied to the general population with exceptions for culture and generation — which can be considered in the same framework as accents or allowances for physiological variance.

In any case, when trying to understand another person, it’s best not to just listen to what is being said but to also observe the way it is being said and how the body of the person speaking seems to disagree or agree with the words. This is especially true with Kaveh, who oscillates between being so brutally honest that even Al-Haitham feels as though he just got knocked about from overhearing his statements, to so frustratingly and painfully considerate that he might as well have not said anything at all.

There is a joke that is not a joke (because there was no punchline, nor was it particularly funny) that Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar has so much abundance of personality that it even went to his hair. 

Kaveh’s personality is such that it radiates from every single part of his body at all times. It pours through his spine. It beams from his eyes. It rises from his shoulders. It shines through his hands. And it even seemed to effect the appearance of his hair.

(This is only a matter of the mind coloring physical perception. It does not actually cause his hair to act out on its own as though it were a sentient thing. It just looks like it does, as a natural extension of Kaveh’s Kaveh overflowing.)

The man’s golden hair seems to go limp and dull when he is morose — looking almost more like brass. When Kaveh is stressed, all of that gold turns itself into straw, sticking up and frizzing out around his head in a way that makes onlookers feel harried and quick of breath. On the occasion there was something to celebrate and be merry about, Kaveh’s hair could appear to lighten, to actually turn into a golden crown that spilled over his shoulders and back, gleaming in even the lowest of lights. 

And in the rare moments when Kaveh is furious — not irritated or annoyed, not angry or upset, but well and truly furious — Kaveh’s hair would appear to have a strange ability to appear as though it was rising in waves, drawing in all the light and making it vanish, creating a strange halo of not-dark, not-light around Kaveh’s face.

This is all, of course, entirely incidental and not at all purposeful. If Kaveh could control the appearance of his hair in such a way, Al-Haitham does not think Kaveh would be so easily taken in by all manner of persons with less than ethically sound intentions. Although Al-Haitham is sure that Kaveh would still have problems. 

Kaveh’s life is one that seems to invite problems in as though he were allergic to peace. There are people that shine under pressure and challenge. Kaveh is one of them, although he’ll complain about it the entire way through. Al-Haitham doesn’t actually mind this about him — the ability to be steady and move through an obstacle placed in front of him, by his own hands or someone else’s. That part is admirable. It is one of Kaveh’s best qualities and arguably one of the most essential ones to making Kaveh the man he is. The part that Al-Haitham does mind, sometimes, is the complaining. But only sometimes, if Kaveh goes on for too long, too loudly. Most other times Al-Haitham can just block it out with noise-cancelling.

In any case, perhaps Kaveh would have slightly less problems if he had better control over his body — and hair — language. Or simply different ones. Al-Haitham is no prophet or psychic to be saying any of these things with certainty.

While Kaveh does not have control over his hair’s strange ability to reflect his mood, Kaveh does have control over the rest of himself. Kaveh is normally quite good at controlling most of the rest of his body language depending on the circumstance. As a man who’s incredibly preoccupied with image and reputation and perceptions, Kaveh’s mastery over reading others and controlling what is read by others in himself is a cut above the rest. Sometimes even Al-Haitham is unable to read him when he does not want to be read.

Which means that Kaveh either wants to, or does not care one way or another, about what signals he’s sending with the way he’s been hovering and dithering like so for the past — Al-Haitham glances at the shadows on the floor — four hours.

Al-Haitham has been having a very pleasant, very quiet afternoon listening to new spin-crystals that the Traveler brought from Fontaine. Some of these he might even make copies of to upload to his audio player. These would be very pleasant to put on while being made to sit through Mahamata meetings. 

Distantly, Al-Haitham has been aware of the way Kaveh has been wandering in and out of the room, hovering in the hallway before disappearing back into the rest of the house, or walking around the edges of Al-Haitham’s field of view. Kaveh clearly has something he wants to talk about but for whatever reason he’s…simply not.

Al-Haitham can’t begin to guess what it could be about. It’s not like they’ve had any major disagreements that require resolution in the past few days. In fact, they have not had any major disagreements in the past several months. All of their arguments have been over small, relatively insignificant things, that were easily moved on from after a few hours to a few days of being annoyed. 

They’ve not clashed over ideology or methodology in just as long. By now, after all these years of being drawn in and out of each other’s orbit, they know all of those arguments and disagreements like a well-used script. 

It is not as though Kaveh has any other troubles to speak about. Kaveh’s been hired on to teach advanced practical application courses at the Akademiya full time. He’s head advisor for at least two student clubs, and assistant on three more. Kaveh’s personal commission schedule slots are booked out all the way out for the next three years. Kaveh has no shortage of work to keep his hands and mind busy. This is how Kaveh prefers it.

And most notably of all, Kaveh has repaid enough of his debt to Lord Sangemah Bay that he’s been able to renegotiate the terms of his payment schedule. As a result, his finances are, for the first time in years, balanced more towards Kaveh’s own ongoing expenditures rather than paying back that balance.

Kaveh has rented out a studio space where he can officially take clients and direct all business inquiries, rather than having to meet clients and patrons at cafes or restaurants or at their homes. (Although Kaveh still does that sometimes.) Kaveh has moved almost all of the work supplies out of the house and into that studio, which makes his bedroom look almost like an actual bedroom, which it will not be for long.

Because Kaveh has given his notice and will be moving out in a week. Kaveh has rented a house of his own. It is farther from the Akademiya than Al-Haitham’s house, but that can’t be helped. There are very few residential properties as uniquely and practically situated as Al-Haitham’s. Mostly because Al-Haitham’s house wasn’t intended to be a residence.

(Al-Haitham went with Kaveh to tour apartments and rental homes. Kaveh did not yet have the finances to buy a home, and he didn’t want to open another loan just yet.

“Let me enjoy myself for a little,” Kaveh said, arm looped with Al-Haitham’s as he half-dragged Al-Haitham around a small little house that was attached to four others with a shared courtyard in between. “I’m not quite ready to settle yet.”

“Tell that to your finances,” Al-Haitham sighed as he flipped through the rental contract, before determining that no, Kaveh would not be living here based on the terms listed and the information he gleaned about the other house’s occupants based on their choices of decor and the manner in which the communal courtyard was arranged. Kaveh, of course, came to that same conclusion based entirely on structure and design of the houses.)

Kaveh had broken the news that he was moving out to Al-Haitham privately first. As he should, seeing as Al-Haitham was his landlord and his housemate. It would have been strange if Al-Haitham found that out after the anyone else.

Kaveh told Al-Haitham that he was moving out with very little fanfare or much in the way of hesitation, distress, or anything else other than simple fact, in the same tone Kaveh has for telling Al-Haitham that he received something in the post, or that he threw out something expired from the kitchen, or that he’d found a misplaced sock. Al-Haitham nodded and accepted this with a simple “Congratulations” and they continued on with their day.

During a lunch out a few days later, with almost all of their shared acquaintances (“Friends,” Candace corrects him once with a fond tip of her mouth and glittering close of her eyes, “Friends is a much smaller word in the mouth, isn’t it? Less effort?”) present, Kaveh relayed the news in much the same way he told Al-Haitham. 

By that time, everyone important enough to know had known that Kaveh and Al-Haitham were living together, even if some did not know the particulars of the why. And Al-Haitham had thought that if someone was important enough for Kaveh to disclose that part of his living situation, then they were (theoretically) someone who knew Kaveh well and cared about him.

Which is why Al-Haitham was very surprised when the entire table burst out into confused half-yelling, half-groaning. Hands slammed on the table. Drinks were downed. Hair was ran through. Bridges of noses were pinched. Expletives were breathed out with strong emotion. Several people turned to Al-Haitham and in various ranges of tone asked, “What did you do?” And “What did he do?”. And then those same people turned to Kaveh to ask the same question.

Shouldn’t these people have been pleased for Kaveh to have finally gotten his feet under himself again? Didn’t they all know how much he wanted to have a place of his own where Al-Haitham wasn’t? Why did everyone react with such dismay and outright frustration?

Tighnari and Cyno both seized Kaveh by the arms and marched him away from the table to give him a talking to. Al-Haitham does not know what that talking to was about, nor does he care to ask. Kaveh did not offer to tell him.

Al-Haitham, himself, was grabbed by Dehya and Layla, and pulled off to his own separate corner while the rest of those gathered speculated wildly amongst themselves.

“Are you okay?” Dehya asked, holding him by the shoulders as she visibly looked him over with something very sharp very displeased in the corners of her mouth and the depths of her eyes. “Run me through the situation.”

“What situation?”

Layla, mouth uncharacteristically hard, brows furrowed, real upset coming off of her from the top of her head to the determined set of her feet pulled at his cape.

“Senior,” she said, “I’m sure that it isn’t anything you two can’t talk out. Maybe if you explain it to us we can help you explain it to him? It’s been very helpful talking out some of my reports with you. I think that this could help in this situation also. And if Master Kaveh was the one in the wrong I think we should turn towards swords. I don’t know when or how, but I’ve got a license for using the official Corps of Thirty proving grounds. I could do it.”

“Who taught you that violence was the answer?” Al-Haitham asked, more curious than particularly bothered. This was not typically something taught in the Akademiya, which was quite unfortunate as this lesson is something he believes to be much more pertinent for most scholars than knowing trigonometry. While trigonometry is important and sometimes interesting, it is unlikely that a solid foundation in trigonometry would come in as helpful when trying to avoid getting struck while doing field research. 

As it is, most scholars run off with their mouths when what they actually need is knowledge on when to shut it so they wouldn’t bite their own tongues off taking the inevitable punch. Al-Haitham maintains that there should be at least one basic self defense course that all students are expected to take as mandatory.

Layla blinked, momentarily thrown off. “You did?”

“Good,” Al-Haitham said, pleased, although still confused. “Why are we standing here?”

Eventually it was explained that Kaveh was not moving out due to irreconcilable differences, but rather because he wanted to and there was no bad blood between himself and Al-Haitham. This point had to be elaborated on several times in many different ways to the point where Al-Haitham gave everyone else present up as a lost cause. He turned his earphone’s silencing feature up to as high as it could go, told Kaveh to handle this, and then closed his eyes so no one could sign or try to shove written questions in his face.

It took Kaveh a full hour to talk the rest of the table down from whatever crisis-mode they had launched themselves into. This required multiple diagrams, according to the several pieces of paper that Kaveh hurriedly had Mehrak whisk away for disposal before Al-Haitham could get a closer look, as well as a (based on the arrangement of cups, dish-ware, and intricately folded napkin sculptures) physical model. 

After that, though, everyone was appropriately pleased with the new direction of Kaveh’s life and fortunes.

Of all of the recent changes and events in Kaveh’s life, that’s the one that has stood out the most. And seeing as how that’s old news by this point, Al-Haitham is coming up with nothing as to why Kaveh is being…whatever this is now. 

Moving is a big deal. Even Al-Haitham would concede to that, which is why he’s only moved twice in his life. Once into the dorms at the Akademiya. And once into this house from the Akademiya dorms. Al-Haitham fully intends on living in this house until some disaster strikes to make it unlivable or he dies. It took him half the time he’s lived here to get the bookshelves exactly to his liking. Al-Haitham is invested.

Had Al-Haitham bought something Kaveh found displeasing? No. That couldn’t be it. Kaveh has no issue with seizing whatever he seems to think as unnecessary and frivolous expenditure and waving it about in Al-Haitham’s face with every manner of critique. Besides, what would it matter to Kaveh? He was practically out of the house and whatever he found displeasing would no longer be his problem to deal with. The same could be said of any household chore that Kaveh might have recently done that he found disagreeable, although Al-Haitham can’t recall anything being left undone around the house for Kaveh to complain over.

