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The first thing Kaveh registers when he wakes up is that his head is pounding. The ache gets worse with every second he’s not asleep until it’s pretty much threatening to split his brain in half.  

The second is that there’s someone shaking him awake, hissing at him to  wake up right now,  which, what’s up with that? He  is awake, thank you very much.

Still, Kaveh groans and squints one eye open, hissing against the harsh onslaught of light filtering in through the window. He could’ve  sworn  their curtains were dark green, but then again it is  just like Alhaitham to do something like this while he’s not home. Actually, come to think of it, this looks nothing like Kaveh’s room. Could it be that he wandered into Alhaitham’s bed last night?

Well that’s laughable, as if Alhaitham would ever tolerate  that. No, surely he must’ve gone out to buy random furniture again to spite him. Yes, that’s probably it. That cheeky bastard is probably waiting for the perfect opportunity to burst in here and mock him. Better yet, maybe he’s standing right outside his door. Even so, that still doesn’t explain—

“Kaveh,” A sharp voice says again, this time kicking his shin. 


 Oh no.  


“Tighnari?!” Kaveh sputters, scrambling to put as much distance between them as humanly possible, so much so that he ends up falling from the bed. “What– where did–“ He looks around at what is decidedly neither his  or  Alhaitham’s room. In fact, this doesn’t even look like  Tighnari’s. “Where are we?”

Tighnari leans over to look down at him, his attempt at looking unimpressed being betrayed by the concerned crease in his forehead. “How do you expect me to know that?” He scrubs a hand over his face and sighs. “I guess we should be grateful that we didn’t get run over by a Sumpter Beast. Do you remember anything from last night?”

Kaveh looks down at himself, the first twinges of anxiety starting to unfurl in the pit of his stomach. They’re both still fully clothed, so there’s  that,  at least, but his memory is full of blanks. He’d like to  think they didn’t do anything, otherwise he’d have to take up his mother’s offer to move to Fontaine and preferably never return.

“Kaveh.” Tighnari snaps his fingers, breaking him out of his thoughts. “Focus, please. Is there anything you can—“

“No.” Kaveh replies quickly, rubbing the last bits of sleep from his eyes. “I don’t…ugh, I can’t think right now. I’m sorry, I feel like  shit.” 

Tighnari’s ears droop a little. “That’s alright, I suppose. Our main concern right now should be figuring out where we are.”

“Oh Archons—“ Kaveh groans, burying his face in his hands. What in the world  happened? 

“Well, look who’s finally awake.” A dry voice calls out from the door, making Kaveh’s head snap up. Cyno is standing there with a disapproving look on his face — arms crossed over his chest as he stares Kaveh down.

Kaveh rushes to pick himself up from the floor, bracing himself on the bedside table when his knees start wobbling. “Cyno! Good, you’re here, uh—“ He winces and rubs the back of his head. “Okay, wait… why  are you– whatever, that doesn’t matter. So this means that we  didn’t get kidnapped last night. Great, that’s…one question answered, at least.”

Cyno looks between him and Tighnari, raising an eyebrow. “Anything else you want to comment on?” 

“I’m almost afraid to ask.” Kaveh laughs, strained and panicked. 

“I’m not.” Tighnari says groggily from the bed, sounding much more at ease already. “Can you please tell us what happened?”

“You two got married last night.”

Silence.

“…Excuse me?” Kaveh says, nearly choking on thin air. Above him, Tighnari has gone concerningly pale. Actually, now that he’s  really  looking at him, he looks just as terrible as Kaveh feels. He feels a pang of sympathy in his chest. “Cyno,  please tell me you’re joking.” 

“It’s not a very funny joke if you are. I would argue it’s your worst one yet.” Tighnari says. Honestly, Kaveh feels like he should be a little offended by that. Too bad he’s too lost in his own hysteria to really care, though. 

“Cyno, I thought I told you to wait.” Nilou scolds mildly as she walks in with a plastic tray. She gives Cyno a quick pointed look before taking in the sight of them with her lips pursed in concern. 

Cyno shrugs, not looking apologetic at all. “They asked.” He replies, not tearing his eyes off Tighnari’s disheveled form. 

“I was perfectly content with  not knowing!” Kaveh protests. 

“Plausible deniability isn’t a good look on you.”

Nilou shakes her head quietly. She steps further into the room to hand both him and Tighnari a cup of tea. “I hope you’re both feeling well enough to drink a bit of green tea. It should help with your headaches.” 

“Thank you.” Tighnari accepts it with a grateful sigh, shuffling over until his legs are dangling over the bed. “Would I be correct in assuming this is your home?”

Nilou smiles kindly and nods. “I brought you both here last night. You were, um– very inebriated when I found you. It took quite a bit of effort.”

“Yes, we could deduce that much.” Tighnari says wryly.  

“It was my understanding that the three of you were going to spend the entire night together.”  

Nilou’s face flushes, looking at Cyno with a pout. “I lost them! I– some nice folks approached me to congratulate me on last night’s performance, and they were already gone by the time I turned around.”

Kaveh waves her off. “Nevermind that, what do you  mean  we got married? How is that possible? Is that even  legal?” 

Cyno shrugs and pushes himself off the wall. “Your guess is as good as mine. I’m not sure what kind of magistrate would allow you to get married in the first place, given the state you must’ve been in.”

“That’s highly unethical of them.” Tighnari frowns. “This doesn’t make any sense, though. Shouldn’t the chapel have been closed by that time?”

“Normally it would. At least the one that’s next to the Akademiya.” Cyno says. 

Nilou nods, smoothing down the creases of her  daaman. “I found you both near the chapel at the edge of the city. Um…the magistrate there is known to be much more lenient. I guess he couldn’t resist granting you permission if your conviction was strong enough to sway him.”

Cyno’s frown deepens at her words as he picks something up from the vanity. “Here’s the certificate in case you need any further proof.”

The marriage certificate, much to Kaveh’s dismay, looks official enough, even with the corners wrinkled and stained in some areas with what looks like wine. Worse than that, both of their signatures are messily written in dark ink at the bottom. 

He feels like he’s going to be sick.

“Nilou,” Kaveh speaks up weakly, fidgeting when it makes everyone turn to look at him. “You wouldn’t happen to have something I can throw up in, would you?”

Nilou instantly jumps off the bed, but Cyno is much quicker to react as he grabs the trash can by the door and shoves it right into his arms.

Throwing up makes him feel a little better. There’s still a very tight knot in his chest, but he’s starting to feel a little more human. The more he sobers up, the more he realizes what a huge  mess he’s gotten himself into.

He vaguely registers a hand rubbing his back and another holding his hair away from his face as he continues to dry heave. 

“Are you alright?” Nilou asks, eyes wide and soft as she brushes his hair back. 

Kaveh moans miserably. “I’m moving to Fontaine. That’s it. I’m leaving tomorrow, actually. Tighnari, as my spouse, I leave all of my possessions in your care.”

“That’s not funny.” Tighnari sighs.

“It’s not all bad,” Nilou reasons, even though she doesn’t sound too convinced herself. “I’m sure you could get an annulment in no time! You can go over there to set an appointment as you’ve both had breakfast. Or, well…it would be lunch, wouldn’t it? Just try to calm down, alright? Both of you, take a deep breath and let your worries wash away.”

“There aren’t any appointments available in either chapel until two weeks from now. I checked right before coming over here, so our best bet is to just go straight to the courthouse.” Cyno says. “And there is one more thing you should know…” 

“I’m not sure now’s the right time.” Nilou interrupts hesitantly. 

Tighnari’s tail swishes from side to side, a telltale sign that he’s growing anxious himself. “Just rip the bandaid off, there’s no use in putting it off.” He huffs, pinching the bridge of his nose.

Cyno quickly crosses the room to place a palm over his to stop his fidgeting. He gives Tighnari an imploring look, a silent question, making Tighnari nod slightly and shoot him a small smile. 

