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On the night before his wedding, Kaveh finds himself in the ludicrous and unbelievable situation of scaling the back wall of Lady Dunyarzad Homayani’s family estate with only the light of the moon, and the distant lights of the house and street as his guides. Once precariously balanced on top of that stone fence Kaveh takes a moment to really just let the absurdity of the situation sink in.

In front of him: the mansion with its many lights and patrol guards.

Behind him, on the ground directly below the fence: his supposed group of friends who were clearly wrongly judged to be members of his side of the wedding party.

When Al-Haitham and Kaveh told their friends that they were intending to get married, the speed and practiced ease at which their shared friend group divided themselves right down the middle and determined who was on who’s side of the wedding party was suspiciously fast. As though they’d already planned it all out before.

To Al-Haitham went Dehya, Candace, Nilou, and Lady Dunyarzad. And to Kaveh went Senior Faruzan, Layla, Cyno, Tighnari, and Collei. Then, for reasons Kaveh cannot even begin to phantom, to even out the numbers, Lord Kusanali and Cyno both turned up the next time they met with the Vahumana representative from the Inter-Darshan competition, who’s firmly planted himself on Al-Haitham’s half of the wedding party. Kaveh still doesn’t know the man’s name and they’re literally less than twelve hours before the wedding starts. In Kaveh’s defense, every time he attempted to ask to find it about it, he was rebuffed or distracted away from it by something even more outlandish.

Ludicrous. Absolutely ludicrous.

Kaveh glances down from the top of the wall. Senior Faruzan is gesturing for him to hurry up—“I’m not getting younger down here!” Layla and Collei are giving him encouraging gestures. Tighnari has a kamera out and just as Kaveh looks towards him he takes a picture. When Kaveh finishes blinking the flash out of his eyes he sees that one of the patrol groups has ambled up to them and Cyno’s now making small talk, arms crossed and posture relaxed.

Kaveh wants to be annoyed with them. Actually, he is rather annoyed with them. But also, one must acknowledge that when one points fingers they must also be aware that they are also pointing back at themselves. And really, Kaveh has to acknowledge that they wouldn’t all be here in this very moment if it weren’t for his own actions.

It had started a few months ago, after the proposals had been done and all of the good news had been shared, questioned, verified, then celebrated. While they had agreed to get married, they had not really begun to speak on specifics. They had neither a date in mind, nor a length of engagement they wanted to stick to. Kaveh spent several weeks quietly working himself up into a not-so-quiet knot of anxieties. And then Kaveh realized how ridiculous that was, but also how utterly like him in ways he was trying to grow out of being.

So Kaveh walked into Al-Haitham’s study and took the man’s hands into his own. Kaveh, prior to that, had been dithering and fretting over—mainly—the way to phrase the specific want and desire that had long taken root within him. After all, between them, they so rarely speak of such things in direct ways. But also, if there was anything for either of them to have learned over their years of misunderstandings and reconciliations, it was that there were some things that must be spoken of clearly and bluntly, although still carefully.

Kaveh met Al-Haitham’s confused gaze, with the man’s warm hands between Kaveh’s own cooler palms, and said, “I want to get married.”

Al-Haitham’s confused gaze grew baffled, then amused, and then wry as he dropped his eyes down to their hands and the engagement rings that gleamed on their respective fingers. “Yes. So do I. That’s rather the point, isn’t it?”

“A traditional marriage,” Kaveh continued, undaunted and undeterred. In this he refused to be. Al-Haitham could say no and refuse him in this, and Kaveh would mind, but they would compromise eventually on something. But in that moment what was important was that Kaveh said it, the want, and made it clear for them both. As nervous as Kaveh had been to bring the subject up at all, once started Kaveh has never been the sort of person to leave something unfinished. “The full ceremony.”

Al-Haitham’s eyebrows raised, incredulous. There was no way that Al-Haitham could mistake what Kaveh meant when he said the words “the full ceremony”. For all that Sumeru is a land of diversity and endless variation, there was really only one specific type of wedding ceremony Kaveh could be referring to when he said those words. “The full ceremony,” Al-Haitham repeated, adding his own touch of trepidation and cautiousness.

Kaveh nodded, determined. “The full ceremony.”

The thing about traditions in Sumeru is that there are so many of them.

The people of Sumeru are as diverse as the forests and sands they come from. And within each of their diverse pockets of dialects and regional variations of clothing and food, are even more differences and little tweaks to traditions and common practices. The same story in one corner of the Dharma Forest becomes a radically different one coming from the mouth of another. A song sung from the top of one mesa becomes a different poem when intoned from the shade of the pyramids. 

In some areas of the desert a certain stoicism is vaulted as right and proper while in yet another just a few hours off theatrics and exaggeration of thought and emotion as considered to be true honesty. And as leaves and sands move with the winds, so to do these traditions and differences ripple all over the country as their people move forward through space and time to carry these things with them to whatever new place they plan their roots and pitch up their tents.

At times this great variance can be frustrating to work with, and has been a cause of great grief on Kaveh’s part. And other times it is a source of great joy and wonder, a connection to be found in the most unlikely of places. Sometimes when Kaveh is abroad he’ll find himself homesick, then stumble upon someone with connections to Sumeru and feel great relief. And even greater relief when they say or do something familiar enough to touch upon his own origins.

Kaveh has repeatedly expressed his fondness for Sumeru’s vast range of traditions and interconnected cultures, at length and with great enthusiasm.

(Kaveh, in the present, Kaveh-scaling-a-wall-Kaveh is regretting this deeply right now. Profoundly. If Kaveh could turn back time he’d slap his hands over his past self’s mouth and say, “No, no, no! Keep those thoughts to yourself. You haven’t a single clue what sort of trouble you’re bringing onto yourself, you fool!”)

Among these many traditions is a rather common one shared between several groups of people from Sumeru on either side of the Wall, most having minor changes between, but overall the shape of the tradition remains recognizably the same. It is based on a story from a common book, called the “Scroll of Streaming Song”. The specific portion that was woven into tradition is the story of the Mistress of Pushpavatika’s three riddles that she put forward before the unnamed princess in order to test the truth of her wisdom and her worthiness as a partner. 

The story’s series of challenges was, in some parts of Sumeru, adapted into wedding ceremonies as a series of challenges given from one half of the couple to the other before the wedding ceremony itself concluded and the two were united. If one was being strictly traditional, the challenges or riddles were meted out over the course of three days with the final day and challenge being the same as the actual wedding ceremony. In more recent times it’s all been condensed down to one day to save on time and money, and also because most challenges are much simpler in nature or are borrowed from a basic template that’s been adapted over time. It’s very rare, now, that the challenges are specifically and highly tailored for the couple, or that the couple would need a full three days to move through each of them.

When Kaveh was a young boy, his parents took him to one of those weddings. The real three day wedding. He remembers being in utter awe of it all. The spectacle, the production, the familiarity between the couple as well as the amused feeling of knowing that the couple’s friends and family had as the groom went through each of the challenges. 

That wedding and the challenges took place over three days of games and celebrations, three days of teasing and joking, three days of everyone in attendance proving to the world that the matched pair knew one another with absolute faith and certainty. The challenges, of course, were meant to be difficult, but not insurmountable. After all, they were also specifically made to be suitable to the person completing them, as deemed fit by the person issuing them. 