Did one of their mutual acquaintances have some sort of issue? Knowing all of the people that they know, none of them would go through Kaveh to confront Al-Haitham over something. And Kaveh would have no qualms with going right up to Al-Haitham and telling him whatever he did that was wrong to cause discomfort or offense. So that could not be it, either.

Ah, what a waste of energy to think of this. Al-Haitham tosses the mystery to the side and turns towards the much more rewarding enjoyment of new music and the idle flickering thoughts of semi-actionable research ideas he might decide to chase down at a later date. It’s been some time since he left the city to investigate something and he has plenty of vacation time saved.

It takes another hour for Kaveh to walk up to Al-Haitham, mouth set, shoulders squared, hair loose about his shoulders like the banner of an army about to go to war.

Kaveh waits until Al-Haitham finishes the current song and takes his earpieces off. Kaveh closes his eyes, takes in a deep breath, and begins with, “Don’t laugh.”

“How can I promise that? If you tell me something humorous you can’t blame me for the response you get. That would be unfair of you. State it in a way that’s not funny and I won’t laugh.”

A muscle in Kaveh’s cheek jumps. Kaveh slaps a hand to it.

“I’m going to ask you to do something,” Kaveh continues, pressing down on his cheek, eyes still closed. “And it won’t make sense to you. It barely makes sense to me. It will be illogical. But I want you to promise me you won’t laugh. You can judge me and you can criticize me — ideally afterwards and all at once to get it out of your system, or privately in your head — but you cannot laugh at me.”

“That I can promise,” Al-Haitham decides.

Kaveh opens his eyes. He licks his lips. He takes another steadying breath. And then Kaveh says, “I want you to cut my hair.”

Al-Haitham blinks up at Kaveh, waiting for the rest of Kaveh’s request to come. Because surely not even Kaveh could make such a big deal out of such a small, mundane request. It is not even a new or unusual one. Al-Haitham wouldn’t even consider it an annoying one.

“And?” Al-Haitham prompts when Kaveh doesn’t say anything else, but looks more and more nervous and fretful the longer Al-Haitham goes without responding.

“That’s it. That’s the request.”

“Why would I laugh about that?” Or judge, for that matter. Cutting hair is a very normal, usually expected, part of regular physical maintenance for both aesthetic and hygienic purposes. It isn’t a topic that lends itself to humor. Although there are several fictional tropes and thematic depictions of hair cutting depicted in both art and story. But that’s a topic that Al-Haitham is entirely certain Kaveh isn’t interested in delving into today.

“I want you to cut it,” Kaveh says, “Not trim it. Not neaten it out or thin it. I want you to cut it. And I mean cut it. All of it.”

Kaveh moves the hand on his cheek to grab a fistful of loose golden hair. “All of it, Al-Haitham. I want it just as short as yours, if not shorter. I want it gone.”

Again, there is nothing here to laugh about or to judge. Al-Haitham doesn’t understand the levity this request is being given. But he does not have to understand it in order to go along with it.

“Alright,” Al-Haitham shrugs, standing and gathering up his music player and earpieces. “Get your combs. I’ll get the tarp and the shears.”

Kaveh doesn’t waste anymore time, he just nods and marches off to get the combs and start setting up in the kitchen as Al-Haitham collects the tarp from the closet and the shears from the washroom.

As he does so he wonders what the importance of this request is. For surely there is one if Kaveh is treating it like such.

Al-Haitham cutting Kaveh’s hair is not unusual, and it’s been common enough in reverse. When they were both in the Akademiya as students, there was always at least one student in the dorms who knew how to cut hair. It was cheaper than going to a salon or a barber. And it wasn’t so difficult to learn how to even out or to cut off split ends, or to keep a cut tidy. Every so often, Al-Haitham cut Kaveh’s hair and Kaveh cut his.

Even after things became bad between them, and stayed that way, when Kaveh moved into Al-Haitham’s house in spite of or despite that bad blood that had still gone unresolved, Kaveh was still the one to put the shears in Al-Haitham’s hand and bend his neck. 

There was practicality to it. Kaveh had to save the money where he could, after all. And it cost quite a lot to get his hair cut when all he really needed was a trim of a few inches every few months. Besides, Al-Haitham would return the request just as often, tipping his own head to give Kaveh unrestricted access to his neck, his throat, the curve of his skull. Al-Haitham has never cared for being touched by the unfamiliar. But Kaveh was familiar and if Al-Haitham could spare himself having to go out and get a stranger to cut his hair, then what would it cost him to bend here?

Hadn’t they already taken the most vulnerable parts of each other and thrown them with great force to shatter between them? What was hair in comparison to the soul? This was nothing. Besides, neither of them were petty enough to sabotage each other’s hair, and for all that they had grown apart over the years there are certain habits that are just easy to fall into.

The longer they fell into the habit, the easier it was to continue it. 

In the moments when they put themselves in each other’s hands to be moved, to be changed, there was a tentative sort of peace to be found. And over time, with repetition, the tentative nature of this peace settled into a solid comfort. There was something very comfortable about putting himself in Kaveh’s hands and listening to nothing but the quiet snip-snip of the scissors, feeling the faint brush of hair falling down his back and shoulders. There was something steadying about the feeling of Kaveh’s palms running over his hair, brushing the loose bits free, the feeling of his fingers pulling at locks to get them straight for the cut. There was something centering about the sound of Kaveh’s occasional humming, or his curtly but quietly given instructions to bend here, to raise his head there, to tip to the side, so on and so forth. 

Al-Haitham can only imagine that Kaveh felt the same or something similarly soothing, because under Al-Haitham’s hands Kaveh would fall also quiet. 

Over time, as Kaveh settled into the house and slowly began to make peace with the fact that he was actually in this house with Al-Haitham for the foreseeable future, they began to settle into other similar routines. They could not live in this house and constantly be treading upon that which they had mutually shattered between themselves previously. That would not be peaceful or tenable and Al-Haitham would not stand for it, even if he was the one to extend a hand first.

Cooking was another form of truce between them that grew into time to talk about things that could not be used to hurt, and then, eventually, things that could be used to hurt but things that they chose not to use as implements of insult and injury. 

And then there were the times when they would actually address each other’s insults and injuries. Al-Haitham would come back from an investigation with bruises and scrapes and Kaveh would click his tongue and fuss over them and make sure they were not in need of further examination or treatment. Kaveh would storm into the house, red in the face with ferocious eyes and even more ferocious hair, and Al-Haitham would listen with sparse commentary on whatever ridiculous and unreasonable request Kaveh had been forced to politely, civilly, firmly, dissuade a client from insisting upon. Those moments, too, became their own habit, their own ritual that helped them rise above the shards of previous memory.

More and more of these moments of mutually agreed upon peace layered on over each other, one after another, in steady repetition; pulling them closer together, slowly one intentional and small step at a time.

Al-Haitham would go with Kaveh for dinner or drinks now and again and then bring him home afterward, or allow himself to be summoned to take Kaveh back if Al-Haitham couldn’t be bothered to attend the actual drinking and socialization part. Kaveh would sometimes bring back leftovers from whatever social function he’d been at for Al-Haitham along with all of the latest somewhat interesting but ultimately non-pertinent-to-Al-Haitham gossip. Al-Haitham would slip Kaveh’s jewelry off, undoing his clips and his braid as he lay Kaveh down to sleep. Kaveh would reheat the food he’d brought back, adjusting the flavors by adding spices or changing the texture of the sauces to suit Al-Haitham’s tastes and mood.

They would go to the market together to shop for the major groceries needed for the house every weekend and divide the list. Kaveh to the meats and fish because he had a way of bartering with the uncle running the butcher’s shop that got him out of being set up on blind dates faster than Al-Haitham stonily weathering being talked at and hoping the other party would get tired and just take the mora and let him leave. And Kaveh had an ongoing standing rapport with the aunt running the fish monger’s stall. Al-Haitham would get the vegetables and fruits because neighborhood aunties like to complain about Kaveh’s Kaveh too much and if they got him in their sights they’d be there until dark. Also, Kaveh gets too excited about trying new and exotic imports and then they have bags of produce they don’t even know how to cook and eat but no tomatoes or lentils.

Layer upon layer, these interactions lifted them above the hurt that lingered and allowed them to build new infrastructure to find and interact with each other through.

But out of all of those layers of bridges they had built to reach each other after so long on opposite sides of the wound, it was the cutting of hair that was the quietest. Kaveh would not speak and neither would Al-Haitham. There was a very specific type of calm, of peace to be found there. It was a peace that was shared with a different time, thus making them both feel timeless and standing at the very beginning of themselves. It was a specific type of bridge that crossed over the wounds of then and now, but also transported them back to the time before the wound, when they were just two gangly limbed young men with no real friends, holding onto each other carefully, joyfully, and somehow recklessly and carelessly at the same time.

So what now was upon this familiar bridge that was causing Kaveh to fret like so?

Al-Haitham wetted and combed out Kaveh’s hair, sectioning it off, and set to work cutting. Long sections of Kaveh’s hair fell to the ground; lighter at the root and darkened with exposure to the sun towards the end. 

They fall into their familiar silence made unfamiliar with the tension in Kaveh’s shoulders. Even at their worst Kaveh was not this tense. 

Al-Haitham goes back through the past several week’s worth of memories he has with Kaveh and finds nothing to cause this. Just last night they were sitting together quite peacefully at the kitchen table. Not even Al-Haitham is capable of causing offense in his sleep. This morning, Kaveh and Al-Haitham had taken their breakfast out to eat in the small courtyard behind the house, sipping their coffee and ripping up bread to soak up egg yolk. The both of them still half asleep the entire time and wishing they were entirely asleep as the morning sun poked and prodded them into sitting up straight with their eyes fully open, not a single word exchanged.

Once the longer sections of Kaveh’s hair are cut off and scattered on the tarp covering the floor, Al-Haitham goes about thinning it out and evening the edges. Given that Kaveh’s direction was simply “gone”, Al-Haitham doesn’t bother with attempting to do anything beyond the basics he knows. If Kaveh wanted a specific style of haircut he would have gone and paid a professional for it with his new financial freedom.

As Al-Haitham switches the shears to the one used for thinning, Kaveh lets out a long sigh.

“It’s a fresh start,” Kaveh says to the unspoken question that Al-Haitham was mostly content to letting stay unaddressed. Kaveh’s problems are not Al-Haitham’s to sort through, after all. Unless they involve Al-Haitham. “It was just…this stupid thing I thought of.” Kaveh continues, “I’ve always had long hair, you know? And it’s not…it wasn’t really something I thought about. I just liked it, is all. Well. I didn’t really think about it. It never bothered me. I’d just cut it when it got troublesome. I found myself thinking…well. I’m moving. I’m no longer in such terrible debt. I’m fully employed by the Akademiya and I’ve also changed my styles of commissions. I’ve raised my prices and altered my requirements. I still don’t mind having long hair but maybe it’s time for a change. And maybe it would be like…cutting off all my bad luck. All of that misery. A new start. Without all of that weight of the struggling and the fretting and the anxiety and the misfortune it grew from. I know. I know. It doesn’t make sense — all of this hair didn’t come from that time and it’s not like the hair was causing the trouble. But. I don’t know. It just. It feels right. Appropriate.”

Kaveh rambles on for a little. Al-Haitham can see Kaveh picking at his cuticles, hands twisted up in his lap. Al-Haitham lets Kaveh go on until he trails off.

Al-Haitham still doesn’t see why Kaveh would be so nervous about this. Even with the meaning attached, it is still just a haircut.

“You’ll be saving yourself some trouble getting out the door,” Al-Haitham says once Kaveh has fully trailed off into silence. “Surely this will shorten your morning routine by at least ten steps. No need for you to be shooting me those dark looks and complaining about how I put so little effort into things.”