“Alright, how do I say this…” Cyno grimaces, baring his teeth in a scowl. “I’m afraid the Steambird caught wind of your…marriage, if you can even call it that. I’m assuming the magistrate is much more incompetent than we thought, given that he was supposed to be sworn to secrecy. Point is, your names are all over the newspaper.”

Forget what Nilou said, this is  very  bad. Kaveh didn’t think it was possible to feel more lightheaded than he already was. So much for magistrates being sworn to a sacred oath. Confidentiality his  ass.  

“We need to get a divorce.” Kaveh tells Tighnari vehemently. 

“Kick someone while they’re down, why don’t you.” Tighnari rolls his eyes, half jokingly. “Do you think Alhaitham would be willing to lend us a hand? As the former Acting Grand Sage, he must be able to pull some strings and help us get an appointment at an earlier date.”

Oh Celestia,  Alhaitham.  

 Fuck, Kaveh thinks as his entire body goes rigid.

“…Kaveh?” 

Kaveh curses colorfully and shoves his face back into the pillow. “Alhaitham will never let me hear the end of this!”







——————







All things considered, Nilou is a lovely host.

Sure, Kaveh would’ve preferred to visit her under much more favorable circumstances, ideally ones that  didn’t make him feel like his heart was about to jump out of his ribcage. Thankfully, she takes it all in stride. Not that Cyno isn’t a wonderful friend as well, of course, but Nilou’s presence alone is enough to make anyone feel at ease. She’s incredibly kind and Kaveh feels terrible taking advantage of her hospitality like this — nearly having an aneurysm right in her living room at the thought of what Alhaitham might say about all this. 

Nilou, bless her soul, even lets them take a quick shower to refresh themselves while she and Cyno prepare lunch. Kaveh has to admit, having food in his system  does  help him come back to reality a little. Not  completely, considering he still feels horribly sick to his stomach, but better.

She’s just finished taming his wild, unruly hair into a lovely braid when there’s a knock on the door. 

“That must be Alhaitham.” Cyno says. 

“About time.” Tighnari mutters, not looking up from where he’s brushing his tail as Nilou rushes past them to get the door. 

“What?!” Kaveh jolts up, eyes wide. “Excuse me, what– who—! Isn’t he supposed to be at work? Why would he…Cyno, did you do this?!” Kaveh hisses quietly, eyes flitting between the  traitor  in front of him and the door. He can already hear Alhaitham’s voice through the door. He should probably run, shouldn’t he? Archons, what has he  done? 

Cyno kicks his feet over Tighnari’s lap and crosses his arms nonchalantly. “Didn’t we agree on having him help you two with this…predicament?”

“Yes, but not  now! I thought we—“

“Alhaitham! It’s so good to see you. I’m assuming you’re here for Kaveh?” Nilou greets brightly. 

“Is it too late to hide?” Kaveh asks nervously.

“Yes.” Cyno and Tighnari respond simultaneously. Kaveh drops his head in his hands and groans. As if being hungover and finding out everyone knows you’re married to your best friend isn’t  enough. At least Cyno is kind enough to pat his back in consolation. 

“Unfortunately. Where is he?” He hears Alhaitham ask, dropping all pleasantries.

“Oh, um…he’s inside with Cyno and Tighnari. He’s— well, it’s probably better if you see for yourself. Come in!”

There’s a flurry of movements as Nilou ushers Alhaitham in and closes the door behind them.

“Don’t be mad.” Kaveh says as soon as he sees him, wincing at the sound of his own voice.

He barely resists the urge to shrink into himself when Alhaitham’s sharp and calculating gaze settles on him. “And why, pray tell, would I be mad? Would it be because of your abhorrent decision making, perhaps?”

“Alhaitham.” Cyno warns. 

“I’m not mad.” Alhaitham insists. “On the contrary, this entire situation is laughable. I’m amused, actually. I expected this from you, Kaveh, but much less so from Tighnari.”

Kaveh bristles, pushing himself up from his seat to scowl up at him. “And what is  that supposed to mean?”

Alhaitham shrugs nonchalantly. “Just that you’ve never been able to hold your drinks well. I suppose it was foolish of me to assume this time would be different.”

“You love to hear yourself talk, don’t you?” Kaveh sighs. He grabs his wrist and starts tugging him into the hallway. “Nilou, if you don’t mind, I’d like to have a word in private with Alhaitham.”

Nilou looks between them nervously. “T-That’s alright…”

“At the very least try to keep your voices down.” Tighnari glares. 

“No promises.” Kaveh mutters darkly. He pulls Alhaitham to the end of the hall and immediately whirls around to face him once they’re alone. “What in the world is wrong with you?! Would it kill you to be civil? Gods, it’s like you’re  trying to pick a fight.”

“You got married.” is all Alhaitham says. 

“Wow, thank you for stating the obvious, Alhaitham! I hadn’t realized!”

Alhaitham’s jaw clenches as he carefully appraises him, eyes locked on his rumpled clothing. “You didn’t come home last night. I’d assumed you’d simply stayed with Tighnari for the night.”

“I mean, you weren’t  entirely wrong.” Kaveh mumbles.

The stern look Alhaitham gives him shuts him up in an instant. “Given your insistence on placing prestige on seniority, I would’ve thought you could handle yourself for one night without getting into trouble.” He fishes something out of his pocket and waves it in front of Kaveh’s face mockingly. “Imagine my surprise when I see  this at my front door.”

Kaveh snatches it from his hands, an impending sense of doom coursing through his veins and  settling  when he looks down at the paper, where a poorly edited picture of him and Tighnari looking at each other with what’s  clearly supposed to be enamourment is printed on the front page. FOREST RANGER BLINDED BY RENOWNED ARCHITECT’S LIGHT, the headline reads.

He grips the edges of the newspaper hard enough to crease and looks up at Alhaitham — who is still staring at him completely stone-faced.

Alhaitham taps the paper. “Do you have anything to say about that?”

“Okay, honestly? I’m a little disappointed with the headline. If anything, it’s  me who fell head over heels.” Kaveh offers.

If possible, Alhaitham’s face hardens more. “That’s all you have to say?”

“I’m not sure you’re aware of this, but public image is very important in my line of work.”

“As if their subpar choice of words overshadows the fact that the whole nation is now aware that you, the Light of Kshahrewar, married the Chief Officer of the Forest Rangers.”

“I don’t even know why you care so much.” Kaveh sighs. “Look, what do you expect me to do? Panic? I already did  enough of that before you came here, thank you very much. Ask Nilou, I threw up in her bedroom. Twice. I’ll pop a vein if I start overthinking this again.”

“I know you’ve often joked about Tighnari being your ideal match, but—“

“I still stand by that.” Kaveh interrupts.

Alhaitham drops his chin against his chest, momentarily defeated, before taking a deep breath. “This is reckless even by  your  standards. Need I remind you that this is  my Mora you’re pouring down the drain?”

“I never asked you to do any of that! I’m perfectly capable of handling my own finances, you know.”

“See, somehow I doubt that – given the fact that you have no recollection of what transpired last night. How can you expect me to believe that?”

“I don’t know, maybe just  trust me?” Kaveh stresses, throwing his hands up in the air. 

Something falters in Alhaitham’s expression. “You should know that trust has nothing to do with this.” He says, voice tight. 

Kaveh’s laughter is a sharp bark. “Doesn’t it? Clearly it does because you’re treating me as if I were a  child!  If this is such an  inconvenience for you, you’re free to leave!” He scoffs and turns away, gritting his teeth in frustration as he bitterly mutters, “And to think I was going to ask you for help.”

Alhaitham’s brows furrow. “You were?” 

“Just forget it. Aren’t you supposed to be at work right now? Go, we can figure this out ourselves.” 