The point of this was not to deter the pair, Kaveh’s father would later explain to him, but rather—as Mistress Pushpavatika once did—prove the worth of the other as a companion for life; to prove the suitability of a pair to join hands and walk forward into the world as one matched and balanced pair.

The challenges were about being known, and in turn—knowing. And celebrating all of that and everything that means.

His parents explained all of this to Kaveh when he asked about why they were playing games for three whole days. And when they explained that to him, he asked them about their wedding and if they had the whole three days too. And when they said they did, Kaveh pestered them for ages getting every single detail out of them. His father even had to bring out one of his old journals because he and Kaveh’s mother got into a disagreement over one of the details and it ended up with the three of them huddled together in his parent’s bed laughing and reminiscing and telling stories and singing until Kaveh fell asleep right there.

And Kaveh, little silly boy he was, would imagine it. His own wedding. And he was so absolutely besotted with it—the idea of proving that there was someone who knew him, wanted him. And someone he in turn knew and wanted. He would imagine it. What sort of challenges would he blaze through for his future love? What shape would they be in?

It was, in Kaveh’s little foolish mind, the most romantic thing in the whole world. The most perfect and reasonable thing, too. How grand, to roll up love and living into an adventure and a quest! And Kaveh may have grown out of being that little boy, but some part of that child who was enamored with the whole thing must have stayed with him. Because there was Kaveh with the ring on his finger with thoughts that just wouldn’t quit.

So Kaveh took those thoughts and put them to word and let them sit between himself and Al-Haitham.

And Al-Haitham, after a long, quiet moment of looking into Kaveh’s eyes finally answered: “Alright. The full ceremony. All three days. But we keep the party small.”

“Are you quite sure?” Kaveh said, knowing that Al-Hatham’s preference for this thing would, of course, have been for them to just sign some paperwork and maybe host a quiet reception somewhere with just the few people they truly care for.

What Kaveh should have been asking was if Kaveh was the one who was quite sure. What was he thinking? Didn’t he realize that with all of the people they know—just rattling off the names of their closest friends who of course would be part of the wedding plans and the wedding party itself—of course this would spiral rapidly out of control into something absurd?

Kaveh takes it back. He takes it all back. Why couldn’t they have just done something simple? Al-Haitham would be happy either way, and Kaveh would be married to the love of his life no matter what. Well. No. Well yes. But also no. Kaveh’s pretty sure Al-Haitham’s getting a kick out of watching Kaveh panic while their friends do their level best to drive him into an early grave. Also, Al-Haitham’s barely had to do anything for the wedding aside from signing cheques. And even then he’s not been doing much of that—they have too many rich friends who mean well.

The ceremony is still small in terms of guests. But good lord. Archons. Literal Archons—Lord Kusanali is in charge of officiating and overseeing the three challenges. She was inordinately pleased by this.

(“I’ve never physically been intentionally invited to a wedding,” she had told him, which raised a lot of questions that Cyno and Al-Haitham subtly hinted at him not to ask because he most certainly would not have liked the answer.)

The point is that Kaveh had always wondered what it would be like to get married with the full weight of tradition, and now he does not have to wonder, and he wishes that he didn’t wonder so much, so vocally, so frequently. Now, it’s all turning around to come back to bite him in the ass. Kaveh can only be mortified about it.

Kaveh’s mother is here for the wedding. She had actually arrived almost a month and a half ago in order to help them with wedding preparations. This mostly entails helping Al-Haitham design the challenges. Between the two of them, neither of them had very much experience in planning or attending weddings (traditional or not), and Kaveh’s mother said she wanted more time with her new son-in-law.

(Fairly early on after Al-Haitham agreed to having a full traditional wedding, the two of them also agreed upon Al-Haitham being the one to set the challenges. Mostly because if Kaveh were the one to set the challenges then he’d have to wait for the challenges to be overcome, and they both knew that Kaveh’s anxieties and energies would only build the closer they got to the wedding. If Kaveh then had to sit through three days worth of watching and waiting he might literally explode. It would be better for Kaveh to have the distraction of going through the challenge to get his mind off of everything else. 

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham was rather transparent in pointing out that Kaveh and their friends would be occupied doing most of the wedding planning as none of them trusted him on matters of aesthetic taste, and he generally had very little to contribute in terms of strong opinions on wedding decor. He might as well occupy himself with coming up with the challenges. At least that he could get suitably invested in. It was, after all, about Kaveh. Or at least, provoking Kaveh in a way.)

“You’ve met him before, we go over to Fontaine to visit you all the time,” Kaveh pointed out to her in a letter when she wrote to him of her intent to arrive early. “I’m fairly certain you write to him more than you write to me.”

“That’s because he replies very promptly,” his mother wrote back, “but that’s Haravatat for you. They take their letters seriously. Do you not want me to help with the wedding?”

Kaveh capitulated immediately. Neither Kaveh nor Al-Haitham would hear of her renting a hotel room and set about to clearing out Kaveh’s room, which had become a home-studio when he moved into Al-Haitham’s room, for her use.

The first day that Kaveh’s mother was in their house, Kaveh immediately realized that he’d miscalculated somewhere along the way.

“He’s always wanted to be a groom,” Kaveh’s mother said to Al-Haitham, which caused Al-Haitham to lose all interest in helping Kaveh with preparing lunch. Al-Haitham immediately sat down at the table next to his mother, the two conspirators leaning into each other like they were whispering trade secrets with identical looks of mischief in their eyes. “He used to have this journal, you see. He would write down all of the ideas he had for his wedding in it.” 

She turned towards him with such fondness in her eyes that Kaveh immediately felt like he was a little boy again, caught red-handed doing something ill-advised and somehow pulling it off into something appropriately charming. Her eyes sparkled with delight and love as she looked upon him. “Kaveh, do you remember how you would—“

“No,” Kaveh cut her off, shooting Al-Haitham the same look he uses when he needs to cut Tighnari off in the middle of one of his lectures so that all of them could escape intact. It’s a look that Al-Haitham has sent him in return to get Senior Faruzan off his back when she gets in on the speech on how the youth these days don’t know how to eat a properly balanced meal. It is a look that is meant to convey the meaning of “do not let this go on further or I will do something drastic and take you down with me”. It is a look that Al-Haitham ignores entirely. Traitor. “I don’t remember anything at all, Mother. How about we collectively leave the past in the past for this one, hm? That seems like very sound advice, no? Weddings are about the future. And don’t we have so many more things in the present to speak of?”

“No, the past is important,” Al-Haitham immediately disagreed with a shake of his head. If Kaveh’s mother were not in the room Kaveh would have called him out on being a sadistic brat. Unfortunately, Kaveh’s mother thinks Al-Haitham is a charming young man and considering the topic being Kaveh’s childhood nonsense, she most certainly would have taken Al-Haitham’s side over Kaveh’s. “Let us remember. With detail. Greatly expounded upon detail.”

And then Kaveh’s mother proceeded to remember out loud, in humiliating detail, some of the most mortifying things of Kaveh’s childhood he much rather would have kept secret. Including some things he’s nearly entirely certain she must be making up because he can’t remember it at all. Such highlights included how he apparently drew up seating arrangements for an entire wedding including the arrangement of the friends and family of the future spouse he’d not even thought to think up. He’d also apparently made an entire dinner menu which had a truly disproportionate number of sweets, seeing how the meal opened with rose pudding and ended twelve courses later with candied dates and honey-glazed almonds.