Kaveh laughs and Al-Haitham pauses, pulling the scissors away, one hand moving to rest at the back of Kaveh’s neck to give it a warning squeeze.

“Be still,” Al-Haitham scolds, thumbing at the freshly revealed nape of Kaveh’s bent neck, brushing away Kaveh’s discarded gold.

“That’s such a you answer though,” Kaveh says in between laughs. “Don’t you know that you’ve got to style short hair, too? Besides, you know how ridiculous my hair is. Even if it’s short I expect that I’ll be spending a good five or so minutes making sure it isn’t being rebellious every morning.”

“How like you to have contrary hair.”

-

Kaveh moves out completely. Al-Haitham even helps him with a few boxes. But not a lot of them. Kaveh’s new house is on the other side of the city in a residential area. It’s small, two bedrooms, one bathroom, a moderately sized kitchen, and a postage stamp of a yard, but with a very large living room that Kaveh expertly arranges so that part of it is portioned off as a clear and distinct area for work. 

There’s a housewarming party that Al-Haitham attends for one hour exactly. It wasn’t like Al-Haitham had not yet seen the new house in its finished and entirely unpacked, freshly decorated state.

“Where’s my gift?” Kaveh demanded, half-joking, upon opening the door, the sounds of many people inside already drained Al-Haitham’s energy.

“That I attended and that I’m leaving in an hour,” Al-Haitham answered entirely serious. Kaveh looked both very pleased and also slightly annoyed. Al-Haitham reached into his pocket and handed Kaveh an envelope. He had reached out to one of his old contacts in Inazuma and managed to procure information on a local supplier who had agreed, as a favor, to provide a discount on selling and shipping over of fully treated Inazuman Maple. 

(The gift was, as expected, very well received. Although Kaveh clicked his tongue and scolded Al-Haitham for holding out on him.)

Al-Haitham’s life returns to one of, for the most part, quiet. For all that his personal life had become newly entangled with a truly unexpected number of people from all over Sumeru, Al-Haitham has always been and will always be someone who is most content with his own thoughts and company, first and foremost.

But he has made exceptions and concessions as necessary. 

Such as when Cyno knocks on his office door at, startling all of his assistants and trainees, Al-Haitham simply nods and meets the man at their usual place and they both sit in near perfect silence as they take a mutual break from the chaos of the Akademiya.

Or when Senior Faruzan breezes into his office and arranges herself neatly in the guest chair Al-Haitham is required to have, and he turns the settings on his headphones down just enough that he can hear her as she complains about how under-appreciated their Darshan is and how they have to work on getting new blood in, but also how their Darshan’s governing body is full of weak-spined and pale-livered children.

Whenever Dehya makes her way through Sumeru City, tracking him down with minimal effort, he agrees to go with her on whatever venture she seems set on for the duration of her stay: be it a night of dice or some Adventurer’s Guild commissions.

(“We’ve got to keep your blood up,” Dehya says, “It’s not healthy for you to be behind a desk all the time.”

“I do my own field research,” Al-Haitham points out.

“Yes, you do,” Dehya nods. “But that’s not healthy for you in a very different way. Didn’t you recently get locked in a ruin for twelve hours?”

“No. I did not get locked in. I locked myself in. And it was not twelve hours, it was seven. It was a very productive and informative seven hours. The paper I’m writing about it is almost ready for me to send for peer review. Do you want to read it?”

“Hm. Let me rephrase. It’s not healthy for other people to hear about you getting out from behind a desk on your own.”)

Al-Haitham has always found the theater to be pleasing — the musicians are talented and the actors are dedicated to their craft. And the directors behind the different performances are always inspired in their interpretations of older stories. With the lessening of restrictions on material that can be used to inspire the plays, the dances, the music, and the recitals, the productions have only gotten that much more interesting. Recently, Nilou and the rest of her troupe have begun to welcome him behind the scenes and at their rehearsals. His opinion is, apparently, very interesting and helpful to them. 

He has also been recently introduced to Lady Dunyarzad, who, like Cyno, makes for very good company to sit and read next to in complete silence.

There’s also Lord Kusanali who will sometimes, even when not physically present, knock on the door of his mind and toss towards him a strange but interesting mystery that they puzzle over together for a few hours.

And of course, there is Kaveh, who has always been Al-Haitham’s exception to prove the rule.

There are people who are alone and there are people who are lonely. 

Al-Haitham has only ever been the latter twice in his life. He was too young to remember his parent’s passing, but he was old enough when his grandmother passed that he did feel the loss quite deeply. The other time was when Al-Haitham realized that Kaveh had become his exception and just how much of an exception he was. Both losses were not mutually agreed upon partings and therefore the aftermath was one that took him time to process and reconcile. It was, he thinks, this permanent (with his grandmother, and assumed to be with Kaveh) lack of reconciliation that made the loss lonely. Not the parting itself.

This time, when he and Kaveh part it is not forever nor is it on bad terms. It does not hurt to see Kaveh go, because he is not actually leaving. 

So when Kaveh finishes moving out and the house returns to silence and stillness, Al-Haitham does not particularly mind it. It’s strange for a few weeks, but all things considered, it is not unlike when Kaveh would go out for long projects out of the city. Al-Haitham has had this house to himself for extended periods of time while Kaveh lived here frequently enough. The difference is, he supposes, the lack of evidence of Kaveh’s living here. Kaveh did not bring much to the shared areas of the house in terms of personal items. Kaveh, for the longest time, kept himself hidden away in his room.

This, like the building of bridges, changed over time. Kaveh would leave a glove here, some papers there. He had his stack of mail at the table. He would leave his work and his things on the table at the back of the front room where he liked to work if he was sick of being in his room. And there was their shared slate for passing messages when the other was not present. The slate is still here, wiped clean. Al-Haitham has no use for it when all of the things he needs to keep track of are easily done so in his head, but Kaveh did not want to take it, either.

Eventually, Kaveh and Al-Haitham began to bring in shared items that they both would use. A light throw blanket here. A set of new cups there. Split costs on a new set of reference manuals. A lithograph print of a portion of Sumeru’s star chart framed and placed on a shelf. And when Kaveh left, he took these things with him because Al-Haitham told him to and because for the most part Kaveh needed those things more. Al-Haitham already had his own set of cups. Al-Haitham already had plenty of blankets. Al-Haitham did not particularly care one way or another about whatever decorations had accumulated within their shared spaces.

Kaveh’s absences is felt most distinctly in the kitchen, which had been a shared space between them from the very beginning, hosting the two types of foods they each preferred to make and the requisite ingredients needed to make them. There was always something from each of them present. Even in the beginning when Kaveh kept to himself in the strict boundaries of the room he was renting, there were traces of him to be found all over the kitchen. After all — Kaveh could hide toiletries in his bedroom. Kaveh could keep his laundry there. He could keep his work and his personal effects packed away in those four walls. But not even Kaveh could manage to keep vegetables, meats, fruits, spices, and grains in along with all the rest and still manage to sleep and work and actually keep the space useable.

Perhaps one of the first bridges built between them began in the kitchen. They do say that food is one of the quickest ways for people with differences to reconcile and find common ground.

There are moments when Al-Haitham will turn and see something missing, not knowing what, and be disconcerted by it. This strange unease will linger with him for a few minutes until he thinks — Ah, this is where that fruit we don’t know how to eat goes. But there would be no fruit because Kaveh does not live here to buy the strange produce. Or Al-Haitham will open a cabinet and see an empty space, and yet nothing actually missing.

But with time this disconcerting discrepancy between what he has come to expect over the past few years of living with Kaveh and the simple plainness of the fact that they are no longer living together fades. It helps that Al-Haitham sees Kaveh often enough that it feels like he doesn’t have a chance to actually miss him. Kaveh’s absence in the house is not equitable to an absence in Al-Haitham’s life. In fact, it seems like Al-Haitham somehow hears more of Kaveh and his life now that he’s living elsewhere than when they shared a same roof.

It is not as though they no longer talk or meet. This is not the same situation as it was when they were younger men. 

For one thing, they both work in the same place and they still have the same similar haunts. 

Besides that, they share too many mutual contacts (“Friends,” Tighnari says, saying the word slowly. “Are you just embarrassed about it? You? You? Really? You?”) to not cross paths or to at least remain peripherally present in each other’s day to day lives. And every single one of those mutual contacts (“Friends.” Cyno says, eyes burning as he meets Al-Haitham’s gaze dead on. “If I can say it, so can you. Friends.”) deems it not only appropriate but necessary to continue to talk about Kaveh and ask about Kaveh whenever they see him.

(“What did you do?” Senior Faruzan demanded the day after Al-Haitham cut Kaveh’s hair for him. “What’s wrong with him? What’s wrong with you? I thought you both said you were on good terms. Have you no shame to lie to my face like that? Aren’t you two supposed to be old enough to be passed this sort of drama? I’m too old for this drama.”

“What drama?” Al-Haitham asked, knowing that this had to be about Kaveh but not why it was about him. 

“That’s what he said to me too!” Senior Faruzan threw her arms up into the air and a gust of wind almost sent all of Al-Haitham’s work for the morning flying. “You two are uncanny! I’m going to talk to young Layla about this. She’s closer to your age, maybe she can understand it.”

Layla is also almost a over a full decade their junior, but Al-Haitham didn’t care enough to point that out. Layla was much better at dealing with Senior Faruzan than he was, after all.)

All of that aside, when at home and away from the group of people that had found it fit to set up at the edges of his life, Al-Haitham settles back into his own personal routines easily. Adapting to living without sharing the same roof as Kaveh doesn’t require that much re-calibration. Kaveh might have been loud, but he was all-in-all fine to live with. Kaveh knew when to give him space and just how much of it was needed, which was, usually, quite a lot. 

And Kaveh always knew when space was not necessary, but simply appreciated, and therefore negotiable. Kaveh also knew when space was too much and Al-Haitham was at risk of growing bored, which was a crime that Al-Haitham would do most anything to avoid. Al-Haitham enjoys peace, which can occasionally allow for moments of idleness. But boredom is the anathema for any scholar worth ink and paper, and Al-Haitham is worth a lot of ink and a lot of paper.

So it is absolutely no surprise when Al-Haitham, feeling the stirrings of discontent from too long in Sumeru City doing very little in the way of anything interesting, hears something interesting.

There is someone at the door. Not knocking. Not calling out. But using the key.

Al-Haitham doesn’t bother to turn to look as he hears the lock click, and the door swing open.

“Did you know,” Kaveh begins, “That most people ask for their keys back when their roommate moves out?”

“Since when was I most people? What would I do with two keys?” Al-Haitham asks, relaxed as he listens to Kaveh closing and locking the door once more, taking off his shoes. Kaveh avoids the creaking floorboards and leans on the edge of the divan’s back to disrupt Al-Haitham’s view of the ceiling. Al-Haitham continues once Kaveh is leaning over him, “I don’t even need the one. The lock is pathetically easy to pick.”

Al-Haitham would change it if it wasn’t such a hassle. But there’s also a certain convenience to having an easily picked lock. For example, sometimes Al-Haitham just presses his palm against the keyhole and uses his Vision to bump the lock when he’s too lazy to get his keys from his pocket.

As Kaveh predicted, having less hair has not made it more obedient. Some of the golden strands have begun to curl, but only half of them, and it gives part of Kaveh’s hair a jaunty look from certain angles. This is not one of those angles.

“You look like a newly hatched chick,” Al-Haitham informs the man looking down at him. “Did you forget something here?”

Kaveh’s mouth pulls up at the corners, eyes sparking with mischief that immediately makes Al-Haitham think the following two thoughts almost simultaneously: Interesting. And. Trouble.