Alhaitham’s jaw clenches as he steps into his space, grabbing Kaveh’s shoulders in a firm grip. “I’m not leaving.” He says resolutely, leaving no room for argument.

“Alhaitham—“

“Eager to get rid of me now that you’re married, senior?” Alhaitham asks lowly, making Kaveh’s heart skip a beat. “I’m afraid it’ll take much more than that.”

Kaveh can feel his cheeks burning against his will, though he ducks his head before Alhaitham can notice. To have Alhaitham’s full undivided attention like this is…overwhelming, to say the least. “Has anyone ever told you you’re insufferable?”

“Once or twice.” Alhaitham says, lips twitching slightly. “What do you plan to do about this?”

“Well that’s where you would come in.” Kaveh places his hands on his hips. “I know you insist that you’re nothing more than a  feeble scholar, but we were hoping you could pull a few strings to help us out. Just enough so that the judge is willing to listen to us.” 

“And why would I do that?” Alhaitham drawls.

“Better question is why wouldn’t you? Clearly  something about this has got you worked up. The faster we act, the better.”

“Kaveh—“

Kaveh raises a finger to silence him. “Nope, not today.” He says – pleads. “I’m miserable and my head is  killing me, so if you have nothing productive to say, I have a marriage to annul.”

He starts walking back before Alhaitham can get another word in. A few seconds later, there’s a pair of footsteps that match his own. 

It nearly makes him smile.


 Nearly. 


 

——————

 

“Are you sure you don’t need me to come with you? I wouldn’t mind telling Mr. Zubayr to change today’s practice.” Nilou asks as they slip their shoes on, shifting on her feet.

“It’s alright, we can take it from here. You’ve already done enough.” Tighnari smiles gently.

Kaveh nods. “If it weren’t for you, who  knows where we would have ended up. If you need anything, anything at all – seriously, please don’t be afraid to ask.”

“No, no! There’s really no need. Anyone would have done the same.” Nilou clasps her hands behind her back, flustered. “I mean…there is  one thing you could do…”

“Nilou, you could ask me to throw myself right in the middle of a streak of Rishboland Tigers and I swear to you, I would do it.” Kaveh says with a straight face. Tighnari swats him with his tail.  

Nilou giggles, bright eyes shining with warmth. “I would love to have you at my next performance. I know you’re both very busy, especially given…all of this, but it would mean a lot to me if you could come by.”

Kaveh shares a meaningful look with Tighnari and grins. “We‘ll be there.”







——————







Something…strange starts to happen as soon as they leave Nilou’s home.

Really, Kaveh shouldn’t be surprised. He’s not ignorant of the weight his title holds. It cloaks him in an air of respectability that he’s become far too familiar with, becoming more of a burden than privilege on certain occasions. Whether he likes it or not, his words hold some weight around here. He knows this – has spent years trying to figure out how to fit into the name he crafted for himself. 

But that doesn’t change the fact that all of the sudden people seem to be acting…

Nicer.

Well, perhaps nicer is an understatement. It’s not that the people in the city aren’t usually kind — they’re lovely, truly. There’s always been exceptions, of course, but they’re overshadowed by all those who greet him whenever he passes by, willing to strike up conversation despite their hectic schedules. It’s always been a source of comfort to him; knowing that the people of Sumeru are but a small part of what he’s learned to consider his home. 

Unfortunately, mixing his title with someone who’s held in as high of a regard as Tighnari makes for an interesting combination. It’s incredibly positive, that’s for sure, but it’s very overwhelming. 

Several passersby on the crowded market street run up to them to offer them their best wishes. They clasp their hands and remark on what a strange pairing they make, even as a smile rests on their faces. Shoppers and vendors alike approach Kaveh with the intention of hiring him to work on various projects, while others try their best to persuade Tighnari into letting him join the Forest Rangers, even going so far as trying to convince Kaveh to butter him up.

And others…well—

“Oh, Kaveh! Dear, I’m so glad you finally got over yourself enough to settle down.”

Kaveh chokes. “Excuse me?” 

The auntie waves flippantly. “You know what I mean! Everyone knows you tend to bury yourself in your work more often than not. Though you’re very talented, it’s refreshing to see that you’ve decided to step away from that for a bit!”

“I don’t think—“ 

“And you!” She turns to Tighnari, who’s trying his best not to look gloomy as he takes a step back. “You must know how envious many of these people are of you, no? Not many have the courage to propose to the Light of Kshahrewar!”   

“Why are you assuming that  he was the one who proposed?” Kaveh sputters. Beside him, Alhaitham rolls his eyes – never one to hide his displeasure. 

“Ha! Oh don’t make me laugh, Kaveh! So, tell me, what was your wedding like? Are you getting your rings resized right now? I would’ve expected you to do that  before  the wedding but then again, your generation  does tend to do these things in rather unconventional ways—“

As she drones on, the beginnings of a grimace starts showing itself on Tighnari’s face, and that’s all Cyno needs to start guiding them away with nothing more than a curt nod. Kaveh winces and tries to ignore the auntie’s indignant sputters, focusing on the heavy weight of Alhaitham’s hand on the small of his back. The contact it makes against his exposed skin makes him shiver, but if anyone asks, he’ll simply blame it on the wind. Somewhere along the line, he reaches for Tighnari’s hand and gives it a reassuring squeeze. He knows how sensitive Tighnari’s ears are, if he’s overwhelmed, he doesn’t even want to  imagine just how terrible Tighnari must be feeling.

Despite Cyno and Alhaitham’s attempts at steering them towards emptier paths, people are persistent, not to mention nosy. Their arms are laden with impromptu wedding gifts by the time they reach the courthouse, ranging from snacks, coffee beans, spices, flowers and even some books. 

“What am I even supposed to do with all this?” Tighnari says under his breath. 

Kaveh purses his lips. “I’m sure we could find a way to put everything to use. Who knows, maybe we could plan a last minute  Pa Takhti with these. It sure would save us a lot of Mora, don’t you think?” He jokes tentatively.

Tighnari’s burst of laughter makes it all worth it.







——————







The judge does not grant them the annulment.

“You’ll need to wait for the paperwork to be filed by the venue.” He tells them plainly, looking bored as he peers at them over the rims of his ridiculous spectacles. “Sumeru’s legal codicies state that venues have seventy-two hours to file marriage certificates with the Akademiya. It’s very rare that they file them before that time frame.”

“You’re saying that the fact that we were both inebriated at the time the marriage took place isn’t reason enough?” Tighnari asks with a cocked eyebrow, hands on his hips.

“Not unless you have any solid proof.”

“Is this not enough proof for you?!” Kaveh jabs a finger at the marriage certificate on his desk, barely holding himself back from slapping the paper right across his face. “Can you not see the wine stains? What are those spectacles even for if you can’t see what’s right in front of you? We even brought the General Mahamatra and the former Acting Grand Sage here! Does that not attest to the validity of our statement?”

“Unfortunately, they’re no lawyers.” He squints at Cyno and Alhaitham. “Or are you?”

“Legally, the Grand Sage’s power is bigger than a lawyer’s and a judge’s combined.” Cyno points out.

Tighnari nods. “Not to mention that any competent magistrate wouldn’t have allowed us to get married in the first place. There must be a law in Sumeru that prohibits this.” 

“There is.” Alhaitham says, leaning forward to tap the cover of the book on Sumeru’s civil codes that lies on the man’s desk. “It’s simply that he doesn’t want to bother checking because it would mean he has to do more than the bare minimum, or am I wrong?”

The judge holds the book out of Alhaitham’s reach with a glare. “You could either wait the seventy-two hours or come back with evidence that you were truly intoxicated during this time.”

“Our Archon wouldn’t be pleased if she found out about this.” Cyno says.

“Unless Lesser Lord Kusanali contacts me directly about this, you’re not changing my mind.” The judge pinches the bridge of his nose. “Come back to my office when you get this issue sorted out.”