Although, as humiliating as it was, Kaveh couldn’t bring himself to put a stop to things. His mother just looked so happy as she was giving Kaveh the strong urge to figure out a way to transform into a wenut so he could burrow into the earth to never be seen again. She was so lively. How could he deny her that? 

This is his mother’s first return to Sumeru since she left for Fontaine years and years ago. When they picked her up at Pardis Dhyai she looked a little daunted, a little anxious. She looked out of place with her Fontaine style clothes, even though her features screamed Sumeru and she spoke the language with the accent of Sumeru City’s born and bred.

Kaveh had worried that perhaps it was too much. Perhaps he should have insisted on her only arriving for the wedding itself, and not coming early. She could have advised them through letter, after all. And maybe she would have felt more comfortable arriving later, with the support of her husband at her side to make it less…less whatever it is. Sorrowful?

“Your mother would not miss your wedding for the world. Nor would she miss out on giving the both of us instruction neither of us have from any other elder in our lives,” Al-Haitham said to him after they had settled her into Kaveh’s studio to get her bearings after they finished up with lunch. Al-Haitham’s hands clasped Kaveh’s fretting ones. “But if need be, I see no reason why we couldn’t move the wedding to Fontaine.”

“Destination weddings,” Kaveh replied as he squeezed Al-Haitham’s hands in his own, “are cliched and embarrassing.” He took a rallying breath. “I am glad she is here, Al-Haitham. I just worry.”

“You often do,” Al-Haitham nodded. “Your worries are not unfounded. But your mother is as strong as you and as determined and loyal as you are. It will be well.”

“As you say.”

“Yes. Exactly. And if it is not then we will make it so, as we do,” Al-Haitham continued. And then, launching Kaveh into an entirely new set of worries and successfully distracting him from previous ones, Al-Haitham said, “We have nothing to eat in the house. We used everything up for lunch. What should we do for dinner?”

“How do we have nothing to eat in the house?! We just finished eating!”

And that got all three of them distracted as Kaveh invited his mother out to go shopping with them, and his mother’s eyes lit up with excitement at finally going to a real-proper wet market after so long and the like, and the three of them spent the rest of the afternoon buying vegetables and fruits and meat and the like as they fell into the time-honored pattern of bartering and gossiping with the grocers, the vendors, the butchers, and the like.

But afterwards, once again as plans progressed forward, Kaveh’s anxieties returned like the wave upon the shore.

One evening Al-Haitham was busy wiping the kohl from his eyes at their shared vanity and Kaveh was pacing their bedroom. The next day they were to go out to buy the candles and the mirror, then they are splitting up. Al-Haitham would go to confirm that the flowers they had picked out would be ready in time in the arrangement they had liked best, and Kaveh would go to the tailor to make sure that clothes for the event were properly altered, and that his own garments fit correctly. The beginning of their wedding was upon them in a mere few days. It felt unreal.

They’d confirmed everything with the caterer. They’d had all of their RSVP’s come back and they’d done up the seating arrangements for all three days. Kaveh was not tipped in on the venues for the first two days because according to Al-Haitham and his mother, that would give Kaveh too many hints for the challenges.

(“You’re too clever,” his mother scolded when he tried to wheedle something out of them, “if we give you even a little hint you’ll have the whole thing! Go back to your seating arrangements, leave me with my son-in-law.”)

Everything, for once in their lives, was going perfectly on track. But nothing in Kaveh’s life ever did run smooth. So something was going to go wrong. And chances were it would be Kaveh’s awful luck kicking him at the worst possible moment. What if he failed the challenges? What if something went wrong during them? What if something else happened? What if something went wrong in general?

Al-Haitham watched Kaveh’s pacing in tolerant silence for a few more minutes as he finished wiping the kohl from his eyes as well as the remaining traces of oil used to remove it.

Picking up on the root of Kaveh’s anxieties as easily as he could pick out his spot in a book without a bookmark, Al-Haitham said simply, “The challenges are optional. You have nothing to prove to anyone. Did we not spend over half our lives to this point proving that to each other, at least?”

“The invitations are sent, the cheques have been signed, and the ball is in motion,” Kaveh answered.

Al-Haitham, unimpressed, just replied flatly, “And so?”

Kaveh ran a hand through his hair, sighing as he flops onto their bed. “I know. I know.”

Al-Haitham said, carefully, “The point of the wedding is for the both of us to be happy. If this is no longer what you want…”


“Who said it wasn’t?”


Al-Haitham just looked to the floor where Kaveh’s pacing had literally imprinted upon the carpet. “Hm.”

“It’s simply…a lot more than I ever imagined,” Kaveh replied, brushing his foot over part of the carpet to disrupt the evidence of his anxieties. “Look, when I was six or seven or whatever age I was when I was a romantic daydreamer, I wasn’t exactly picturing Lord Kusanali officiating my dream wedding with my best man being the General Watchleader of the Avidya Forest Rangers. I also wasn’t imagining that the budget for this wedding would trend upwards into the literal billions of mora as sponsored by literally God, as well as some of the richest people in Sumeru who certainly aren’t us.” Al-Haitham waited in familiar and patience silence Kaveh admitted. “And it was only very recently, in the grand scheme of things, that I thought the person on the other end of things might be you. Hoped it would be you. I want this to be good. I want us to be good, Al-Haitham.”

Al-Haitham rose from his seat with the grace of a leaf or a flower unfurling and crossed the small space between them to kneel at Kaveh’s feet. He took Kaveh’s worried hands into his own and pressed his face into Kaveh’s palms.

“You are,” Al-Haitham promised, “beyond good, Kaveh. You would never settle for being good when you can be the best. And you have been. Are you not, Kaveh, excellence? A man of his word and a man who makes dreams into reality? Just think of this as another one of your dreams coming true. In your youth you dreamed of being an architect and a master one at that, like your mother. Now here you are, Light of the Kshahrewar. You dreamed of being a teacher. And now here you are, Master Kaveh. You dreamed of being a groom. And now here you are. My groom. My husband-to-be.”

“As a child,” Kaveh said dryly even as he cradled Al-Haitham’s words in his palms and the man’s face in his fingertips, “I also dreamed of building houses made out of spun sugar, and of having a pet manticore. There are some dreams that aren’t meant to be you know.”

“Are you trying to talk yourself out of getting married?” Al-Haitham asked, bemused.

“I’m trying to talk myself out of crushing my own expectations when something goes wrong,” Kaveh answered.

Al-Haitham bit Kaveh’s palm. Kaveh kicked him and while Kaveh was examining the teeth marks on his hand Al-Haitham rose to finish his evening toilette—“Your pessimism is unwelcome here,” Al-Haitham said calmly, “Besides. After all of these years together, haven’t I proven that when your poor luck kicks in that I’m more than capable of mitigating it? And haven’t you proven that you’re too stubborn to let it keep you low? And with all of the people on our side and apparently more eager than we are to see this wedding through, if anything should go wrong I trust that it will be immediately twisted about into something in our favor.” 

Al-Haitham sat at their mirror again before he continued, “Focus on me and me alone, Kaveh. Let the rest of them handle the mess of the wedding. Your priority, Kaveh, should be what I will put before you. Your attentions should be on the challenges I place before you and if you can overcome them. I won’t be going easy on you, Kshahrewar. Or do you think you can handle me with less than your full attention?”