Kaveh reaches down and pokes Al-Haitham right between the eyebrows. Al-Haitham hopes that his expression conveys how deeply unimpressed he is by this behavior.

“Senior, are you bullying me?” Al-Haitham deadpans. “In my own house? Someone call the guard.”

“Cute. I’m here for you, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Al-Haitham repeats back, waving Kaveh’s finger away from his face before crossing his arms over his chest and his legs at the ankle. This will be a diversion. Whether a good or a bad one, interesting or troublesome, will have to be found out. Kaveh also makes himself comfortable, settling in for a discussion, crossing his arms on the edge of the divan’s back. “What are you here for?”

“As I said: you. We’re going on a dinner date. So get up and get ready. Dress nicely, not that you aren’t always lovely to look at, but I’d like for us to attempt to put in some effort for this. I even made reservations. And I ordered ahead.”

Al-Haitham’s eyes sweep over what he can see of Kaveh and notes that Kaveh is not in his usual attire. His earrings have been swapped out for simple, fine gold thread with a pinprick of garnet dangling from the ends. He’s wearing a fine silk blend from Liyue with faint, shimmering metallic threads catching the light. The fastenings of the shirt are pearl. That’s a new addition to Kaveh’s wardrobe. Al-Haitham doesn’t remember that for any of Kaveh’s client meetings or patron galas. It appears that he means it. Interesting.

There are many things to address here. Firstly — “What if I don’t like what you ordered?”

“You’ll eat it. Why wouldn’t you like what I ordered for you? You think I don’t know what you like by now? Absurd. Ridiculous. Positively outrageous, even.”

“And now you’re being hyperbolic.” Al-Haitham meets Kaveh’s gaze evenly. “And if I was busy and had prior plans?”

“With who?” Kaveh’s brows raise over his wine-dark eyes. “It’s only been a month. Nothing’s changed that drastically in your schedules and habits. All of our other friends have business with each other. You don’t have any new meetings or projects. You’ve not met anyone new or interesting. You’d sooner dip yourself in acid than voluntarily go out with other members of the Mahamatra, and the latest enforced Mahamatra team bonding dinner was three days ago so you’re in the clear for at least another two months. Do you have other plans?”

“No. But I’m curious as to how deeply you thought into this. You are so sure that I’ll say yes to you. That’s a level of bold that I think even your own cohort in the Kshahrewar would be scandalized by. Where does this certainty of yours come from?”

Kaveh’s hand, where it had been hanging over the edge of the divan near Al-Haitham’s shoulder after Al-Haitham brushed it away, moves now to take Al-Haitham’s face, cradling it against Kaveh’s cool palm. Kaveh’s palm firmly presses against the line of Al-Haitham’s throat, his jaw, fingertips grazing the edge of Al-Haitham’s hairline as he curls his fingers to thumb at Al-Haitham’s exposed ear. And then the hand opens again, to lay against the cheek, thumb following the line of cheekbone from inner eye to outer.

Kaveh looks down upon him with something very fond in his face, something very intense, something that grows and grows and grows, devouring all of the space around it with unrepentant assurance.

Ah, here’s the trouble. Here is a moment where Kaveh is about to be so terribly, awfully, astoundingly blunt that it gives the both of them vertigo. Good thing Al-Haitham is already lying down.

“Well, tell me first, are you going to say no?”

“If I was going to say no, you would have already known that and you would not have asked,” Al-Haitham points out. “Nor would you have already made the reservation or ordered ahead. You know that I am not going to tell you no. I know that I am not going to tell you no. I want to know how you knew that, though. What evidence did I give you in order for you to have such certainty?”

“This,” Kaveh’s thumb taps against Al-Haitham’s cheek. “And this — Al-Haitham. We are both intelligent and mature men who are keenly aware of our own selves. Do you disagree?”

Before Al-Haitham can answer, Kaveh hurries on to clarify, “Although we do not always use this knowledge to act in our own best interests. But at the very least, we aware of our own follies and where our lapses in control and level-headedness are. Do you disagree?”

“No.”

“And where does our self-awareness come from?”

“Extended introspection and observation.”

“Yes. And in order to be fully self-aware of oneself, it is important to take note of those immediately around you to be used as reference. The opinions of others may or may not matter, but it is important to note how those opinions are formed and how one might decide to react to them in order to change them or sustain them. Are we in agreement?”

“You know we are, get to your point.”

Kaveh presses his thumb against Al-Haitham’s temple in admonishment.

“You know the point already. The point is, our friends and half the people who’ve ever met us may think we’re lunatics who’ve gone off into our own worlds. But we’re not idiots and we’ve got much better grasps on the lay of things than most people give either of us credit for. I have looked at you and you have looked at me. We have seen each other. We have watched each other. We have learned from each other. The point is: I know you. Do you disagree?”

“Knowing is knowing. But the path you are suggesting we turn towards now is not simply knowing. It is a level of reciprocation beyond simply allowing for observation and understanding. It is active change and choice. What makes you certain I want that?”

“Because we have already been doing that. Because we have already made those changes, those choices. We have been in each other’s orbit for years, longer than anyone else in either of our lives. There is no one in the world who knows me as well as you, nor you as I. This has been our greatest pain, our greatest point of contest. It has also been our saving hand, our soothing balm. It is not possible to become what we have without some modicum of effort, some level of investment, an iota of awareness and conscious choice to lean into it. So knowing this, knowing me and knowing you — knowing that we have already made these choices of our own free will, independent of what the other has chosen — what makes you think I would not be certain of where I stand with you? Have stood with you?”

“And does this knowing of me, this knowing of you, intimate romance? For all you know it could be platonic,” Al-Haitham points out, just because he can. It isn’t. They both know it. It could be. Perhaps once — years ago, it could have been. Perhaps that’s how it started. But Kaveh is correct. They mutually and independently from the other made choices that turned them away from that specific route. It would be possible to turn towards it again, but they are already far down another path, in the process of constructing another bridge made out of all of those other overlapping layers that had accumulated over the years.

Kaveh looks like he wants to roll his eyes.

“And if it was, you would have said so rather than bait me into a full explanation,” Kaveh points out. “If it was, I would not have gotten this far. My hand would not be here upon your cheek — In fact, I am fairly sure that if you did not reciprocate in kind, you would have cut it off at the wrist. More likely I would not have even been able to make it through the front door without you kicking up a storm and shoving me back out of it. If it was platonic, we would be having a very different conversation. I would not be wearing this blouse or these earrings, although I would still have made a reservation because it’s been a while since we’ve gone out just the two of us, but the atmosphere would be entirely different. If it was platonic in nature, Al-Haitham, we would have addressed that which has grown alongside us and within us ages ago.”

“Or I could have been trying to spare your feelings.”

“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says, voice full of exasperated reproach. As though Al-Haitham is being very willful here. And he definitely is. It has been a while since they’ve had something to go back and forth on, hasn’t it? Isn’t this too, part of them knowing each other? “Al-Haitham. My Al-Haitham. We have been each other’s in ways that words fail to fully encapsulate for the better part of our lives. You would not spare my feelings in this, not when it is a matter that is so closely and intimately related to you and your own comfort. What part of you is that selfless to even attempt it? What part of me is that selfish as to accept it?”

Trouble. Trouble. Trouble. Al-Haitham’s trouble. Al-Haitham refuses to lean into that familiar hand that just continues to remain against the side of his face as though it has nowhere else to go. Not yet, at least. He is curious how far Kaveh is going to rip back the curtain on this one. They have years worth of dirty laundry, packed up and hidden away skeletons, and unaddressed unravelling ends between them. Just how bold is Kaveh going to be tonight?

Kaveh leans down towards him, fingers idly playing with he short strands of hair on the side of Al-Haitham’s head.

“Here is the point. In the beginning, I loved you and did not know it. I did not understand it for what it was. By the time I did know it, by the time I did understand it, I also knew and understood that I hated it and refused to accept it. And then I had no choice but to accept it, and the hate of it, and I was resentful of it. Over time, I did accept that despite it all I still love you. With more time the resentment and the hate faded and the love returned with all of its goodness, its strangeness, its fullness. This was a form of peace but it was not reconciliation, resolution. You see — I was sorry for it, because there was so much time between us that had passed and been lost. There was so much time ahead of us that could still be used, but there was nothing I could do about loving you, one way or another. At least, not until just recently.”

The answer, apparently, is as far as back as he can go. Typical Kaveh. Al-Haitham suppresses a smile.

“And what happened recently to change that?”

Kaveh is quiet for a long moment where he just holds his hand to Al-Haitham’s cheek and looks into his eyes. With anyone else, this would be deeply uncomfortable. Prone, a hand against his face, his throat, someone leaning over him in his own house. But it’s not someone. It’s Kaveh. 

And because it is Kaveh, Kaveh answers with the most uncomfortable truth in a way that makes Al-Haitham’s entire body feel like a dizzying exhalation of a long held breath.

“You have been with me as a second set of steps on an adjacent path for longer than anyone else. You have been with me at and through my absolute worst. We have not always been good to one another, Al-Haitham. But I know we always wanted to be. Tried to be. We just did not know how. And by the time we realized that, I was no longer in a position to be good to you as you deserved me to be. I am grateful to you, for what you have done for me. But I am a proud man and so are you. As things stood between us, as things stood for me, I could not be the man I wanted to be for you. I’m thankful to you for staying with me at my worst, but what I want for you is to be there at my best. Could you blame a man for wanting that?” Kaveh pauses. “Now, I am financially stable. My work and my business is on the rise once more. My fortunes have been turned by the work of my own hand. I have my own place that I have made for myself on my own. I cut my hair. A new start, a new beginning, for the new chapter of my life. I am not yet at my best, Al-Haitham. But I am getting there and I would very much like for you to be there with me when I reach that place.”

Well. When Kaveh puts it all out there like that, what else is Al-Haitham supposed to say?

Al-Haitham turns and touches the corner of his mouth to the curve of Kaveh’s waiting palm. Kaveh sighs, turning the cradle of hand into a playful pinch and the trailing end of the sigh into a laugh. Al-Haitham slaps Kaveh’s hand off and pushes himself up, stretching as he goes to change clothes. 

“Yes. How much time do we have before you reservation? Go check your hair in the washroom, you really do look like a newly hatched chicken.”

-

“You are aware that you didn’t actually have to move out for us to date,” Al-Haitham points out on the walk to the restaurant. “In terms of pure practicality alone — “

Without looking, Kaveh reaches up and puts his hand over Al-Haitham’s mouth. Al-Haitham permits it because they happen to be walking past one of the postings of a Corps of Thirty patrol. And with how famous the both of them are, it’s only a given that said Corps of Thirty member’s eyes would pop out as she hurriedly elbows her on-duty partner right in the ribs so they can both gawk at the Light of the Kshahrewar putting his hand over the former Acting Grand Sage’s mouth to shut him up, the two of them also arm and arm, and dressed in somewhat fine and formal clothing on their way to dinner. 

Al-Haitham fully expects half of Sumeru City to be talking like their tongues are on fire within the next twelve hours. And then the other half by the following evening.

Now there’s something that’s going to be very, very interesting and potentially troubling to observe, considering all of the rumors already existing around them. But this should also save Al-Haitham from having to explain anything to anyone he might have considered informing. The people who think that they are important enough that Al-Haitham should tell them about this specific type of life change are also very intelligent and capable of drawing their own conclusions. These new rumors should be enough to give them everything they need to know.

“You have very good timing,” Al-Haitham says as soon as Kaveh removes his hand.

Kaveh shoots Al-Haitham a peeved look out of the corner of his eye that clearly shows that he knows exactly what Al-Haitham is thinking.