——————







“Well that was a waste of time.” Kaveh says after they’ve reconvened at their home, having split up after leaving the courthouse to decrease the chance of being followed. He groans miserably into his hands and slides down the door. “My career is over.”

Alhaitham rolls his eyes. “Dramatic as always, are we? Does your memory loss extend to sobriety as well? If anything, this situation will benefit you.”

Kaveh kicks his shin blindly, aiming in his general direction until he hears a quiet hiss that makes Cyno snicker. “Let me wallow in peace,  please.” 

Tighnari sighs as he drops down next to Kaveh. “This is exactly why I don’t come to the city often.”

“I hope this won’t discourage you from visiting in the future.” Kaveh mumbles, slumping down to rest his head on Tighnari’s shoulder. 

Tighnari turns his cheek against the crown of Kaveh’s head and shrugs. “Unfortunately it won’t. But I think it’s safe to say we need a chaperone next time we go to Lambad’s Tavern.”

Kaveh laughs and buries his nose in the crook of Tighnari’s neck. “I don’t know, I’m kind of surprised it took us this long to tie the knot.”

Tighnari snorts and pulls him closer to card his fingers through his hair. “I suppose that’s true. Gods know I would’ve jumped at the opportunity to marry my senior back in the day.”

“Seriously?” Alhaitham asks, lifting an eyebrow as he sits on the edge of the divan. 

Tighnari shrugs. “Everyone’s had a crush on Kaveh at some point.” He says casually. 

Kaveh swats his shoulder lightly. “Stop that. You aren’t allowed to flatter me while I’m hungover.”

“You’ve said that while sober, as well.” Cyno points out. 

“Well then you aren’t allowed to flatter me  ever.”  Here’s when he looks at Alhaitham, who’s watching him far too closely to his liking. “You, on the other hand, can flatter me as much as you like.”

“Keep dreaming.” Alhaitham retorts. “You’ve piqued my curiosity, though, what about our famed architect caught your eye so much?”

“Nosy, are we?” Cyno mutters under his breath. Alhaitham glares at him. 

“Kaveh was called to assist a visiting lecturer at the Akademiya during an elective of mine when I was still a student.” 

Kaveh smiles sheepishly. “We sorta ran into each other while I was going over my notes.”

“More precisely,  you  ran into  me.” 

“That seems to be a running theme in our senior’s life.” Alhaitham says. 

“How  did the two of you meet?” Cyno asks, looking between them, expression indecipherable. 

“I approached him at the House of Daena when we were students.” Kaveh tilts his head, appraising Alhaitham with a teasing grin. “Though he was much cuter back then.”

“And you were much more agreeable.” Alhaitham huffs one those quiet, fond laughs of his – the one that always makes his heart flutter. 

All of a sudden, the tenderness in his face is too much. Kaveh swallows and shifts his focus to Cyno and Tighnari. “Will you two be staying the night?”

“We wouldn’t want to impose.” Tighnari says hesitantly. 

“I don’t mind.” Alhaitham says. “I think it’s a good idea, it would be unwise to make the trip to Gandharva Ville right now.”

Kaveh nods. “You can take my room, it’s really no issue. I can just stay with Alhaitham.”

“As long as you’re sure.” Cyno acquises. When Tighnari opens his mouth to protest, he quickly says, “I contacted the Forest Rangers this morning. They should be keeping watch over Collei. She’s in good hands.”

The tension leaks out of Tighnari’s body. “Good. Thank you.” He sighs and smiles slowly. “In that case, I don’t see why not.”

 

——————

 

Later, after he’s shown Cyno and Tighnari to their room, Kaveh finally gets the chance to unwind. 

Even with the quick shower he took at Nilou’s place, he still felt disgusting. It feels good to be out of those clothes,  and to be back home. There’s nothing quite like it. The fact that he’ll be staying in Alhaitham’s room tonight surprisingly appeases him.

He runs a finger over the cool wood of Alhaitham’s desk after they’ve both changed into their nightwear and frowns. “We should get your desk replaced.” He says.

“Mm.” Alhaitham hums noncommittally as he peruses through his bookshelf, slotting the books back in place just as quickly as he takes them out. 

Kaveh smiles slightly, completely entranced with the way his eyebrows furrow and his nose scrunches up in frustration when he doesn’t seem to find what he’s looking for. Though Alhaitham is all hard edges and clear-cut, defined features, the golden light of the bedside lamp makes him look softer, somehow. Younger. 

Kaveh’s heart aches as he remembers the boy he used to know. He leans his cheek on his palm and carefully observes him. That is, until he notices that his wrist is suspiciously bare. 

He pulls his arm back and frowns deeply. “I think I lost my bangles.”

Alhaitham takes another book out. “You’re just now noticing?” 

“Cut me some slack! It’s been a long day,  excuse me if I have bigger issues to worry about right now!” 

“With how many clients you’ll be having now, I’m sure you can afford to buy some new ones.” Alhaitham says, as if it’s that simple.

“Doubt it.” Kaveh scoffs. “Even with those commissions, I still have my debt to worry about. Not to mention rent.”

“Need I remind you that you’re the one that insists on paying rent.”

“That’s besides the point. Unlike a certain someone,  I  actually have decent manners.” Then, under his breath, “As I need to give you even  more reasons to criticize me.”

Alhaitham’s mouth scrunches up to one side. “They couldn’t have been too expensive.” 

“I mean– not  really.  You know Mahsa? She handcrafted them herself. It’s very rare to find someone who’s so  passionate about their craft given how Sumeru treats the arts, and every single gemstone was so carefully placed.” Kaveh closes his eyes, shoulders slumping. “Her prices have elevated since then, though – adequately so. I don’t know, maybe one day I’ll replace them.”

“Mahsa’s the girl that owns the stall next to Hamawi, isn’t she?” Alhaitham asks, snapping another book shut. 

“That’s her.” Kaveh sighs as he flops down on Alhaitham’s bed. “Not that I don’t appreciate what you’re doing, but it can wait until tomorrow. You’re clearly not finding anything of use.”

Alhaitham shakes his head. “I know I must have something.”

“Sure, but I’m tired and I really want to go to bed, so I’d appreciate it if you would get your ass over here and let me sleep.” 

“The divan is free.”

“Rude.” Kaveh lies down and buries his head in the pillow. It would be so easy to grab it and lunge it at Alhaitham. “Just for that, I’m taking your side of the bed.”

Alhaitham rolls his eyes and leans over to turn off the lamp. “And to think people look at you as a source of inspiration.” Finally, he stands up to crack his back with a quiet groan. 

Despite his words, Kaveh scoots over to his side and lifts the blanket so he can easily slide in next to him. When he sees that Alhaitham is tucked in, he shifts on his side to face him.

Kaveh coughs awkwardly. “So…”

“So.”

This is terrible. May Celestia strike him down in his sleep. “Are you still upset?”

“I’m not upset, Kaveh.” Alhaitham murmurs. 

“Maybe not now, but you certainly were earlier.” He sighs. “Not that I blame you, this is  not how I pictured my wedding.”

“To be fair, I don’t think anyone could have envisioned something like this, not even an idealist such as yourself.” A beat of silence. Quieter, he asks, “You’ve thought about marriage before?”

Kaveh smiles ruefully. “Of course I have. You think someone like me  hasn’t fantasized of someone finding me worthy enough to put a ring on my finger?” He tilts his head and hums. “Although, it’s very flattering that a drunk Tighnari was so willing to marry me. That’s romantic in its own way, isn’t it?”

“If that’s what you want to call it.” Alhaitham says dryly. “Marriage is an arbitrary concept. It’s foolish to place so much importance on a piece of paper, as if that’s any measure on how legitimate any relationship is.”