And that, more than anything else Al-Haitham or anyone else said whenever Kaveh’s anxieties started to bubble over, was exactly what Kaveh needed to hear.

Except now, literally on the eve of their wedding, Kaveh is fairly certain there’s nothing that anyone can say to talk him down.

What did Kaveh of the past know of weddings and challenges and reassurances? Of dreams? Of being good or better or best? Bah! If Kaveh of that moment knew what Kaveh of now knows, he would have called the whole thing off. Forget the romanticism, the symbolism of it all—what about Kaveh’s health and sanity?

Kaveh scowls down at his friends, resisting the urge to give them a very rude gesture. The guards definitely know he’s around. Cyno’s still chatting away with one of them. And Kaveh is entirely sure that some of the patrols nearer the house have spotted him. They’re trained by Dehya, after all. And there’s so many high profile persons staying at the state for the next few nights that a level of high precaution and awareness is absolutely needed.

But also, apparently, this is sort of part of the tradition, as it were, so they’re letting him pass. For now. Or his mental breakdown is written all over his face so they’re taking pity on him.

“Hurry up,” Tighnari calls up to him, “if Dehya catches you, it’s over.”

“If Candace catches you,” Cyno pauses his conversation to tell him. But then he and Senior Faruzan and Layla exchange a bemused but complicated look.

“It’s over,” Senior Faruzan concludes for Cyno, “in a very different way than if the Flame-Mane catches you.”

“She’s taking the spouse-stealing a lot more seriously than anyone thought she would,” Layla explains to him.

Of course she is.

One of the traditions they knew about beforehand was that the two wedding parties would split before the wedding so that the future spouses wouldn’t run into each other and possibly trade hints on the challenges, and also just to tease the pair with separate celebrations and the like. So Kaveh and his half of the party are staying at the house. Meanwhile, Lady Dunyarzad opened up her estate for Al-Haitham and the other half of their party, which also includes Kaveh’s mother.

Her reasoning for this when she explained it to him was that “no son would want their mother around during the bachelor party”. 

So Kaveh stayed in their house, waving Al-Haitham off as he went to Lady Dunyarzad’s with Kaveh’s mother under the vigilant and armed escort of Candace and Dehya (was that necessary?) as their other friends poured into the house to begin setting up for the evening’s felicitations. And then, a few hours after supper and after playing a few games, Senior Faruzan looked at the clock, nodded to herself, then she and Layla and Collei began clearing things away while Cyno and Tighnari hauled Kaveh to his feet, confirming that he had his Vision and that he was properly dressed.

“For what?” Kaveh asked, wary.

“Spouse-stealing,” Cyno said and put a shot of Fire-Water into Kaveh’s hand.

Because, apparently, it’s also a tradition for the spouse who’s accepted the challenge to try and sneak into the place their partner is staying without getting caught by the other party.

“He should be at the second balcony from the left,” Collei calls up to him. “Unless that was a trick they told me so they could catch you.”

“So there’s subterfuge and sabotage involved now?”

Kaveh wishes he’d had more than one shot of Fire-Water.

Kaveh’s made it up to the second balcony from the left without being stopped. Although directly underneath he had something of a scare when he glanced at the empty window, started to climb, looked down again, and saw both Nilou and the Vahumana representative staring at him. Nilou gave him a little shooing motion, like she was trying to hurry him up. The Vahumana representative looked so utterly fed up with this entire ordeal that Kaveh felt an urge to go over and commiserate.

Well. Now Kaveh’s on the balcony, feeling rather foolish.

“And there’s you. Now aren’t you acting the delinquent? How unusual for you. Don’t you know that you aren’t supposed to see me before the wedding? It’s bad luck,” Al-Haitham says, opening the door to the balcony before Kaveh can even knock, as though Kaveh were a scheduled delivery that’s come late and has inconvenienced Al-Haitham just a smidgen. “And it threatens my virtue.”

Kaveh gapes, torn between laughing and sputtering. “What virtue?” And then. “Archons, did they get you drunk?”

Kaveh moves closer and upon that closer inspection the answer is clear. Al-Haitham is flushed pink from his ears to his throat, and further down where Kaveh’s sight is blocked by the collar of Al-Haitham’s shirt.

Al-Haitham holds a hand up and pinches two fingers together, eyes narrowing in amusement.

“And all I got was a shot of Fire-Water,” Kaveh muses, ushering Al-Haitham inside, ignoring Al-Haitham’s half-hearted protests. “Come on, before you accidentally toss yourself over the edge or something like that. What if you have a hangover tomorrow?”

“I’m not that drunk. How could I possibly get drunk with my mother-in-law in the room?” Al-Haitham replies, allowing himself to be guided to the small loveseat in the corner of the room. “But there was a drinking game involved. Dehya took over doing my penalty shots for me after the first three. It was very amusing. Congratulations on successfully making it here. The bets on whether or not you would manage it were split mostly down the middle.”

“Which side were you on?”

Al-Haitham’s eyes smile although his mouth does not. Kaveh rolls his eyes, swatting at Al-Haitham’s shoulder as he goes to look for some water.

“This is all ridiculous,” Kaveh says. “And perhaps out of hand. It’s not too late for us to elope. I think it would actually be rather in character for us, don’t you think?”

“They planned for that,” Al-Haitham says, shuffling around to lounge more effectively. “There are, apparently, two plans for if we cut and run. The first being to catch us and march us down the aisle at spear point. The second being to let us go and enjoy the party they organized on their own. They certainly paid for it.”

“Which one do you think they’ll go for?”

“How hung over do you think they’ll be tomorrow?”

Al-Haitham sullenly takes the water from Kaveh’s hand, or tries to. Kaveh holds the cup directly to his mouth and does not let himself be moved until Al-Haitham sighs and obligingly drinks half of it. When Kaveh goes to try and shove Al-Haitham over to make room on the seat Al-Haitham stubbornly remains in place, going so far as to raise his leg to try and push Kaveh away.

“If you get caught in here we’re both going to get it,” Al-Haitham says, voice stern but eyes playful. “You’ll ruin my sterling reputation. And then who would want to marry me if you get run off by Dehya and Candace, leaving me at the altar?”

“What sterling reputation are you talking about? In fact, what are you talking about at all? Drink more water, get sober.” Kaveh grabs Al-Haitham’s foot, giving his ankle a playful pinch. “Don’t tell me you’ve bought into this.” Kaveh drops Al-Haitham’s leg, trying to get him to move over. “Come on. I’m already here. We might as well talk. Or abscond. As long as I have you back here before your half starts getting their preparations for the day going, it should be fine, right? That’s something of the point of this tradition that breaks tradition or what-have-you. Or are you going to tell me that you couldn’t do with an escape from all of this?”

Al-Haitham shrugs, neither confirming nor denying. “What’s there to talk about?” Al-Haitham asks, but moves over enough for Kaveh to squeeze in, swinging his legs up over Kaveh’s lap immediately after. “We aren’t supposed to meet before the wedding or outside of the challenges. It’s bad luck and weren’t you worried enough about that and everything being proper enough? And abscond only to return? You’ll have my suspicions up, Master Kaveh. It makes it sound very lascivious. As though you only want me for the night.”