“You’re lucky I love you so much,” Kaveh says under his breath. “I even timed this for when Dehya and Cyno are out of the city. Say thank you.”

“Did I ask you to? No.”

“I wish I could say I was regretting this already,” Kaveh sighs, jostling his elbow against Al-Haitham’s side.

“No you don’t.”

“No.” Kaveh sighs again with a shake of his head. “I don’t.”

-

Al-Haitham and Kaveh go on several dates interspersed throughout the next few months. 

It is more proof of Kaveh’s explanation that going on these dates does not overall change much about their existing dynamic or any of Al-Haitham’s or Kaveh’s existing routines and habits. As Kaveh had pointed out — they had already begun to turn in this direction before. The intention and the foundations were already there, all that was lacking was the open acknowledgement of it. 

In fact, many of these dates are simply things they’ve already been doing with perhaps a little more effort thrown in. Some of their dates involve going out for dinner or lunch. They are not breakfast dates kind of people. Some of them involve brief jaunts out of the city to spar or to take up commissions for the Adventurer’s Guild. Kaveh invites Al-Haitham to look at build sites for projects with him. Sometimes they browse the market stalls for machine parts or interesting baubles for a few hours. And sometimes they just sit in one of the secluded areas of the House of Daena for an afternoon making their way through piles of new books that are starting to be brought in with the Akademiya’s relaxing of restrictions on what can and cannot be brought into print.

Now and again they still go do the shopping together, because moving out and living in separate houses doesn’t change the fact that Kaveh’s relationship with the butcher and fishmonger are scores better than Al-Haitham’s, and Al-Haitham is very good at staying focused to what’s actually needed for the cooking and cannot be distracted by foreign and exotic ingredients. It’s also much more efficient for them to shop together. More hands, less work.

Al-Haitham goes to Kaveh’s house and vice versa. 

Sometimes they’re in their separate houses for only a few minutes before they’re off again. And sometimes Al-Haitham spends an entire afternoon and portion of the evening in Kaveh’s living room making his way through whatever book he has on his person while Kaveh mutters to himself and finishes up grading assignments at the desk to the side. Sometimes Kaveh is the one sprawled out in Al-Haitham’s living room listening to whatever new music Al-Haitham’s gotten his hands on while Al-Haitham bakes the next week’s bread (enough for Kaveh who has never learned how to pick the right bread in all of his years of living) in the kitchen.

Kaveh still has his key and uses it regularly. Sometimes Al-Haitham catches evidence of Kaveh’s presence in the form of brief notes on the entryway table or small gifts in the front room. Because Al-Haitham’s house is closer to the Akademiya, sometimes Kaveh will detour to Al-Haitham’s house to rest for a little while before going on with his day. Al-Haitham sometimes waits out a few hours in Kaveh’s house avoiding people who are trying to look for him to pin him with more work.

Once a month, Kaveh shows up with shears and combs. Al-Haitham says, “And were you running with those?” And Kaveh glares at him, unimpressed, and says, “Get the tarp, we’re cutting hair.” And they spend an hour or so in peaceful shared silence as they place themselves into each other’s hands once more to bend the neck.

Dating Kaveh is as the walking of familiar paths, the affirming of familiar routines, with the gloss of something slightly different beginning to layer on top. It’s all the same actions, the same routes, the same scripts, but with slightly different tone markers and indicators. It’s the same as reading a translation but from a different translator or with a different editor. The base is the same, it’s just the choices that went into it that shifted the overall result.

One afternoon when Al-Haitham is on his way home, Kaveh walks up to him as Al-Haitham is ordering rose kulfi in time to go, “There’s you. Get one for me too, would you? I’ve had a craving for something sweet and I’ve not eaten yet.”

Al-Haitham says, “Use your own financial freedom. Why haven’t you eaten yet?”

Kaveh says, “Romance is dead. Add pistachio. I’m in between meetings. I don’t have the time.”

Al-Haitham says, “Agreed. You don’t have time to eat a proper meal but you have time for kulfi? Work on your time management skills.” And then he tips his head towards the kulfiwallah who’s known Al-Haitham and Kaveh both for years and has heard variations of this exact same exchange throughout that entire time. “Cardamom with pistachio.”

Kaveh’s arm is linked with his, the both of them leaning slightly into each other as they walk away with their kulfi. Kaveh eats his quickly, explaining that he’s on his way to oversee a trial run of a semester long project that one of the clubs he’s advising on is holding just outside of the city. Does Al-Haitham want to come?

“And watch them lose their nerve while the very Light of the Kshahrewar watches their first round of testing? Call me back once things hit third or fourth trials. At least then they’ll be somewhat capable of stringing together two coherent thoughts.” 

Kaveh pinches his arm, but looks like he’s going to laugh. “They’ve got to get used to me at some point. I don’t know why they’re so nervous around me. I’m their advisor. I’m there to advise. Hand.”

“If you want a dog, get a dog. You can afford one, although I do not know how well Mehrak would take to that.” Al-Haitham holds his hand out anyway. Kaveh drops a plain gold key into his palm. Al-Haitham’s eyebrows raise. “You know I don’t need keys.”

Al-Haitham’s been letting himself into Kaveh’s house using his Vision when Kaveh’s isn’t there.

“Yes, yes, yes. I know. Standard residential locks are pathetically easy to pick.” Kaveh rolls his eyes as they approach a divide in the road. He pulls his arm free from Al-Haitham’s. “Between you, Cyno, and Tighnari, I’ve not heard the end of it, you know? As if I’m personally responsible for this detail. There’s only so much mass manufacturing can do, you all know that right? If you all really want Sumeru’s overall security standards to raise, maybe you all should start a petition to up the Kshahrewar budget and restructure the existing priority list for project scheduling and funding, hm? Then we can invest in home security innovations. It’s the symbolism of me giving you the key, Al-Haitham, you unromantic lump. Dinner at mine tonight, by the way. My mother sent me a recipe to try and I finally got my hands on adequate ingredient substitutes. Which means I need you to test my first go of it before I try it myself.”

“You want a poison tester,” Al-Haitham translates. And then, with a small shake of his head, he sighs. “Romance is dead.”

-

They are not, all things considered, overly affectionate people, nor are they people particularly inclined towards public displays of it. This does not change with the shift in their relationship to one another.

Once again, as Kaveh pointed out, they have always been close. There is no one else they’ve ever allowed closer. There is no one else they would want to allow. This can be said of them in both an emotional and physical sense.

Walking arm and arm with each other is not new. Turning their heads close to one another to whisper with their mouths covered is not new. Standing shoulder to shoulder is not new. Linking hands so that they do not get separated in the thick crowds of Sumeru’s streets during the end of the work-day rush as they attempt to cross from one side of an intersection to another is common enough considering how easily it is to be swept up by the flow of people. They have lived out of each other’s pockets for years. It is nothing to them to continue with these small actions that have already become natural and unremarkable to them.

But all of these little gestures, these habits and these choices, are ones that have their own specific places. They are done out of reason rather than feeling. 

With the reframing of their relationship through a more romantic sense, Al-Haitham does have to idly wonder what that means. There are and has been the establishment of new paths on top of the remastering and refurbishment of old bridges between them.

(An example of a new pattern, a new layer, a new bridge: Al-Haitham usually tells Kaveh what state his short and rebellious hair looks like whenever they meet. Thus far Al-Haitham has compared Kaveh to a newly hatched chick, an electro-slime that’s gotten stun-locked by an electro-crystal, a weed, one of those in-bred lap-dogs from Fontaine, and a floating hydro-fungus if it were tawny instead of blue. Kaveh’s newly established response: Don’t worry, I already know your aesthetic sense is broken so I’m not offended by your grossly inaccurate observations.)

Is how they carry themselves in public, too, one of those new-yet-old things that should change? Kaveh’s given no true indicator of want it to. Then again, has Al-Haitham? Would he allow for it? Now there’s an interesting question. What does Al-Haitham want?

In private, when it is the two of them, they do kiss. Touch. 

Most frequently, they kiss on the hands, the wrist, the fingertip, the heart of the palm. These are new, but mostly absent gestures that they do not think too hard about. Mostly. There are, always, exceptions.

Al-Haitham supposes this could have started with his own indication that he was open to this level of touch on that night that Kaveh returned and asked him out for dinner. It was Kaveh who reached out to touch Al-Haitham’s face, but it was Al-Haitham who adjusted the boundary by turning his mouth into his palm. 

They will also, sometimes, kiss on the cheek. That is usually Kaveh whenever they part ways for the day. Kaveh had asked for that, if that was allowed. Sometimes they are lingering, other times they are just as light and innocuous as the ones usually given to the hands.

There have been kisses on the mouth which have ranged from light brushes to things that are not so light in intention and could be considered downright filthy. There have been touches of the lips grazed against the shoulder, the temple, the forehead, the neck. There has been copious and frequent application of teeth and tongue. And there have been hands that followed similar trails, and there has been more than just kissing. These things, too, were asked for, considered, and then permitted. Another layer to Kaveh and Al-Haitham placed over the old.

When it is the two of them, Kaveh will put his arms around Al-Haitham’s shoulders, his waist. He will rest his head on Al-Haitham’s shoulder or press his face into the curve of Al-Haitham’s neck. Al-Haitham will lean over and press his temple against Kaveh’s or seek Kaveh’s hand out with his own. Al-Haitham will sit with his back to Kaveh’s and lean so that all of their bones are holding each other up and he can feel every single breath that passes through Kaveh’s flame.

Al-Haitham would not allow or initiate any of these things if he didn’t want it. Al-Haitham may not have ever truly thought of these things before, but now that he has thought of them, now that he has experienced them, he finds it all to be satisfying enough — easy to fold into the existing framework of Kaveh and Al-Haitham, blending into all the rest so naturally that it sometimes becomes hard to remember that these are new things they are doing and not old ones.

Why didn’t Al-Haitham think of these things before? The thought of kissing Kaveh, touching Kaveh, is not exactly new. Kaveh is a handsome man with a very nice mouth when it isn’t occupied with defending some of the most confounding jumps in logic known to modern man. The thought of holding and being held by Kaveh is a comforting one to linger on.

But these were idle thoughts — undefined things that would sometimes pass through Al-Haitham without lingering. Present just barely long enough for him to recognize they were there, and then gone again before he could think about them enough to actualize them or think of a context for them. Why was that?

Again, Kaveh had the right of it in his assessment: they were not in positions to act upon these thoughts, those wants. And as the mature and self-aware men that they are, they did not let themselves want what was not possible. But now it is possible, now these are things that can be acted upon. So what does Al-Haitham want? 

Once more, it all returns to choice and intent.

Al-Haitham turns to examine Kaveh under the gas lamps lining the entryway to the Zubayr Theater. They are waiting for the theater’s seating to open so that they can watch the recitation of a recently translated epic from Mondstadt that had been adapted to a new musical score.

Kaveh’s hair is not as short as it was when Al-Haitham first cut it just before he moved out. Kaveh’s chosen to let it grow a little longer on the top. He went to a proper stylist and got himself bangs and layers. Al-Haitham does the touch ups for him to keep it looking tidy, but the overall styling is in someone else’s more capable hands. 

When Kaveh’s hair was long, it made his features soft. Or rather — it softened the intensity of him, something akin to taking a single beam of sunlight and dispersing it through a prism to create multiple, slightly softer rays instead of just the one intense one.

Kaveh’s hair dispersed more of that abundance of personality through itself, distracting the focus away or at least spreading out the full blow of him.

With Kaveh’s hair short as it is now, it is easy to get struck by the intensity of his sharp eyes, the proud lines of his nose and jaw, the keenest of his cheek, the solid column of his throat.