“For you, maybe. Besides, it’s not about the legitimacy.” Kaveh rolls his eyes, the beginnings of a frown on his lips as he rolls over to look at the ceiling. “Is it truly that foolish to wish to build a home with someone else? And before you start, I know you don’t need a piece of paper to do that, but to have that kind of stability? To have someone who wishes to bind themselves to you for the rest of your lives? It’s…” He takes a deep, shuddering breath and laughs, airy and quiet. “Well, it’s beautiful. That’s the only way I could describe it.” 

“People get divorced all the time. In fact, you’ll be joining them soon enough.” Alhaitham points out.

“Factual as always, aren’t you? It’s not about that, Haitham. It’s a promise. To love and to be loved in return.” Kaveh sighs wistfully. “Gods know not many people would be willing to put up with me.”

“What makes you say that?” Alhaitham asks, and if Kaveh didn’t know any better, he’d almost say that he sounds defensive.

“Because I’m a mess?” Kaveh shrugs. “It’s no secret, Haitham. We both know it. My debt has ruined me. I would never force the weight of my mistakes on anyone, they’re mine to bear.” 

“By your definition, shouldn’t marriage be about accepting your partner with their faults? It’s about compromise, yes, and perhaps some change as well, but why marry at all if your spouse will not accept you for who you are?”

“This is an entirely different thing and you know it. It’s been years, Dori’s interests only keep rising and there’s only so many commissions I can take. My own mother didn’t stay, why would anyone else?”

“If they’re truly the right person, they’ll stay.” Alhaitham insists.

“And what if I never get that?” Kaveh asks before he can stop himself, barely above a whisper as he feels his eyes burn. He almost finds himself wishing that the words were swept away by the wind filtering in through the cracks of Alhaitham’s window, but it’s far too late — he’s already beared his entire soul to Alhaitham for him to do with as he pleases.

“You will.” Alhaitham says heatedly, grabbing his wrist in a bruising grip. “I couldn’t think of anyone more deserving.”

Kaveh bites his lip in a poor attempt to stop it from trembling and shakes his head. “Forget what I said, flattery will get you nowhere. You can’t say that to me, Haitham. It’s not fair.”

“Kaveh…” A hand cups his cheek in a languid motion, turning his head until he’s forced to look at Alhaitham. There’s an emotion on his face that Kaveh hasn’t seen before, and though he can’t get a clear read on what exactly it is, it makes his mouth dry nonetheless. “I’ll fix this.” He promises, something firm and resolute burning in his eyes. 

Kaveh places his hand over Alhaitham’s and leans into the touch with a shudder. “I know you will.” He laces their fingers together and holds on tight. “I trust you.”

 

——————

 

(During his last moments of consciousness, right as his eyes start to feel heavy and the only sound ringing through the room is Alhaitham’s gentle, steady breathing against the crown of his head, here is what runs through his head:

A gazebo taken straight out of the most hidden corners of his sketchbook. Littered with rich mementos and swirling with colors. All of his dreams – a reality.

He is standing right below a  chuppah, designed with luscious flowers, all blooming with life as they seem to expand and spread into a gorgeous meadow beneath his feet. 

On his hands, intricate patterns that stain his skin, dark enough to be mistaken for black lest you were to take a closer look. Matching portraits of a bird of paradise and an eagle weaved into the concentric designs. Somewhere hidden deep along the careful lines, there sits the shy loop of the initial of the one he loves most. The very thing that will seal his fate. He rests his hand on a firm shoulder, submitting to the weight of a pair of strong arms around his waist as they sweep him off his feet with the promise of paradise.

Here, he is given the chance to begin a new life as he’s encircled by all those he holds near and dear — an array of flower petals falling around them while the lone desert of his heart sings and finally blooms into a field of eternal spring. 

At the center of it all, the most beautiful eyes he has ever seen, the ones he has loved even before he knew what that meant — a lovely pool of teal and orange. A flame that’s managed to stay ablaze even after it’s chosen to succumb to the soft current of the ocean, bright and brilliant.

In his dreams, he steps in until the waves have drowned his body whole.)







——————







Alhaitham is already gone by the time Kaveh wakes up.

He tries to pretend this doesn’t bother him as he gets out of bed to wander into the kitchen. 

“We could try retracing your steps.” Cyno offers while Kaveh’s making breakfast, sitting at the table with Tighnari at Kaveh’s insistence that  they’re guest, what kind of host would I be if I let you cook? 

“We can barely remember what happened after we left Lambad’s, though.” Kaveh points out.

“Well since both of you were blacked out and Nilou only found you after you left the chapel, retracing your steps is our best option.” 

“Unless you have a better idea.” Tighnari pipes up, looking much more freshened up and relaxed than he had yesterday.

Kaveh rakes a hand across his face. “Fine. Anything to get this over with.”

 

——————

 

Right as he’s rushing out of the house, just a few minutes after Tighnari and Cyno have taken their leave, he feels his shoe brush against something on the doorstep.

He looks down to see  another  article. For a company based in Fontaine, the Steambird works  fast. Cyno and Tighnari, the traitors, must’ve seen it and left it there to spite him. Who knows, maybe they can all laugh about this in the future. 

Celestia knows Cyno will.

Kaveh shivers at the thought and picks up the paper carefully, already wincing when he catches sight of white and silver hair on the front page. 

SCRIBE OF THE AKADEMIYA AND GENERAL MAHAMATRA SPOTTED WITH THE HAPPY COUPLE — CIVILIAN TELLS ALL!

If he ever finds the person who’s writing these articles, he is going to  strangle them. 

 

——————

 

“Sorry Kaveh, I don’t think I have any information worth mentioning.” Lambad says, sounding genuinely apologetic as he throws a rag over his shoulders.

Kaveh deflates. “Seriously? Nothing at all?” He asks, letting the desperation seep through his tone. “You must remember  something.” 

“I don’t know, it was all pretty standard behavior. You got a little, uh…sad when you asked me for another bottle, but that’s about it.”

“Please don’t tell me I was crying.”

Lambad laughs sharply. “Oh no, no! Not that I saw, at least. You mentioned Alhaitham at some point but, again, nothing out of the ordinary.” A beat of silence. “I’ll be cutting you off after the third drink from now on, by the way.”

Kaveh frowns. “Well that’s not fair.”

 

——————

 

An hour later, Kaveh’s memories are becoming a little clearer, the foggy mindset that landed him and Tighnari at the altar confessing their undying love for each other with apparently  so much reverence that the magistrate couldn’t tell it was clearly platonic. 

He’s long-since passed the points at which his memory went blank — somewhere between the tavern and Menakeri’s Treasure Shop, maybe a little further if he  really strains his mind. Although anything beyond that could easily just be him imagining things. 

According to Tighnari, he made it a little longer, though not by much. They’d bought two bottles from Lambad…well, more so Tighnari than Kaveh, who’d just told him to put it on Alhaitham’s tab to spite him. He thinks they would be making steadier progress if he’d simply taken up Cyno and Tighnari’s offer to venture through the city together, but one look at them convinced Kaveh that they were in need of some alone time. Gods know they deserved it.

Here’s what he knows, though: wherever it was that he’d ultimately succumbed to the blackout, Alhaitham was there at the scene of the crime. Not physically, of course, but the bastard has an infuriating way of creeping up Kaveh’s mind when he least expects it. The engineer of his downfall, if you will. 

Still, he turns on his heel and heads to the Akademiya.







——————







“Books on Sumeru’s legal codicies, you say?” Faruzan asks suspiciously. 

“I would search for them myself, but I’m in a rush at the moment.” Kaveh says sheepishly, wringing his hands.

Faruzan taps a finger over her chin and hums consideringly. “Funny, I believe Alhaitham came in here searching for books under that topic earlier today as well.”

“Did he, now?” Kaveh peers over her head to look towards the records room, searching for any sign of silver. “By any chance, do you know where he went?”