“Why are you automatically turning to something lewd?” Kaveh huffs. “You make it seem like this whole thing is only about our bodies!” Well. If that’s case, that ship has sailed, the horse has left the barn, and the milk has been spilled to the last drop. 

“And don’t you only want me for my money as I’m the one signing most of the cheques?” Al-Haitham returns with a teasing tip to his head. “Which is worse do you think?”

Kaveh pinches Al-Haitham’s calf, “As if you were even paying for even a fourth of this wedding. Half of this thing being so overdone is your fault. You shouldn’t have told them that if they wanted something at the wedding they ought to pay for it themselves! Because of you we have two caterers, three florists, and half the tailors in Sumeru City after the both of us!”

“As long as I’m not paying for it directly what does it matter? It’s their choice to throw the money out, and we’re getting some benefit from it. Even if it’s just watching the chaos unfold around us,” Al-Haitham replies. “And the biggest offender here is on your side of the wedding party.” Al-Haitham’s eyes narrow. “As…generous as she’s been, I still have my doubts.”

Dori had actually been one of the major sponsors of their wedding. No cost to them and no strings attached. A gift for the happy and unusual couple, she had said. Kaveh had been extremely leery of it, but also incredibly touched. So it’s not like Kaveh can blame Al-Haitham for the suspicion there. Even if in, this case, it seems to be entirely unwarranted.

(“You’re not going to sell tickets or anything strange like that, are you?” He asked her when she told him about her plans to help with the wedding. He’d invited her, of course. He didn’t expect her to return the invitation with an offer to open her resources to them like so.

“There are some things you can’t put mora to,” Dori replied shaking a finger at him. “Not everything is about business. Can I not just be happy to see you happy? And does a happy business partner mean better business overall?” At Kaveh’s flat look Dori rolled her eyes. “I’m joking, I’m joking. Mostly.” And then, much more seriously Dori reached over to touch his arm and she said, “Be happy, Master Kaveh. That is my only price in this instance.”)

“Apparently the to-be-wed pair crashing tradition is also tradition, so just indulge me. It’s either this or I go back to my lot and I’m honesty terrified of what they might do if I go back of my own free will without you or…I don’t know. I simply don’t know anything anymore. This is all run away from me at speed and I find myself quite overwhelmed by it. Al-Haitham, we’re getting married tomorrow. Or rather, later today. Let me stay with you for a little while I regain my wits. I thought you might be the last remaining holder of sense among the lot but they got to you with the liquor so there goes that. I suppose I might as well and try to exploit that while I can.”

“You’re going to exploit me being tipsy?” Al-Haitham’s brows raise. “How rakish of you. Should I call a guard?”

Kaveh rolls his eyes. “You’re being absurd. If you think that’s going to help my nerves you’re entirely wrong as you’re just getting on them instead. Obviously I meant to get a hint about the challenges. A hint, Al-Haitham! Just a small one? I’m dying of curiosity here. No one will even tell me where I’m going tomorrow. Not even Collei! She’s learned too well from her Master and from Cyno. I’ve attempted to parse it based on receipts to no avail. I can’t even guess based on the clothing that we got commissioned. What are you having me do, exactly?”

“The point of the challenges being a secret is that you aren’t supposed to guess, so why would I tell you?” Al-Haitham replies, reaching out to fix Kaveh’s hair where it got mussed from climbing the wall and then the side of the building. He picks out a small leaf and flicks it to the side. “The challenges aren’t anything you should truly be worrying about. After all—I made them for you, did I not? And as I do want to be married to you by the end of these next three days, I would not have set before you something I did not have confidence you could clear.” Al-Haitham’s hand rests on Kaveh’s arm as he examines Kaveh for something. “I did consult with your mother on these. And I also consulted with Senior Faruzan, among others as I was designing them for you. They did mention that I might consider lessening the difficulty of the first one to give you time to warm up and such. At the time I disagreed, but I made a secondary set of challenges with a lesser degree of difficulty just in case. Do you agree with them? It would be easy enough to switch the challenges out if you’re this worried, Kaveh.”

By the time Al-Haitham is done talking, Kaveh is scowling so hard that Al-Haitham’s own responding smile is made sweeter by the contrast. Whatever effects the Fire-Water had on Kaveh are abruptly done away with as he feels his own temper rising to shove aside all anxieties and concerns. He feels remarkably clear headed and as sharp as the edge of one of Al-Haitham’s chisel light mirrors.

“Don’t you dare,” Kaveh snaps, pushing Al-Haitham’s legs off as he stands, leaning over Al-Haitham to shove a finger into his chest. “Do it and I’m calling the entire wedding off period. Try me. See what happens. Don’t you dare go easy on me, Haravatat. Asking for a hint isn’t the same as asking for that and you know it. When we challenge each other before the world and the eyes of god to prove our matching edges I want you to come at me with everything you have!”

“Well said!” Kaveh yelps as he’s suddenly seized by the shirt collar and yanked backwards, something swiping at his legs and knocking him off his feet into…a sack? Kaveh doesn’t even have the time to sort out what’s happening before he’s wrapped up in heavy cloth and tied up like a rug.

“You were too loud,” Nilou chides as he blinks up at her and Dehya. Nilou waves as Dehya flashes him a sharp-toothed grin. And then Kaveh’s view is obscured as one of them shoves a sack over his head.

“Did you literally just throw me into a sack?” Kaveh exclaims as he’s hoisted up into the air. 

“Yup. You’re lucky that when we saw you coming over we sent Candace off with Lady Dunyarzad and Aunt Faranak for a walk on the other side of the estate,” Dehya says as she hauls him over her shoulder. Kaveh feels someone patting the side of his leg. He thinks it’s Nilou. “If it were her she would throw you off the estate. Literally throw you. Come on, lover boy, let’s get you back to your side of the party before Candace comes back and insists on doing it the proper way as per Aaru Village traditions.” 

Dehya pauses, presumably turning towards Al-Haitham, “You two say everything you needed said?”

Al-Haitham hums, “I believe so. Kaveh?”

“Lower the difficulty at risk to your own neck, Haravatat,” Kaveh snaps, trying to adjust his weight so that Dehya’s shoulder isn’t digging directly into his guts. “If you do it won’t be a wedding people are attending but a duel. Do you hear me?”

Nilou sighs like she’s laughing as Dehya walks Kaveh out of the room, “Al-Haitham, brother, you two really are a matched pair. You’re quite fortunate to have your stars lining up like so.”

Just as they’re getting out of earshot, Kaveh hears Al-Haitham reply with either, “Quite so” or “What’s luck got to do with it?” But whatever it actually was, it has Nilou laughing as the door closes on them both.

-

The outfit that Cyno and Tighnari helped him get into for the first day was comfortable. Beautiful, and no doubt very expensive, but overall comfortable. Kaveh could see himself reusing portions of the outfit with some of his other clothes for when he needs to go to client dinners or meet with patrons or attend formal functions for his Darshan and the like. And then, together, they all marched up to the Akademiya, not bothering to hide their destination.

Based on that alone, Kaveh expected the first of the challenges to be a traditional riddle. Kaveh had, then, felt his stomach turn in anxious knots, all of the breakfast that Senior Faruzan and Tighnari pushed onto him trying to squirm its way back up. He’s never been very good with riddles like that. Math and logic problems he’s great at, but riddles and puzzles of word and letter just give him a headache. 