Kaveh’s hair is, for once, being quite obedient. There’s no stray curls sticking up that refuse to lie flat, there’s no section of it abruptly twisting another direction, none of it is puffed up like an offended bird, nor is it flattened like an aggrieved cat. According to Kaveh, it had only taken him ten minutes to get it to behave like so and only a little bit of begging.

Tonight Kaveh is wearing simple studs in his ears instead of the large statement pieces he normally wears. They are small little sparks of light that wink whenever Kaveh’s head turns. Kaveh had explained that when his hair was long he wore large earrings because his hair would swallow up anything else and you wouldn’t even see it. Now, with his ears exposed like such, he can wear simpler things and still have them be visible.

Kaveh is not looking at him, but is turned towards squinting off at a noticeboard to the side that lists out the refreshments available at the concession stand they had passed earlier along with the prices. Kaveh’s lips purse together as he squints to make out the letters in the semi-darkness.

In profile, like this, Kaveh reminds Al-Haitham of the marble bust statues placed around palaces and tombs. Al-Haitham has always found those statues to be particularly fascinating. Something about their subject demanded that their visage be carried over through time — it was not enough for them to be rendered in writing, in paint, in two dimensions. There was something about those subjects that could only be expressed in more tangible medium. 

And yet, for all of their tangibility, their texture, they were not things meant to be touched. They were not things that could endure time any better than their mortal references, their paper and canvas equivalents. The stone and any paint applied would erode with the touch of hands, the touch of wind, the touch of time, leaving behind only the austere suggestion of the shape. 

The stone requires distance in order to remain capable of carrying its character.

Kaveh is not a statue. What use does Kaveh have of distance? What assistance does Kaveh need when it comes to character? 

Al-Haitham wants to reach out and touch him. 

And why, Al-Haitham wonders, can’t I?

There is no reason for them to hold hands. The crowd is not too bad. They aren’t going to get lost from each other. They’re not even moving yet. They are already standing close enough that their arms, shoulder to wrist, brush with even the smallest of movements.

But there does not need to be a reason. If there must be, then can’t it simply be that Al-Haitham wants to? What stops him? Certainly not Kaveh, in this instance.

Al-Haitham reaches out and takes Kaveh’s hand in his own, lacing their fingers together. Kaveh’s hand startles against his and Kaveh turns, eyebrows raised, mouth opening to ask the obvious question of, “What are you doing?”

But he doesn’t because obviously Kaveh knows what Al-Haitham is doing.

Al-Haitham watches as Kaveh’s mind cuts that first question off with a second one, “Is this alright?”

And then Kaveh cuts himself off there too, because obviously if it was not alright Al-Haitham would not have done it. 

Al-Haitham meets Kaveh’s inquiring gaze evenly. Kaveh’s eyes gleam, pleased and surprised. Kaveh’s hair catches the light of the lamps around them, a crown of gold that frames the face. The studs in his ears glimmer. Behold, the statue becomes a man.

“Not so dead then,” Kaveh muses, squeezing Al-Haitham’s hand, turning forward again as the line inches forward little by little.

-

Kaveh’s presence settles back into Al-Haitham’s house slowly, like the roots of a weed or the spread of termites. Al-Haitham already knew that Kaveh was using his key to come and go, sometimes leaving notes or small gifts. But one afternoon Al-Haitham returns after work to see that Kaveh has brought him a new set of wine glasses, pointedly placed where his old ones were. The old ones are shoved to the back of a cabinet, where they’d been before Kaveh moved out and took the set that he’d insisted they use whenever they drank together with him.

Al-Haitham asks him about it later, as they are walking to meet with Layla and Senior Faruzan.

“You were supposed to get new ones,” Kaveh says accusingly, eyes narrowed, bumping his shoulder against Al-Haitham’s. 

“According to who? You? Aren’t you the one who’s always frustrated with me for wasting my money on frivolous things? I have my own set of wine glasses and they serve just fine.”

“There’s a difference between getting yourself a nice, new set of wine glasses decent for company and buying yet another over-priced piece of scrap.”

“They do say that beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”

“In this case you would have no eyes, you behold nothing.” Kaveh scoffs. Despite having short hair, he has not yet gotten over the habits of someone with long hair, and still uses those habits in the lexicon of his body language. Kaveh tosses his head as though he were tossing hair over his shoulder, does it — perhaps — a little too hard, and looks a little stunned before he rallies to continue. “I should have just taken your old set with me and gotten rid of it myself, instead of taking the one we bought together.”

Kaveh bumps Al-Haitham’s shoulder again. Al-Haitham bumps back.

“And now you’re annoyed,” Al-Haitham says. “Is that not my position? I am the one being insulted here.”

“Compared to how you’ve been treating me you ought to be very grateful that I’ve been buying you nice, beautiful, finely crafted wine glasses.”

“And how have I been treating you?”

Kaveh’s eyes narrow even further as he stops right there in the middle of the street. 

“You’ve been leaving trash at my house,” Kaveh accuses. “It wasn’t enough that you’ve filled your house with enough books to bury a man thrice over, now you’re using mine for the overflow. That was endearing, I suppose, and at least you had the decency to put books I found interesting and useful in my house. But now you’re in on it with the terrible little statues that are made solely to scare children into good behavior.”

“They have character.”

“Of villains?” Kaveh’s eyebrows raise, chin tipping up in defiance. The afternoon light catches on the simple golden hoops in his ears, and the light gold of his hair. He looks frustratingly — and Al-Haitham is surprised that he’s even finding use for this word in a real world application— dashing. Kaveh rolls his eyes, waving his hand as if to dismiss the conversation itself. “Just be happy about the wine glasses would you? Come on, we can’t leave Senior Faruzan with young Layla for too long. Senior has been trying to modernize and bond with Layla and Collei by asking them about slang and popular culture and it’s driving the poor girls up the walls.”

Kaveh slips in a few other things. He switches Al-Haitham’s coffee grinder with his own. His excuse for this is that he likes Al-Haitham’s better, but Kaveh’s is brand new so really, Kaveh’s doing him a favor. He replaces one of Al-Haitham’s old lamps, which Al-Haitham and Kaveh both had to fix every few weeks because of some strange faulty wiring that just wouldn’t stay repaired. Kaveh leaves behind a set of clothes for whenever he borrows Al-Haitham’s house as a waypoint between meetings at the Akademiya or his own independent studio. He even has a toothbrush in the washroom again.

Al-Haitham would mind more if he wasn’t — as Kaveh pointed out — using Kaveh’s house as overflow for his extra books. 

It really just feels like they’re sharing two houses sometimes.

And yet, Kaveh is adamant about the establishment of strange boundaries that they never had before. 

Example: Kaveh has set a curfew for them for how long they can be at each other’s houses at the same time, and at what time of day — or rather, how late into the evening that time can touch.

No matter how exhausted Kaveh is and no matter what they’re doing, if he is at Al-Haitham’s house approaching the evening hours of around eight or nine, Kaveh will drag himself up and see himself out the door. Likewise, if Al-Haitham’s at Kaveh’s house during those same hours, Kaveh will firmly start to usher Al-Haitham on his way.

Another example: Kaveh refuses to enter Al-Haitham’s bedroom or to allow Al-Haitham to even look at his. This specific boundary does not even relate to a matter of any intimacy. Al-Haitham has attempted to send Kaveh into his room to get him a spare shirt, one of his gloves, or simply a book or document he’d forgotten in there and Kaveh would refuse. If Al-Haitham is in need enough, Kaveh might send Mehrak in his place. Or Kaveh will be in the middle of something, literally elbow deep into Mehrak and remember that he’s left a tool or a part in his room and rather than let Al-Haitham get it, Kaveh will go to do it himself.

Al-Haitham brings it up once.

“You are being very particular, more so than usual,” Al-Haitham says as he watches Kaveh hanging a print that he had brought over from his own house (“I thought it would look nice with the ones I have, but then I remembered that you had this very specific spot of empty wall. And doesn’t it look so well with the way the light from the window shines? I don’t have this kind of lighting.”).  With his back turned to Al-Haitham, Al-Haitham has a perfect view of Kaveh’s nape, the broad and confident slope of his shoulders, the window of skin at the back that trails all the way down to the obscured small of the back. Ah, this explains why Kaveh’s students always follow several steps behind him now, when before he was usually in the dead center of a flock of them. Entirely understandable. “You’re the one who complains about how I bring my things over to yours all the time, but you do much the same to me. Just move back in.”

Kaveh sets the print down turning around and striding right up to him. Kaveh’s expression is, suddenly, very serious. The aforementioned lighting streaks across Kaveh’s face, adding to the intense colors of his eyes. Kaveh’s hair has grown out a little, and the longer portions in the front only serve to enhance the sharpness of Kaveh’s face even further. They make him look dangerous and wild. Like a storm.

Kaveh reaches out, slow enough for Al-Haitham to stop him if he wanted to, and takes Al-Haitham’s face between his cool hands. Kaveh draws their faces together, knocking his forehead against Al-Haitham’s. Kaveh’s fine fingers slip back and around, meeting at the back of Al-Haitham’s head, keeping them locked together with their necks bent and breaths against each other’s lips.

“I want to do right by you,” Kaveh says. This close, Al-Haitham can see how Kaveh’s eyes have caught the light for their own purposes, the red of those eyes splintering into a spiraling depth of shades that sink into black pupil. “After everything — I want to do this one thing properly. I know that for you it doesn’t matter. The order of it and the propriety of it means nothing in the face of the end result of you and me, here together. I am fully aware that we’re going backwards on this. But it matters to me. It matters to me very much. Would you indulge me, Al-Haitham? Won’t you be good for me in letting me be good to you?”

(Al-Haitham’s mouth runs dry, tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth. He feels his heartbeat in his palms. Kaveh’s words loop in his head, his ears. Won’t you be good for me?)

Half of him wanted to point out — But you have already been good to me. 

But the rest of him understands what Kaveh needs. And that part of him raises his hands to slide his fingers through Kaveh’s short hair. Al-Haitham feels the soft, thick hair under his palms, parting through his fingers. He leans into Kaveh, into those eyes.

“Aren’t I always?”

-

Al-Haitham had thought that, considering how nosy and meddlesome their mutual acquaintances (“Friends,” Nilou says, “Isn’t friends a much shorter way to say it?”) are, there would have been a lot more commentary from them concerning the subject of Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s Al-Haitham and Kaveh. Especially with how they reacted upon Kaveh’s news of moving out and when he cut his hair, and essentially every single other action the two of them have ever taken.

Al-Haitham had also thought that, considering how he and Kaveh have been blatantly going on dates, holding hands, and being much more obviously and clearly involved with each other everywhere, at least one of them would have picked up on and mentioned the subject.

But everyone remains oddly quiet about it. They all still talk to Al-Haitham about Kaveh — asking questions about if Al-Haitham heard this or that about, if he happens to know where Kaveh is or what his schedule is like, so on and so forth. But not a single one of them even approaches the topic of their relationship status.

He is both incredibly suspicious of it and relieved.

Of course, this could not last.

During this specific outing there are enough of them that they take over the second floor of Lambad’s. Al-Haitham and Kaveh had arrived together, five minutes late. Kaveh had wanted to arrive half an hour early. Al-Haitham had wanted to arrive exactly on time. They met at Kaveh’s house and Kaveh threatened to leave Al-Haitham behind. Al-Haitham told him to go ahead. Al-Haitham would just follow after later. That would probably be better, actually. And then they argued about it for so long that they ended up late. 

“You know,” Tighnari says, eyeing them as they take their seats next to each other in the last two spaces available, “You two are somehow together more now that Kaveh moved out.”