“Busy enough to delegate the librarian’s tasks to me but never enough to ask about Alhaitham, huh?” Faruzan tsks. “As if I could ever predict his whereabouts. That boy is as elusive as they get.”

Kaveh snorts fondly. “You’re telling me.”

Faruzan’s eyes narrow. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d assume you two were hiding something.”

“How forward of you, Madame Faruzan. You  are aware that I’m married, aren’t you?”

“Not for long, I hope.” Faruzan remarks. “You’re both good kids with great potential, but you aren’t quite fit for each other. I mean, for heaven’s sake, Kaveh, you don’t even have a ring! Call me old-schooled but what kind of marriage is  that?” 

“We were in a bit of a rush, I’m afraid.”

“Sure.” Faruzan says dryly while sifting through some books on the bottom shelf, making a triumphant noise as she pulls one out. “Well, I’m afraid Alhaitham took the rest with him, but this should suffice for now.”

“Oh Archons,  thank you. You’re a lifesaver, truly.” Kaveh says earnestly.

Faruzan rolls her eyes and begins guiding him out the door. “Just be sure to return it on time. Now shoo, I expect to see a ring on your finger from that scribe of yours next time we meet!”

“What the—  Madame Faruzan!” 







——————







“Well if it isn’t my most benevolent benefactor! Tell me, is it true that our dearest Light of Kshahrewar is looking to break through the barriers of his mind and regain that which he has lost? If so, you’ve come to the right place! I’ve got just the elixir to help you—“ 

Kaveh turns on his heel immediately, ignoring Dori’s indignant squawk.

Absolutely  not.  







——————

 

Kaveh wanders through the city blindly, nose buried in his book as he tries to find any law that states mutual inebriation as a valid reason for requesting an annulment. Something.  Anything.  

In the process, he sidesteps and avoids as many people as possible Ugh, he’s truly turning into Alhaitham, isn’t he? Whatever, at least  he has the decency to apologize to anyone he accidentally runs into. 

“Where  is it?” He hisses to himself, scanning every page carefully. Frankly, he doesn’t know how Alhaitham has the patience to read such tedious texts. 

He’s so distracted that he nearly jumps out of his skin when he collides with a child. No, not a child – the  Dendro Archon. 

As if any of this couldn’t get any weirder.

Lesser Lord Kusanali giggles like she’s read his thoughts, eyes lighting up as she waves at him. “You must be Kaveh. Are you Alhaitham’s roommate?”

“Who told you  that?” Kaveh can’t help but sputter. 

She tilts her head, looking genuinely confused as she asks, “Was that meant to be a secret? I apologize. He speaks about it very freely, I simply assumed…”

“Um– no, that’s…it’s alright, Lesser Lord Kusanali.  I apologize, actually. I nearly ran right over you.”

“Please, call me Nahida.” She pleads, smile turning into more of a grimace. “Something’s bothering you, isn’t it?”

Kaveh smiles lightly. “Is it that obvious?” Despite her position, Nahida has a very welcoming personality – warm and inviting even as she carries herself with something akin to childlike wonder, albeit a curiosity that’s clearly older than everyone in Sumeru combined. He’s heard Alhaitham’s anecdotes about her, but to have her in front of him is another thing entirely.

“Perhaps not to everyone, but Alhaitham told me I would likely find you like this.”

Kaveh blinks. “Huh? Alhaitham sent you?”

“I found him in the House of Daena this morning. You should have seen him! I don’t think I’ve ever seen him quite so concentrated on a task.” She giggles, clapping her hands together. “He told me about your situation and asked me how to fix it as quickly as possible. I try not to meddle so much with human affairs, I’ve been told a lot of people aren’t too fond of that…but I try my best to guide my people in the right direction.”

“I think you’re doing a wonderful job.” Kaveh says earnestly.

The way Nahida’s face lights up makes his heart clench. “Thank you. To answer your question, I believe Alhaitham could tell you were in need of some guidance. He didn’t send me, but the weather was quite lovely today, and I considered that a good sign. So, here we are!”

“You really didn’t have to come all this way, Nahida. I know you must be very busy—“

“No, no! You got it all wrong.” Nahifa cuts in kindly. “It’s no trouble at all, I chose to come here out of my own volition.” She takes a deep, wistful breath and shifts her gaze onto the clear skies above them. “You desire great things, Kaveh. The truth as you understand it is very similar to my own, and I know that means you sometimes get lost in your own head.”

“Alhaitham has tried his best to help, but…oftentimes it’s too much for even  me to handle.” Kaveh admits.

“Hardships are part of life, I don’t think there’s any way we can prepare for any of it – nor predict how it’ll affect us.” Nahida says. “This, um…marriage to Tighnari, it bothers you a lot?”

“I always viewed marriage as something sacred, and more than anything I wanted Tighnari to experience it properly, with Cyno, with the person he deserved…not– not like  this.” Kaveh bites his lip, the familiar threads of guilt settling in his stomach. 

Nahida nods and places her small hand on top of his. “One of the things I admire most about humans is the concept of choice. You’re free to be who you are, in whatever form you desire and that’s…beautiful.” She says, breathless and serene, placing a hand over her heart. “But I’ve heard love isn’t like that, is it?”

“No,” Kaveh breathes, then clears his throat. “No, it’s not.” Because although he has chosen to stay by Alhaitham’s side, that doesn’t change the fact that he doesn’t quite know where it all began – nor when it will end.

“And you love Alhaitham, don’t you?” She asks patiently. “You wish to choose him for the rest of your lives?”

“Of course.” Kaveh whispers, heart thundering in his chest as he thinks back to the night before. 

Nahida’s smile is blinding. “Well then, what’s stopping you?”







——————

 

Eventually, Kaveh finds Tighnari and Cyno just on the outskirts of the Grand Bazaar – sitting on an inconspicuous bench, foreheads pressed together as they exchange quiet words, ones he would never wish to be privy to.

He’s about to step back to give them space for a couple more minutes when their heads snap up in sync and Cyno waves him over. 

“Any luck?” He asks, clutching the book tight in his hands.

Tighnari grimaces immediately. “We got sidetracked when my mother spotted us in the street.” He says tightly. “She’s…well, it’s good to know someone is able to laugh about this, if not us.”

“Speak for yourselves.” Cyno snorts. His sharp eyes look Kaveh up and down, particularly as his red-rimmed eyes and he frowns in concern. “What happened to you?”

“Don’t ask.” Kaveh mutters, dropping down on the bench. “I had quite the spiritual revelation right before coming here. It’s– yeah, don’t ask.” He drops his chin against his chest. “It’s just a shame that we’re not any closer to figuring out what happened.”

Tighnari clears his throat. “Actually…” Cyno and Kaveh’s heads snap up to look at him. “It’s been coming back to me in pieces.” He says.

“You didn’t tell me.” Cyno says, offended.

“Only because I wasn’t sure what part of it was real. Now that I know, though…” Tighnari says. 

Kaveh leans forward on his knees eagerly. “Seriously? Tell me everything!  Please.  Before Dori comes hunting me down again. I just might accept her offer this time.”

“…As long as you don’t mind. I won’t go into detail about certain things, but I wouldn’t want you to feel ashamed or uncomfortable in any way.” Tighnari says tentatively.

“It’s not like I have much more dignity left to lose.” Kaveh says. 

“I don’t remember everything,” Tighnari admits. “Something you said yesterday must have triggered a memory. I know you were slipping into…sad-drunk territory and I was trying to comfort you, but you were very insistent on being weepy.”  

“Okay, yeah, Lambad told me that. There’s no need for details.” Kaveh says quickly, face hot.

Tighnari huffs fondly. “You were the one who wanted the full story.” He retorts. “Anyway, you kept insisting you were damaged goods because of your…current predicament. You mentioned something about how that’s why no one would ever love you – let alone marry you.”