They brought him into a large lecture hall with most of its seats empty except for the other members of their friends and wedding party, and of course Lord Kusanali who would be officiating, as well as, to Kaveh’s great confusion and concern, several high ranking members from the Haravatat, Kshahrewar, and Vahumana Darshans.

All of his friends clapped him on the back, wishing him luck in their various forms, before he was led to the front where Lord Kusanali was waiting to give him this first challenge. 

First, as Kaveh shot another look around the room, Lord Kusanali explained the most important detail. Al-Haitham’s absence.

For this challenge, in a minor deviation from normal, Al-Haitham was not present to watch Kaveh solve it because the concern was that if Al-Haitham was physically present—or even anywhere physically on the premises—he would somehow either give Kaveh a hint to solve it by accident or he and Kaveh would manage to distract each other so thoroughly that the challenge would go unaddressed.

“We aren’t that bad,” Kaveh protested, ears and the back of his neck burning as the wedding party and the Akademiya members in attendance watching began to snicker and murmur. 

“Aren’t you?” The Vahumana scholar on Al-Haitham’s side said even as Cyno leaned around Senior Faruzan to give the man a warning look.

“But aren’t they?” Dehya said, supporting the scholar as they gave each other mutual nods of respect.

The second thing Lord Kusanali explained was the presence of the Akademiya members, who would be there to watch Kaveh’s progress and verify it as he went along according to the detailed explanations Al-Haitham had written down for them. This gave Kaveh some hint as to what might be coming for him. Some sort of mathematical proof, or some sort of problem set or the like.

The rest Kaveh doesn’t remember. Because Lord Kusanali held out to him the paper with Al-Haitham’s signature elegant calligraphy and Kaveh had a moment of warm familiarity to ease the strange peculiarity of the situation he was in. And then the moment shattered as Kaveh started to swear, gently moving Lord Kusanali aside as he started to yank and pull his hair out of its previously neatly, laboriously styled arrangement into a more comfortable ponytail. Then he quickly shed as many ornaments as possible so he could get his sleeves up and he took up the bit of chalk at the front of the clean slates and started to write.

He didn’t have time for commentary, or the attention to spare for it. Al-Haitham hadn’t been kidding about throwing down a challenge for Kaveh to answer, and Kaveh was not kidding in return when he said he’d rise to meet them. But of all the challenges to start with!

The first challenge Al-Haitham lay before Kaveh was a theoretical proof that had extreme situational context to factor in and was written entirely in their private cypher code. How Al-Haitham managed to write this down without the cypher in a way that the judges and moderators present would understand without giving them some sort of brain injury is for another time.

As Kaveh was hurriedly shaking out a cramp in his left hand while sloppily continuing on with his right, it was mentioned that nowhere in the rules set forth was he not allowed a calculation machine. Kaveh barely turned to give the speaker a glare that conveyed how utterly useless a thing was before returning to his own work. As if a calculation machine that wasn’t made with Kaveh’s own hands could do this faster than Kaveh could. No wonder he was told to leave Mehrak behind.

As Kaveh worked through the problem, decoding it and then working it out with calculation and reference towards the actual problem written out, he thinks he might have cursed or swore at Al-Haitham a few times, but he doesn’t really remember. He does remember thinking that it really was a good thing that Al-Haitham wasn’t in the room or anywhere near here because if he was, Kaveh and Al-Haitham might have come to blows over this then and there. What sort of question is this anyway? It’s full of too many variables! Too many if-then situations that require Kaveh to make exceptions and add external clauses for.

It took Kaveh about four to five hours without stopping to solve it while also writing down all of his math, his reasoning, and neatening up his sources, then another two hours for the moderators present (along with Senior Faruzan, and anyone interested from their party, that is to say everyone) to read over Kaveh’s answer and confirm the result as a pass. Kaveh spent that time somewhat in a daze, sitting next to his mother who was, herself, in something of a daze. She was torn between fussing over Kaveh, clearly wanting to go over and examine Kaveh’s finished answer herself, and also reminiscing fondly over how much Kaveh, apparently, reminded her of herself back when she was getting married to his father and going through his challenges.

By the end of it, Kaveh was covered in sweat, and he’d utterly ruined the expensive clothes and accessories that his friends had pooled together to get him into after bribing the tailor into custom tailoring for him. Kaveh couldn’t tell if he was furious or vindicated.

Somewhere along the way, when someone realized that Kaveh was close to done or something like that, someone went to fetch Al-Haitham. Kaveh turned as the man in clothing that might have matched Kaveh some several hours ago descended into the room, as unperturbed as a lotus floating over serene waters.

“You!” Kaveh pointed at him, eyes momentarily crossing as he moved to stand and felt horrifically lightheaded even as his mother and several of their friends rushed over. (Whether they were going to stop him or help him will remain a mystery.) That’s what happens when one concentrates for several hours on incredibly complex and involved calculations and the like without a break. Kaveh staggered and collapsed back into his seat. “You!”

“Me,” Al-Haitham confirmed as he tipped his head back to examine the several slate boards worth of Kaveh’s calculations and reasonings written out—including some notes in the margins where Kaveh couldn’t help but curse Al-Haitham out just a little bit. Al-Haitham nodded just once in the direction of Lord Kusanali and the Akademiya moderators, then turned towards Kaveh and lowered his head once more in concession to a victory well earned. As Al-Hathaim turned away, Kaveh caught the hint of a smirk on the side of his face and Kaveh rallied enough to stand, open his mouth, then sit back down again as someone (Nilou) shoved water at him.

Then, just as graceful and unperturbed, Al-Haitham turned right around and walked out of the room. As per tradition, they’re only meant to see each other during the challenges. And also, it was probably wise for him to retreat when he did because Kaveh was ready to drag Al-Haitham by the hair up to the slate to argue with him over the many, many issues he had with the first challenge.

Layla went after Al-Haitham while Kaveh did his best to, as quickly as possible, rally himself.

After that, while everyone else was still mingling, Kaveh slipped away from the party into the Akademiya.

Knowing Al-Haitham, he wouldn’t have been satisfied with leaving just like that. Kaveh is entirely sure that he’s somewhere around here still. Kaveh thinks he can even guess where in the Akademiya he is.

He ran into Layla on his way to where he knew Al-Haitham was hidden. Layla looked, momentarily, panicked.

“Lost him?” Kaveh said and when Layla gave a resigned nod he patted her on the head and sent her back to where the rest of the wedding party was.

Sure enough, Kaveh finds Al-Haitham in his own office. Who would expect Al-Haitham to go to his own office on his day off, after all?

Al-Haitham is in his seat, lazily flipping through some of the mail that’d arrived in his absence. All of this he immediately tosses aside as soon as Kaveh enters and closes the door behind himself.

“You worried for nothing. You should have more faith in yourself. Or at least me, if not you,” Al-Haitham says, standing to round the desk even as Kaveh marches up to back him into it.

“I have faith that you’ll drive me to madness and I’ll have to drag you along with me somehow. Are you crazy?” Kaveh bursts out, caging Al-Haitham in against the desk. “You made the first challenge based on our half-assed code that barely adheres to any rules of language? It’s unverifiable! How would anyone be able to follow along!”