“Right,” Dehya bumps the back of her hand to Al-Haitham’s. “Nilou’s been holding us all back from saying anything about it — she said that we had to let you two come to us on your own time. And apparently you two measure time at the rate of Archons because it has been literal months of watching you two going around holding hands, going on around together, and being more attached at the hip now than when you were actually living together. Are you going to make any kind of comment on why you’re always together now sometime this century?”

“This is not them coming to us on their own time,” Nilou points out, giving the both of them an apologetic look and gesture of her hand.

“We are not always together,” Al-Haitham points out. “We are just frequently together. And that is because we are now together.”

“Yes, that’s what we’re observing. You two are together all the time now,” Tighnari says.

“No, we’re together,” Kaveh says, turning towards the other man. 

“Yes, you’re physically together, but how are you doing…” Cyno pauses before he says, very slowly, like the word is a live tarantula, “Emotionally?”

“Spiritually, even?” Candace asks. Al-Haitham shoots her a confused glance. It’s unlike her to pry like so. But also, what’s with the useless specification?

“Yes. We’re together,” Al-Haitham repeats, wondering where their collectively shared language has gone. 

“Together-together?” Layla asks, squinting. 

“Romantically together?” 

Soon enough, the entire table has begun to argue across each other about what the words “together” could possibly mean. Apparently this ranges from the irreversible sharing of linked finances all the way to some kind of astrological link of their constellations.

Al-Haitham turns to Kaveh, unsure of how the two of them combined are failing to communicate the concept of them being in a romantic relationship when everyone is literally commenting on how they are displaying multiple behaviors of a romantically involved couple. Kaveh has put his head in his hands, running his hand through his short hair causing it to stick up, making him look just as confused as Al-Haitham currently feels.

There will be no assistance from that corner, apparently.

Al-Haitham turns back to everyone else and, confused as to how he’s been reduced to this, raises his hand above the table and makes the near universal gesture for indicating a couple: crossing his fingers.

The entire table falls dead silent. Al-Haitham can hear people breathing on the floor below them.

Kaveh, head still in his hands, groans. “Sumeru’s greatest persons of power, renown, and intellect and we’re required to use a hand gesture from when we were all twelve to get one single point across. This is hysterical. I think I’m dying. Lord Kusanali preserve us all.”

“Wait. What the hell do you mean ‘now together’? You mean — just now?” 

“Only just now?” Layla looks entirely lost as she turns to Collei and Senior Faruzan, and then back to Al-Haitham as though he had somehow betrayed her. “Now-now?”

“But…weren’t they together to start with?” Lady Dunyarzad leans over to ask Candace. “I’m a little lost.”

“It would appear not,” Candace replies, golden eye gleaming with confusion. “But this is something to celebrate, I think, as an event long overdue, based on the reactions of those around us.”

“Do you mean you broke up in between and now you’re back together?”

“For real? For good?”

Senior Faruzan clears her throat, rapping her knuckles on the table to draw their attention. When Al-Haitham turns towards her she makes a remarkably crude gesture. And then she glances at Layla and Collei. “This is still how that’s communicated these days, isn’t it?”

Collei and Layla copy Kaveh in putting their heads into their hands and groaning.

“No,” Al-Haitham tells her, “I don’t put out that fast.”

Kaveh kicks him underneath the table as the rest of their group erupts into more protests and exclamations.

“Fast?” Tighnari boggles, eyes darting between him and Kaveh, “What do you mean fast? Do you know how long I’ve had to listen to — “

“I never want to hear you say the words ‘put out’ again,” Cyno cuts in over Tighnari. “At least sign it so I can close my eyes.”

“So the rumors about the two of you were exaggerated,” Senior Faruzan nods to herself. “Fascinating.”

“Really?” Nilou asks Kaveh, flushing a little pink but sounding overall very earnest, “After all this time? I thought you two have been…well. With each other for years.”

“Your restraint is admirable,” Dehya tells Kaveh with complete sincerity and admiration on her face.

Kaveh’s face is bright red. Redder than his eyes and glowing as bright as his hair. But his expression is serious. He raises his head out of his hands. Sure enough, the short strands are mussed and sticking up in odd ways. He looks like a small rodent that got a shock, or one of those extremely loud and energetic dogs from Fontaine that look like someone’s swept up dust balls.

The set of his mouth and jaw, though, are determined. And he is looking directly at Al-Haitham, with all of that concentrated intensity.

“I told him,” Kaveh says, addressing the table but looking at Al-Haitham, “That I want to do this right. And I intend to keep by my word. Have I ever said something I do not mean?”

-

Later, when the rest of the table is going through the time honored tradition of fighting over who pays the bill, Al-Haitham slips out to have a moment of silence in the cool night air. Not that this does much good. The evening is well and truly alive and there are still plenty of people going in and out of Lambad’s and all of the other establishments along the road. But it’s good to be out under the sky and feel the fresh and moving air.

“A word.”

Al-Haitham turns to see Cyno gesturing at him to follow around the corner of the building towards the portioned off section that overlooks the river. Once the two of them are standing there, Al-Haitham half expects Cyno to say something about the Akademiya, about work, and Al-Haitham would say that Cyno should know better than to try and bring up work related discussions while Al-Haitham is off the clock by now.

But Cyno says, voice entirely calm, relaxed as he leans against the railing, “When Kaveh first announced that he was moving out, Tighnari and I asked him why. At first we feared that you two had another falling out of ideologies and philosophies. Or perhaps, as unlikely as it sounds, a line had been crossed. We already knew that he had romantic intentions towards you. We weren’t sure if you were or were not…together, and you are a frustratingly difficult man to read. Neither of us were entirely certain how you felt on the subject of romance. On the subject of Kaveh we more or less knew. You and Kaveh are simply that. You and Kaveh. But it was anyone’s guess whether that meant you were fine with the way things were or if you were open to. Well.” Cyno pauses and repeats Al-Haitham’s crossing of fingers, eyebrows raising. “This was the best you could do with twenty plus languages, Al-Haitham? As the kids say these days, skill issue.”

“If I cannot say the phrase ‘put out’, you cannot use the phrase ‘skill issue’. And it’s what eventually got all of us understanding each other, wasn’t it? Don’t complain when it works. Are you about to lecture me about Kaveh?”

“No. You’re both grown men who’ve known each other far longer than the rest of us have ever known you.” Cyno gestures to his still crossed fingers again. “Really though, this?”

“If it works, why fix it? Get on with it.”

Cyno sighs, dropping his hand. “Kaveh corrected us and convinced us it was quite the opposite. He was leaving of his own free will, the two of you did not have any new bad blood between you, and as soon as Kaveh settled after moving he would begin to court you in earnest. We asked him if he had discussed this with you and he said no. You can guess that this sent both myself and Tighnari into an entirely new set of concerns. Kaveh was certain that you would be receptive to his advances. As I said, neither of us know you well enough to determine one way or another what your opinion would be. So while that was a concern it was not one that we could readily address. Rather, we wanted to know — why leave then? Do you know how he answered?”

“You don’t need the affirmation,” Al-Haitham says. Al-Haitham may had not been paying attention that day all those months ago, nor did he ever ask about it. But now knowing the subject, Al-Haitham can easily guess. The answer would be the same as what Kaveh has told Al-Haitham himself, what he said to the rest of them this very day. Al-Haitham knows. How could he not know when he is part of the answer?

“Kaveh told us that he did not want to be with you, did not want to even consider it, until he could stand on his own as what he felt to be your equal. And that is why — despite the practicalities of it, despite his end goal being in the same place as you — he wanted to move out as quickly as feasibly and sustainably possible. He argued that he wanted to do this as he felt you deserved. As he felt he deserved to be able to give himself to you.”

For all that Cyno complains that Al-Haitham is hard to read, it at times feels as though Cyno is seeing everything he might possibly need to know when he looks at him. 

“Yes.” 

Cyno nods. “You are a strange man, Al-Haitham. But a good one. And far more patient than most would give you credit for at a first glance. The rest of us may not quite follow with the logic the two of you apply to each other, but that is not our business. I simply wanted to tell you that I wish you both the best in this new stage of your Al-Haitham and Kaveh. The two of you have been waiting at the edge of this for a long time. As long time coming as it was, I am glad that two of you have been treating the subjects of your relationship and your own well-being as individuals with the levity they deserve.”

“Unnecessary, but appreciated,” Al-Haitham acknowledges the well wishes with a dip of his head that has Cyno’s mouth fully twitching up into a grin of flashing teeth.

Al-Haitham might find how Kaveh is going about this strange, but overall he, also, did want Kaveh to move out and have what he has now built for himself. Kaveh, as Kaveh was when he was deep into debt and wading through his own struggles and strife, was too burdened to truly be himself. The situation weighed on him more than any of them, Al-Haitham included, might ever possibly understand.

As they were then, Kaveh spoke true; for all of their intellect, for all of their wisdom, for all of their power and experience, with that great debt hanging over Kaveh and forcing him into Al-Haitham’s proximity, they were not equals. On this, Al-Haitham would agree readily. They could not be equals when Kaveh stood dependent upon him. Even if Al-Haitham did not necessarily mind it, even if Al-Haitham was the one to reach his hand out first in that situation, even if Al-Haitham did not use his position as leverage — the disparity remained. And this, too, was its own burden.

Al-Haitham would disagree over the issue of what he does and does not deserve. But when it comes to what Kaveh wants, what Kaveh believes that he, himself, deserves, Al-Haitham has long learned to step aside and let the man do as he will. 

So if Kaveh — now that they are independent equals once more — wants to move things along as is, Al-Haitham will not argue it. After all, as Cyno pointed out, at the end of things, they are still together as Kaveh and Al-Haitham. 

Although, if Kaveh could find it in himself to move things along a touch faster, Al-Haitham would be rather grateful. Living apart in two houses — while convenient as a matter of space to store his books and making it harder for people reliably track him down — is something of a hassle. Especially when Kaveh is insisting on them both having a curfew. 

How long is a courtship supposed to go on before you move in with someone, anyway? Especially when they had already been living together for years prior to that official courtship? Do any of the years of them being not-friends, not-enemies count?

 Al-Haitham wonders if there’s any books on the subject. If there are studies on courtship and forms of intrapersonal relationships (there are, Al-Haitham’s mother collected a rather surprising amount of them and Al-Haitham’s time as a student involved a lot of circulation work in the House of Daena) then surely one of them would have something pertinent to his and Kaveh’s current situation. Statistically speaking, he and Kaveh cannot be the first couple to have found themselves in a relationship where they lived together before they became involved romantically. Al-Haitham is willing to believe the both of them first or notable in many respects, but surely not in this one.

“Ah. Now you’re thinking something that would have Kaveh complaining. The two of you are truly something else,” Cyno says. And then, mouth twitching upwards, “Congratulations on being.” Cyno crosses his fingers and waves his hand. This is going to haunt Al-Haitham until he dies, he’s sure of it. “Just so you’re aware of it — if the reason for Kaveh’s moving out was another disagreement that caused the two of you to fall out from each other once more, I do not think I would have been able to stop Tighnari from cracking your skulls together and forcing you two to sit down and work it out one way or another. That man really has had to listen to too many of Kaveh’s less than sound-of-mind rants.”

-

When they cut their hair at Kaveh’s house, they have to do it in the main room. Kaveh’s kitchen is too dark, Al-Haitham is still forbidden from even looking at Kaveh’s closed bedroom door, and the washroom is too cramped. Mehrak is busy with gathering up stray strands of their silver and gold hair, determined to even get the smallest pieces of it from the very cracks between floorboards. Kaveh’s Mehrak is just as attentive to details as the man himself is. 

Al-Haitham has borrowed Kaveh’s washroom to get rid of the excess hair from his own haircut and to shake it out of his clothes. Kaveh has just finished making coffee. They are currently attempting to work their way through beans from around Teyvat. Al-Haitham’s not sure if he’s very fond of the flavor roasts that they’re been trying from Natlan, but they are very strong and he can appreciate that much.