“Oh, Archons.”

“Kaveh, the way you spoke about yourself was awful.” Tighnari closes his eyes, frowning heavily. “I hope that was just the alcohol talking. Again, I won’t go into detail but if that’s how you really feel about yourself…I just—“ He drags a hand over his face. “Just…please know you can talk to us whenever you’re feeling like that.”

Kaveh shifts in his seat, resisting the urge to shrink back under their scrutinizing gazes. “I’m fine.” He says, a little strangled. “It’s alright, really. I know that must’ve been concerning to hear but if it’s any consolation, it’s not nearly as bad as it used to be.”

Tighnari’s lips flatten. “That’s not as reassuring as you think.”

“There’s really no fooling any of you, huh?” Kaveh fiddles with his earring and shrugs. “Look, it’s– you’re both wonderful friends, truly, and it’s not that I don’t appreciate it – I do! But this is something I need to work out myself.”

Tighnari looks conflicted for a moment, visibly deflating when Cyno squeezes his hand. “…Alright. The offer will always stand regardless.” He says. “Just to get back on track, I guess I was a little too far gone by then as well because I said  I would marry you in a heartbeat.” 

Kaveh inhales sharply. “I called bullshit, didn’t I?” 

Tighnari nods, head falling towards him as his expression softens into something earnest and sincere and everything that Tighnari is. “I demanded we find a chapel so you could see how serious I was.”

“Was Nilou gone for all of this?” Cyno asks.

Kaveh’s nose scrunches up. “I think she left right when I started getting choked up. Not her fault, by the way, her admirers just have awful timing.”

“So that’s when you got married, then?”

“I vaguely remember trying to buy some rings from Khalid at some point.” Kaveh winces.

Tighnari laughs brightly. “That’s right! You insisted we deserved a discount on account of our recent engagement until I pointed out that we could use our Visions to make ones.”

“So what I’m hearing is that this was your fault.” Cyno tells Tighnari, smirking slightly. Tighnari glowers at him.

“…I suppose you could say that.” He acquises. Then, he sighs. “Remind me to never go past my limit again.”

“I think Lambad’s got us covered on that front.”

Cyno laughs quietly. “Forget that, I think Alhaitham and I can manage it.” He squints at something in the distance. “Wait— Alhaitham?”

Kaveh jolts. “What?” He whirls around and sure enough, Alhaitham is stalking towards them. Kaveh leaps up from the bench and scowls at him, arms crossed. “There you are! Ugh, finally. Seriously, Alhaitham, you couldn’t even bother to leave a note this morning? Do you have any idea what we’ve—“

“I figured it out.” Alhaitham cuts in, which–  rude. He grabs Kaveh’s wrist and tugs him forward, gesturing at Cyno and Tighnari to follow as Kaveh nearly stumbles right into his chest. “There’s no time to waste, come on.”

 

——————

 

As they draw closer to the courthouse, Kaveh notices the chapel at the edge of the city looming in his field of vision — a rundown building painted a chipped, dingy green. If he squints, some spots even look yellow, as if they ran out of paint halfway through.

“I can’t believe we got married in  that. ” 

“What’s wrong with it?” Alhaitham asks.

Kaveh waves a hand around – everything with a grimace. “All of it? It’s awfully bland for a place that’s supposed to bind two souls for eternity.” To Cyno, he says, “When you propose, don’t you dare step a single foot in that monstrosity.”

Cyno ducks his head. “As if.”

“It’s not structure that matters so much as the binding itself.” Alhaitham points out. 

“No sense of romance.” Kaveh sniffs.  

The judge is, understandably, very annoyed when he sees them back in his office — particularly with Cyno and Alhaitham.

“You’re lucky the certificates got dropped off this morning.” He grumbles, adjusting his glasses to read the letter Alhaitham placed in front of his desk. 

“As you can see, the law clearly states that if one or both spouses were incapacitated at the time due to consumption of alcohol, they should not be able to marry due to them being unable to consent at the time.” Alhaitham says.

“Which I’m sure you knew from the start.” Tighnari mumbles. 

“You should know that as the General Mahamatra, I have full authority to report you and the magistrate that allowed this to happen to the Dendro Archon for your unethical behavior.” Cyno says, leaning back against the wall with crossed arms.

“Additionally, I believe the only reason the magistrate permitted the marriage was to have a story to sell to the Steambird. They’re known to have very gratifying compensations, so it’s no surprise that he broke his oath of confidentiality.” Alhaitham explains. “If you have any further doubts, I’d suggest you turn to the second page. You can find a citation straight from Sumeru’s official book of legal codicies.” 

“No, I believe I’ve seen enough. Gods, you lot are insufferable.” The judge pinches the bridge of his nose and sighs. Kaveh can’t really find it in himself to feel bad. 

“Turn the page.” Alhaitham orders.

“Oh for the love of…fine! What could possibly be—“ The judge chokes, eyes going as wide as saucers. Alhaitham, meanwhile, looks way too smug for his own good. “Is this—“

“Signed by the Dendro Archon herself. Just a safety precaution in case you decided to invalidate the request.”

The judge points a shaky finger at all of them, expression pinched. “May the gods spare me.” He groans and looks at Tighnari and Kaveh. “All I need are your signatures before I take the paperwork off for filling.”

For this process, the judge all but kicks Cyno and Alhaitham out of his office – though Kaveh’s pretty sure that’s because he can’t stand the sight of them. 

“Is it bad that I’m kind of sad about this?” Kaveh murmurs to Tighnari when the judge gives them the paperwork. 

“At least this means you’ll have the chance to have the marriage of your dreams now.” Tighnari says, nudging his shoulder gently.

“You remember that?” Kaveh asks, strained. 

“How could I forget? You were very…particular when describing it to me. You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?”

“Only a little.” Kaveh chuckles. “How about you?”

“I’m comfortable with my life right now as it is. I’m in no rush, it’s best to just let yourself breathe and allow nature to run its course.” Tighnari says.

“You deserve it. So does Cyno. You…you both deserve to be happy.”

Tighnari’s face softens. “So do you.” 

“Sometimes I think I’m not worthy of it.” Kaveh admits. “The aspirations I conducted in my head after graduating from the Akademiya didn’t make room for anyone else, but…it feels good to dream, sometimes. Alhaitham insists I’m too much of an idealist.” 

“I can imagine.” Tighnari rolls his eyes, ears twitching.

“Yeah, but…he also said that the right person will be willing to stay despite all the differences we may have so…that gives me some hope, I think.”

“Did he?” Tighnari mutters, a slow smile tugging at his lips. “That’s oddly sweet of him.”

Kaveh smiles gently and shrugs. “He’s not  all  bad. His character is absolutely  infuriating, that’s for sure, but his intentions are good.” 

Tighnari’s face turns solemn all of a sudden. “You know Alhaitham loves you, don’t you? You must know. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here right now.”

Kaveh swallows, blinking back tears. “I think I’m starting to see that.”

“Trust me, it’s almost embarrassing to witness at times.” Tighnari jokes. He leans forward in his seat and offers his pinky finger. “Okay, look, how about a pact?”

“What, were my vows not good enough for you?” 

Tighnari snorts and waves a hand in the air, materializing two matching rings made out of Dendro vines. Kaveh’s chin quivers, but he manages a weak, watery smile as Tighnari slips one of them on his finger – his touch tender. “I think it’s time we start being honest with ourselves. Cyno and I are aware of the love we have for each other, but it would be nice if you made Alhaitham aware of your feelings. I think you’ve danced around each other for long enough, don’t you?”

“I’m sorry if I caused any unnecessary complications between you and Cyno.” Kaveh says remorsefully, slipping the other ring on Tighnari’s finger. 

Tighnari gently pushes Kaveh’s hair out of his face and scoffs. “Please, he’s been driving me crazy all day trying to come up with adequate divorce puns.”