“I trust that if we combine the intelligence of several masters in the field, along with the God of Knowledge and Wisdom, and the General Mahamatra’s ability to suss out truth from falsehood, that the veracity of our proofs can be determined and ensured,” Al-Haitham says, pushing aside the finger Kaveh jabs into his chest. “Besides, you understood the code well enough to solve it, didn’t you? How could you not when yours is the other hand that wrote it?”

“You!” Kaveh sputters, feeling at once both incredibly frustrated but also oddly touched.

Al-Haitham starts to fix Kaveh’s clothes, clicking his tongue in mock consternation, “Volume, Master Kaveh. If you’re too loud, Dehya or Candace will catch you again. And I heard talk of them passing you over to the Wanderer— “

“The who?”

“—to truss you up and deliver you back to your half of the wedding party like a chicken; as you, in his words, squawk so loudly.”

“Why is he even here?”

“To even out the numbers, as you know.” Al-Haitham finishes neatening out Kaveh’s collar, head tipping to one side as he tries to smooth out a wrinkle in the finer embroidered fabric on Kaveh’s chest, “Also he’s an incredible story teller. Our meals together have been excellent. I don’t even have to talk.”

“Sometimes,” Kaveh sighs, arms moving of their own accord to circle Al-Haitham’s waist and draw them closer than close, “I don’t know if I want to strangle you or kiss you.”

“Well, seeing as how we’re in the middle of our own wedding, I would hope that you’d have a more definitive measure of those feelings,” Al-Haitham replies, eyes distinctly amused. 

Here, Kaveh can’t resist. It’s that frustratingly handsome smug look in Al-Haitham’s eye and the way it changes the angles of his mouth, his cheek. It’s that smug look that means Al-Haitham’s getting his way, exactly the way he likes it and exactly as he he’d planned it with not a single variable out of line. It drives Kaveh up a wall. He closes the small distance between them to give Al-Haitham a kiss. A good one. Not that their kisses aren’t always good ones. A better one, then. One that he hopes expresses in equal measure both his exasperation with the man and the entirety of the situation they’re in, as well as his incredible fondness for the fact that it’s happening at all and involves the people that it does.

And here, against Kaveh’s lips, that smug smirk grows like this too was according to plan. But before Kaveh can comment on that there’s a hand grasping him by the nape of the neck and Kaveh yelps as he’s pulled away from Al-Haitham, hands flailing even as Al-Haitham raises a hand to give him a little wave goodbye.

“No sack this time,” Kaveh exclaims as he’s pulled away.

“Caught ya,” Dehya says. “No sack this time. Also, you owe Cyno so much. He’s distracting Candace by pretending that the elevator doesn’t work and the stairs don’t lead here directly. Come on, lover boys. Till tomorrow.”

-

For the second challenge, Kaveh is allowed to bring Mehrak. He is also dressed in clothes a lot more similar to what he normally wears, if only out of higher quality material. Kaveh is entirely suspicious of it because based on that alone he thinks he can guess what’s he’s about to have to face for challenge number two.

And if he couldn’t guess based on the clothes alone, Tighnari and Collei both put their palms over his Vision, giving him some of their dendro energy so that the glass glows bright and lively, warm to the touch as he secures it to his thigh. Senior Faruzan and Cyno both sit him down and make sure he eats well and refuse to give him any hints even though it should be rather obvious what he’s going to be doing by now.

They lead him to the second challenge, which has been constructed in an area out of Sumeru City, at the boundary of field and forest. Kaveh looks down upon it, mouth opening a little before Cyno quickly pulls his head down and covers his eyes.

“If you see it from the top you might cheat,” Cyno says and then to Mehrak, “Don’t record.”

Mehrak chimes a disappointed agreement and then Collei and Tighnari take Kaveh by either arm to guide him down to the entrance of what, at the quick glance Kaveh had, appears to have been an entire labyrinth.

At the mouth of the labyrinth made of dendro-grown brambles, brush, trees, and all manner of device, Lord Kusanali waits with Al-Haitham and the other half of their wedding party.

Lord Kusanali explains that today’s challenge is rather straightforward. Get from one end of the labyrinth to the other. Within the labyrinth are several traps and puzzles, which include creatures temporarily borrowed from the forest and roaming machines. There are also elemental fields, and ley-line effects that will intermittently take effect over the area.

“Everyone,” Lord Kusanali says beatifically, “pitched in to make sure this challenge is the best it could feasibly be. Do you feel loved yet, Master Kaveh?”

At this, Kaveh turns to glare at his so-called friends. Not a single one of them look abashed, not even Layla. Layla, in fact, looks so happy she might explode into a shower of cryo. Kaveh squints and then turns to Cyno, “Is she…?”

Cyno turns, blinks, and says, “That would be one of the modified ley line effects.” Cyno and Nilou quickly grab Layla and pull her away, towards a series of elevated stands further up on a hilly incline that Kaveh can only assume are for spectator purposes. Kaveh’s mother and Lady Dunyarzad, already there, wave. Kaveh waves back even as he turns back towards the rest of his friends.

“Aside from all of you lot being traitors, what else do I have to worry about?”

“Candace and Dehya are in there, too,” Tighnari says. Kaveh raises a hand to his head, unsure if he wants to cry or start yelling. “Also, just because I’m technically on your side for the ceremony doesn’t mean I’m not also on his side. You’re both my friends. I’m not betraying anyone here.”

“And?” The Vahumana-scholar that Kaveh now knows to be called the Wanderer says to Tighnari, looking darkly amused.

“And…there were certain wildlife behaviors I wanted to see tested in a semi-controlled environment.” Tighnari has the grace to look the slightest bit embarrassed as he admits this. But he rallies himself very quickly to continue, “It was a prime opportunity. The material funds were all sponsored, the venue is prime testing conditions, some of the most capable people I know would be in attendance if something went wrong, and it’s…well it’s you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Kaveh asks even as Lord Kusanali gently starts pulling him towards the entrance of the labyrinth to, presumably, seal him inside. 

Al-Haitham, waiting at the entrance, simply says, “If I wished you luck, you’d be offended.”

“Does that even require saying?” Kaveh huffs. “Going all out on these aren’t you?”

“It’s you, if I did anything less there’d be no point,” Al-Haitham replies, fond. “Also, Tighnari isn’t the only one who thought this might be a good opportunity to do some field-testing. I’m fairly certain that everyone we know has something in here for you to thoroughly demolish. This one, like most other things in this wedding, escaped my hands as soon as I started asking others for advice.”

“Should I be flattered that I’m held in such high esteem? And will I be getting any form of credit in the acknowledgements?” Kaveh sighs, raising his hand to summon his claymore, lightly laying it over his shoulder. Best to have it out now. “Aside from Candace and Dehya, should there be anything I should really be worried about?”

“Their creativity,” Al-Haitham deadpans.

“And not your ingenuity in being able to manage to merge all of their thoughts together to work to your own purposes? Clever you,” Kaveh teases in response, reaching out to lightly tug at the stylized jacket that matches Kaveh’s. He flicks Al-Haitham’s Vision where it’s neatly nestled in among the scarves and ornaments hanging off his shoulder and over his chest. The resonance of dendro hums at his thigh. “Do you all have bets on how long it will take me to get out of this one?”