Kaveh waves Al-Haitham over to where he’s taken a seat at his drafting table. 

“Come, I need your eyes,” Kaveh says. “I have begun the first set of drafts for my next great dream, my next great work. I want you to be the first to see and also be the first to critique before I get too far ahead of myself. I’ve got to start the most feasible preparations for it now, you see, so that I can have absolutely everything ready to go once I’ve got the funding squared away and a proper build site lined up.”

Al-Haitham helps Mehrak pick out a single strand of golden hair that had gotten stuck to the edge of a carpet, exchanging the hair for the waiting coffee cup. Kaveh had not bothered to wash his hair after Al-Haitham finished thinning his hair out. When Al-Haitham moves to stand next to him, he can see fine, nearly invisible but not quite, short strands caught on the fabric at Kaveh’s back, his shoulders — a fine dusting of it glittering at the nape of neck. Al-Haitham brushes as much of it as he can off before he looks over Kaveh’s shoulder to the several sketches arranged over the angled up drafting table.

There’s a sketch affixed to one side with a series of accent motifs, which Kaveh has tested as glass window patterns, as wooden carvings into furniture and doors, and as tile arrangements, with his various notes on color and texture and material in small, neat print beside each in columns of pros and cons. On another page is a list of metals and composites with notes on color combinations and pricing ranges as well as practical use. There is yet another page filled wit nothing but squares of slightly different shades of green, underneath it, one similar with shades of blue. Underneath the pages is a large map of Sumeru and another of Sumeru City with notes written in bright red ink next to circled locations.

And right in the center of the drafting table on large paper is a floor outline bearing multiple lines of erasure to the point where the pages were bruised. 

LIBRARY ONE?, Kaveh writes in one room, and then in another, STUDIO SPACE. There is even a place marked OVERFLOW STORAGE — LIGHT AND TEMPERATURE SENSITIVE MATERIAL. Kaveh has marked out sections of all throughout the floor plan, indicating windows, doors, and even placement of furniture pieces. More specifically, shelves — built in and freestanding. 

“It is a house, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh points out rather needlessly, one arm raising to curl around Al-Haitham’s waist and pull him forward, against his side. Kaveh’s head leans against the side of Al-Haitham’s ribs. Al-Haitham rests his hand over Kaveh’s freshly cut hair, feeling the loose pieces stick to his fingers, probably falling to stick to this clothes too. But he can’t find it in himself to particularly mind that when Kaveh’s put something like this in front of Al-Haitham to ponder over. “It is our house.”

Kaveh tells Al-Haitham this with absolutely no trace of hesitation, distress, or doubt. As though this were a settled matter that was previously discussed and concluded. It is the exact same tone in which Kaveh might tell Al-Haitham that he has bought tickets for a performance for them to attend together, or that he had left something at Al-Haitham’s house and he needs Al-Haitham to fetch it for him, or that Al-Haitham must take the leftovers from supper this time because Kaveh’s own larder and pantry are stocked full.

Al-Haitham sets his coffee cup down, reaching out to flip through the loose pages of notes on details, seeing sketches of patterns of some of the rugs in his house, descriptions of paintings across both of their houses, and notes on soundproofing. There is even a sketch of the wine glasses Kaveh recently bought him and notes on matching patterns that Kaveh’s attempting to match to kitchen tile as well as Kaveh’s own dish-ware.

“You seem so certain that I’ll move into it.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” Kaveh says, all boldness, all himself. “I can make something better than both houses we’re living in easy. Look.” Kaveh reaches up with the hand that isn’t resting on Al-Haitham’s hip to shuffle pages around, bringing one full of near nothing but numbers and directional lines forward. “I have already figured out custom shelves for you. And all of these pages here are just to account for different properties the house might be built on so I can make sure the windows are oriented to catch the best light. Ah, and look how big our kitchen will be. I’m going to make a dirty and clean kitchen for us, and then I’m going to put in a real proper tandoor, and I’m going to dig up a nice cold cellar, too. I do want your input on which of these designs catches your eye more though. This one here, looks a little busy, but it reminds me of that blanket you have. The good, soft one that you like to bring out when one of us isn’t feeling well. I have very comforting memories associated with that blanket. Ah, and here — do you think it would be easier to have a kitchen door here or over here? Maybe we should leave it open to the hallway and living room.”

As Kaveh reaches over to pick up a pencil and jot down those new ideas, Al-Haitham winds one of the longer locks of Kaveh’s hair, near the temple, around his fingers and gives a sharp pull.

“Again. With what confidence are you making this assumption? Where does it come from when you could barely ask me to cut your hair short the first time? I happen to have invested quite a lot into my current house. And moving is a hassle. Also, I’m only ten minutes away from the Akademiya at a relaxed stroll. What if I do not like your plans?”

Kaveh pinches Al-Haitham’s waist. Al-Haitham can practically feel Kaveh rolling his eyes.

“Yes, yes, yes. But you don’t actually like your house,” Kaveh huffs, cheek pressing in against Al-Haitham’s side as he shuffles papers around once more. “You’re comfortable in it, yes. But when I build us something even more comfortable, naturally you’ll turn towards the superior living situation. Aren’t you practical? Why wouldn’t you like it? Don’t I know you well enough by now to know what you like? You’ll like it. I’m designing for aesthetics for me and efficiency for you. Besides, aren’t I asking you for your thoughts on it now, before I get firmly attached to any set ideas? You know, I’ll even be having very interesting locks on the doors just for you to mess with. And to give Cyno blood pressure problems when you keep getting reported to the Corps of Thirty for looking like you’re breaking into your own house. Because we all know the Corps of Thirty isn’t going to want to deal with you and they’re going to toss the case over to the matra even if it has nothing to do with the Akademiya.”

“You are setting expectations very high,” Al-Haitham muses as Kaveh leans away, reaching over towards a folder among a stack neatly set to the side of the drafting table, pulling it out and handing it to Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham flips it open and sees sketches for the bare bones of a lock’s internal mechanism.

“As to the hassle of moving. Well. One great pain that’s gone through once in exchange for the amelioration of several other repeating lesser ones forever. It’s only sensible of you to choose the one over the other.”

“And to address my investment?”

Kaveh laughs, turning his face up to Al-Haitham.

“Since when did you get stuck in sunk cost fallacies? Besides. Of all the things you have ever invested in over your life, who can say that they’ve had more of your effort, more of your attention, more of your care and energy, than I? You’ll move in when I ask you.” Kaveh pauses, turning back towards the sketches and drafts he’s made. Kaveh’s voice softens, warms. “The next time either of us moves, Al-Haitham, it will not be into each other’s homes. You will not move in with me, and I will not move in with you. Instead, we will move together, into something new, something that is neither yours nor mine, but ours. Combined and shared. Purposeful. Intentionally shaped by our mutual choices and actions. Does this not excite you, Al-Haitham?”

 Al-Haitham turns away from them to look down at what he can of Kaveh’s face. 

Even with such a limited view of Kaveh’s face, his body, Kaveh’s determination glows through him as sunlight through a glass prism. His eyes shine with it, fixed on a distant horizon that he’s racing towards with the complete certainty that Al-Haitham will be following somewhere beside him and that they will catch it in their hands together. 

Kaveh has still been keeping his hair short, but he is steadily, step by step, growing it out again in phases. Kaveh was apparently done with this phase of his life that involved short hair and is ready to return towards growing it out again.

At the length it is now, Kaveh’s hair (freshly cut but not washed and neatened up) curls and falls around his face giving him the look of an explorer, an adventurer, who’s charted out a path of not just a trip but an entire quest into the unknown. His hair curls like the golden laurels of a victor standing above the crumpled and cursing defeated, sword raised for another challenge to his unquestionable power. He looks like a man who is about to rip the unfathomable and untouchable right out the quarry, fully formed and fully mastered. He looks like a man who’s not just ready to close one chapter and start a new one, but to launch into an entire new book.

And, well. Al-Haitham is very fond of new books.

Al-Haitham takes Kaveh’s face into his hands, turning Kaveh away from that far off and shimmering figment of a dream that Kaveh’s about to launch himself into with all the undaunted force of an arrow shot at a heart. Kaveh looks up at him with both the arrow and the heart in his eyes at once, proving once and for all that he is a man who’s allergic to peace and quiet. With all of Kaveh’s passion, his sincerity, shining through like this, Al-Haitham can only picture the world as Kaveh has deemed to shape it and nothing else. Kaveh’s convictions are intense enough to stop the breath and the mind. 

Here is one of those times where Kaveh is being so devastatingly honest that it gives others shortness of breath and sweating palms just by hearing him.

And the longer Al-Haitham studies Kaveh without saying one thing or another, simply looking at him and holding him close like this, the more assured Kaveh grows; the more all of that passion seems to shine. Kaveh’s mouth pulls up at the corners beginning to turn the pleased and easy grin into a smirk, eyes throwing out smug satisfaction in driving Al-Haitham to silence. And Al-Haitham’s mind sighs out the two thoughts: Interesting. And. Trouble.

Here they go again.

Here is one of those times where Kaveh is intent on being trouble. But at least he is Al-Haitham’s trouble. And a sort of trouble that Al-Haitham has learned exactly how to handle. There is no one in all of Teyvat as specifically equipped and practiced in managing this sort of trouble. When it comes to matters of Kaveh stirring up trouble in house and hearth, when all should be peaceful, Al-Haitham knows exactly what to do.

“You look,” Al-Haitham begins, “Like an unfortunate mishap of textile manufacturing. Wash your hair so you stop shedding over the rest of your house and Mehrak can do something that isn’t clean up after you.”

The smug progression of Kaveh’s eyes and the shifting of his smile into a smirk halts entirely, replaced with outrage. Al-Haitham continues before Kaveh can get ahead of him any further than he already has.

“While you do that I am going review your current work and add my own questions to your plans. I don’t doubt your figures. Your math has always been better than mine. But I must, again, reiterate the question of where your confidence comes from. If only because I wonder where it goes at other times. If only you could carry over this boldness into all of your ventures.”

Between Al-Haitham’s palms, Kaveh’s wine-dark eyes brighten like roses. His mouth blooms into the beginning of a brilliant smile as he covers Al-Haitham’s hands with his own. 

The sight of it makes Al-Haitham want to squint a little, or close his eyes. With his smile and his eyes and his golden hair, and all of that ridiculously bold sincerity and ambition shining through (it would seem) every pore in the man’s face, it is like looking right at a torch being held up directly to the eye. Kaveh could not more clearly express his joy if he screamed it from the top of the Divine Tree with visual aides.

But Al-Haitham keeps his eyes open and steady, looking right back at the man who has been watching him and learning from him for the past several years — the very same man that Al-Haitham has been watching and learning from in turn. The two of them watching each other and studying the other as they, piece by piece lay out portions of overlapping layers of bridges and paths to meet in the middle, to raise each other over the deep pitfalls and valleys and turbulent waters that would keep them or force them apart, or drag the other backwards from their forward facing progress.

“As you said, I have been with you as a second set of steps on a similar path that has come and gone from yours longer than any other in our combined lives. I have been with you at your worst. It was not particularly enjoyable, but I would do it again if you needed me to. Ideally, I do not have to. We have gone through our mutual worsts together. Therefore, this that you and I are about to build had better, after all these years, be a product of our absolute and unquestionable best. I am going into this with very high expectations, Kaveh. You are not yet at your best nor am I. But you and I will be. And I will not just be there waiting when you reach it, but I will have walked along side you as you climbed to reach that height as I fully expect you to be at my side as I reach mine. When our paths converge this last and final time, the destination must be of a greater sum than its disparate parts.“