“No hits yet?” Kaveh asks teasingly. 

“Not a single one.” Tighnari grins, the fondness in his tone unmistakable. Kaveh throws his head back with a boisterous laugh and stands up to hand the judge the paperwork.  

With that, the judge begrudgingly pulls out a pen and signs off their request for annulment.







——————

 

In the aftermath, as they’re walking past Razan Garden – the sunset blossoms slowly, coming like a settled heart to the horizon and blanketing the city in shades of red and gold. It’s a sight that Kaveh will never tire of watching as something like resolve settles in his chest.

Just then, there’s a quiet whisper in his ear, a voice that tells him to stay – to turn around and look at what’s always been right in front of him.

Kaveh clears his throat, immediately catching everyone’s attention. His eyes flit between Alhaitham and the pair in front of them. “Would you two mind if Alhaitham and I hung back for a moment?” He asks hesitantly, ignoring Alhaitham’s questioning noise as Cyno and Tighnari share a knowing look. 

The pair comply without question, simply stating that they’ll see them in the morning. Now, that just leaves Alhaitham and Kaveh standing right under the spot they used to frequent as students – a place that holds a myriad of memories that he treasures dearly.

“So…” Kaveh starts. “Lesser Lord Kusanali, huh?”

He doesn’t miss the way Alhaitham tenses. “What about her?” 

“Oh, don’t play dumb with me, Alhaitham. Did you seriously bother our Archon with something as trivial as this?” 

“I know this is hard for you to believe, but our Archon is actually quite fond of me.” Alhaitham says.

“Yes, I can see that.” Kaveh laughs airily. “Gods, you truly are a lunatic. I know you said you would fix this but…”

“Did you ever doubt me?” Alhaitham asks smugly, though the subtle downturn of his lips could almost read as petulant. 

Kaveh smiles. “Not for a moment.”

Alhaitham is silent for a few seconds, his mouth opening and closing a few times before he finally looks away. “You should know that there’s never been a moment where I’ve doubted you either.”

“I know,” Kaveh says, rushing to grab his hand. “I’ll try to keep that in mind in the future.”

“Good.” Alhaitham sighs, gaze still fixed elsewhere. “That’s…good.” It’s delightfully awkward, Kaveh is finding it harder to hide his glee. 

“Would I be correct in assuming you were jealous?” He asks teasingly, leaning over to catch a good look at his face. 

“What gave you that impression?” Alhaitham scoffs and crosses his arms, the tips of his ears tinted red. Oh this is  gold. 

“Call it a senior’s intuition.” Kaveh grins, poking his cheek with a bright laugh. “You were, weren’t you?”

Finally, Alhaitham turns to face him with a glare, one with no heat behind it. “In that case, answer me this: is there any reason why Madame Faruzan approached me wondering why I haven’t given you a ring yet?” 

Well, then. “I haven’t the slightest clue.” Kaveh turns his nose up and frowns. Very unconvincingly, mind you. He knows Alhaitham sees right through him based on his smirk.

“There’s no need to be embarrassed. I would say we’re even now.”

Kaveh sputters. “We most certainly are  not. Why would you—“

Alhaitham holds a finger up to silence him. “Before I forget…” He fishes for something in his coat and pulls out a crimson box embroidered with gold leaves, offering it to Kaveh. “Here.”

Kaveh blinks and takes it gingerly from his hands, noting the heavy weight of it. “What is this?”

“Think of it as a divorce gift.” Alhaitham says. “I believe you and Tighnari now hold the title for shortest marriage in Teyvat so…I suppose congratulations are in order.”

“I sincerely hope this doesn’t become a running theme.” Kaveh frowns. He opens the box carefully and gasps quietly when he sees what’s inside. There sits a gorgeous set of gold bangles; encrusted with rubies and emeralds, not to mention intricate patterns and leaves that meet in the middle to form a flower in their signature colors.

Kaveh’s mouth falls open as if he had forcibly taken his breath away. When he looks at Alhaitham again, he notices just how stiff he really is. “Alhaitham, what—“

“They were on discount.” Alhaitham interrupts quickly, but there’s no hiding the way his ears are stained red. “I happened to pass by Mahsa’s stall after leaving the Akademiya, and I couldn’t help but notice she’d lowered her prices.”

“You mean that I could go over there right now and check for myself?” Kaveh asks skeptically.

“They’re handcrafted pieces, I doubt you’d find a replica of these anywhere.” Alhaitham says with faux-casualness.

“The fact that they’re handcrafted is precisely why I doubt they were on discount. Mahsa would be undervaluing herself far too much if that were the case. Alhaitham these– the  artistry in these…”

“You of all people should know that artists can be unpredictable, I suppose Mahsa was just making the move that was best for her business.”  

Kaveh shakes his head disbelievingly, a warm feeling blooming in his chest as he smiles at Alhaitham. “Thank you.” He says earnestly. “You…didn’t have to do any of this.”

Alhaitham steps closer to gently pry the bangles from his hands. “As long as you’re under my roof, any issues that concern you automatically become mine as well.” He says steadily, but Kaveh hears it for what it really is: a promise. An offer to stay by his side for as long as he shall let him. An oath, should he wish to accept.

And that’s the funny thing, isn’t it? For as long as he can remember, Alhaitham has done nothing but wait for him. He has never gone further than Kaveh has permitted, always ready to step back and give him time when he notices even the slightest hint of discomfort. 

“You really expect me to believe that?” He asks teasingly nonetheless.

“Believe what you wish.” Alhaitham says, far too occupied with gently sliding the bangles down Kaveh’s wrist. “Is that alright?” He asks quietly. Kaveh can feel his breath ghost over his lips, and it fills him with a sense of  want that he has become far too accustomed to. It’s not the burning pulse that they speak of in fairytales, it is simply a gentle current that settles over his heart until he’s practically drowning in it. More than anything, Kaveh wants to submerge into the deepest depths and never resurface.

“A little more.” Kaveh replies, mouth dry.

Alhaitham hums and pushes them down until they’re safely tucked around his arm, watching the sunlight reflect and refract from them until he’s painted gold — welcoming him as the moon would the sun. His gaze is terribly soft when he turns his wrist to place a slow kiss on the inside of it, feather-light. “I’ll get you a ring one of these days. Just the one you deserve.”

“Will you, now?” Kaveh tilts his head and claps his hands behind his back, out of Alhaitham’s reach, hearing the bangles tinkle as he walks backwards. “Pray tell, what else will you do?”

Alhaitham takes a deep breath. “Kaveh…”

“What? You can indulge your senior just this once, can’t you?” He says, unphased when he misses a step he didn’t know was there. 

“I indulge you most days.” Alhaitham swoops forward to catch him, one arm wrapping around Kaveh’s waist. Always there, always reliable. 

“I’d argue that it goes both ways.” Kaveh smiles, reaching up to gently smooth the crease in Alhaitham’s brow. He feels him shiver under his touch, and he leans in close, kissing his eyelid softly. “You said that earnest thanks should be given thrice, right? As your senior, allow me to express my gratitude properly.”

Alhaitham leans down until their noses are only a hair’s breadth away from each other, eyes blown wide in an oddly vulnerable gesture. They’re so close, so far into each other’s space. It’s only natural for Kaveh to lean in to slot their mouths together, slow and earnest. The knot in his stomach unravels in an instant, especially when Alhaitham’s arms wind around his waist and pull him impossibly closer. Even in his wildest dreams, he could’ve never predicted just how intoxicating Alhaitham’s touch would be, nor how perfectly they fit into each other’s arms. 

“Thank you.” He whispers against Alhaitham’s mouth when they pull away.  

Alhaitham bumps their foreheads together gently and kisses Kaveh’s temple. “One more time.” He pleads, sounding just as breathless as Kaveh feels.

Kaveh laughs and pulls him in. “With pleasure.”
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