“If I told you, you’d skew the results and then I’d have both Cyno and Dehya after me,” Al-Haitham replies. And then he holds out his hand, dendro materializing into the familiar form of a long offhand dagger. This he places into Kaveh’s hand. Kaveh’s fingers curl around familiar dendro energy, his own immediately rising to meet and stabilize the shape of it. Al-Haitham’s hand, warm, lingers over his own. “Are you concerned?”

“Would I be me if I was not concerned about something?” Kaveh jokes. “Dare I press my luck and try for a kiss for good measure?”

“You might,” Al-Haitham muses, leaning forward to chastely kiss Kaveh on both corners of the mouth. In the distance, Senior Faruzan whistles. “But you ought to save your luck for when you need it, so I’ll use mine for you.” Al-Haitham then kisses him on the mouth, and then raises their joined hands, joined over the dagger of their combine dendro, to kiss the ridge of Kaveh’s knuckles. “Now off with you. The sooner you’re in…”

“The sooner I’m out and the closer the both of us are to finishing this fantastical wedding ceremony that one would have to be there to see and believe?”

“Yes. But also the sooner that everyone can start gathering data for their research,” Al-Haitham says, nimbly dodging backwards when Kaveh takes a swipe at him. “It’s Sumeru, Kaveh. What do you expect from a gathering of scholars like this one? Pure sentiment? Even your mother is curious.”

“Betrayal on all sides,” Kaveh bemoans, playfully shaking his head as he turns to face the labyrinth entrance. “Just this once I’ll forgive it. But only this once to mark the occasion. Will I be seeing you on the other side?”

Al-Haitham’s hand, warmer than any sun, presses against Kaveh’s back as he gently pushes Kaveh into the labyrinth. “Now, doesn’t that all depend on you?”

Kaveh, halfway through the labyrinth—while trying to escape Candace who’s somehow tracking him through this thing with preternatural accuracy and speed; figure out how to disable the mechanism that’s simulating a ley-line effect of pro aura that seems to be also following him and thus luring the other creatures in the area to him and negating his ability to create bloom-cores whenever he fends Candace off—realizes that among the rules he was given when Lord Kusanali sealed him in from one side, nowhere did she say that he couldn’t just…rearrange things. Turn the labyrinth into a maze, as it were.

Lord Kusanali had relayed the rules, which were Al-Haitham’s rules:

Kaveh could not use Mehrak to guide the way, nor could Kaveh climb over the labyrinth’s walls to figure out where he was and where he needed to go.

He must not destroy any of the labyrinth’s walls or structures, at least not intentionally. 

Destruction is a necessary tool for any craftsman. In order to build, one must also know how to take apart. Kaveh turns towards the walls of dendro-grown hedges and vines, a heady conglomeration of various types of flora and fungi supporting each other in a symbiotic and highly effective union. Kaveh reaches out with both dendro and his hand, passing his claymore to Mehrak, as he concentrates.

He can’t destroy any of the walls. But…perhaps…

Kaveh can feel the power of Candace’s hydro approaching, gaining ground and spreading through the area. In the distance, he can feel Dehya’s pyro, holding back and staying out of Candace’s way. Kaveh reaches further and spreads his own awareness thinly. The walls of the labyrinth are bolstered with a mixture of dendro energies. Lord Kusanali’s is the most present one, of course, but underneath he can feel the finer touches of Tighnari, Collei, and Al-Haitham as they molded certain parts of the labyrinth to their own specifications. Kaveh reaches for them now.

The rules said he couldn’t destroy. But they do not specifically say he cannot alter, transform.

Kaveh reaches out and grasps those dendro signatures then pushes. He has Collei and Tighnari’s dendro mixed with his own from when they topped up his Vision. And he has Al-Haitham’s dendro dagger in his hand. 

The labyrinth, with something neither quite a groan nor a whisper but something felt in the finer bones of the ear and in the backs of the teeth, begins to move.

Mehrak chimes at him and Kaveh is quick to encase them both in the dense, dendro-rich vegetation just as he hears something whistling through the air. Kaveh opens his eyes and turns to see Candace’s shield caught in the shifting walls of the labyrinth, glowing and humming with momentum that’s still trying to go somewhere.

“What were you going to do if that actually hit me?” Kaveh exclaims as he hurries off through the labyrinth that’s now shifting into a straight path towards the exit.

“It wouldn’t have actually hit you,” Candace calls back. “We both know you’re too good for that, Master Kaveh. What was supposed to hit you was the rebound.”

“You terrify me, Candace,” Kaveh calls over his shoulder as he jogs down the cleared path. He hears Candace and Dehya both laughing at his parting shot.

As the walls of the labyrinth move for him it becomes easier for him to spot the other traps (experiments) and block them or avoid them. Kaveh just keeps shifting the walls to keep them open in front of him and closed on his other sides. Just beyond them he can feel Candace and Dehya following along at a much more relaxed pace.

“I knew we should’ve put in a rule about manipulating the labyrinth,” Dehya says, voice raised so he can hear her. “It’s too easy when you’re being you.”

“Is that what you all mean when you say it’s me?” Kaveh muses, directing Mehrak to keep her attention on where the women’s voices come from. Just in case. After all, Kaveh’s limited by the rules of the challenge, but who knows if these two are? 

“You think too much like an architect,” Candace muses. “But I think that was rather the point of Al-Haitham specifically not saying anything about manipulating the conditions within.”

Because of course it would have occurred to Al-Haitham that Kaveh might get fed up with the running and being chased and he’d default to what he knows best: creation.

Kaveh picks up the pace, jogging as he sees the exit come in sight. “Well. Not that you haven’t been both lovely company, but I think this is where our time together comes to a close. See you both tomorrow?” And then, because Kaveh doesn’t want to accidentally pull down some terrible turn of luck and mischief, “At the ceremony. Ideally not in the final stage of the challenge in single combat. Please tell me that isn’t the third challenge.”

“That is not the third challenge,” they both say with equal fondness and amusement. “Although, you fighting through our half of the wedding party would be quite a spectacle.”

“Please no.”

“Are you saying that because it’s Candace or because it’s me?” Dehya asks, proving Kaveh’s suspicions correct when she abruptly activates her Vision to punch a flaming hole straight through the wall between them. On Kaveh’s other side, Candace cleaves through the dendro-reinforced vegetation with her spear of glowing hydro.

“It can’t be both? And also my mother?” Kaveh asks warily. But the two don’t make any further hostile moves, just moving to flank him on either side. “And now what’s this?”

“Walking you down the aisle,” Dehya says.

“Delivering you to your spouse,” Candace answers as the two of them loop their arms through his.

“I would think that I could have done this last part without the armed escort,” Kaveh remarks, raising a hand to wave at Lord Kusanali and Al-Haitham who are standing on the other side of the exit. The exit to the labyrinth is marked with a wreathe of brilliant white roses, as large as Kaveh’s fists, and smaller curls of tiny white jasmine. Al-Haitham and Lord Kusanali stand just beyond it, both looking resplendent in white and green. “I quite think that if I managed it this far I should be able to walk out on my own, no?”

Of course, no sooner has Kaveh seen them and said those words, that Lord Kusanali winks, raising her hands as she levitates, and the dendro energy around them ripples.

“You had to say it,” Dehya sighs as Candace lets go of him to raise her shield and activate it.

All around them the hedges surge up, twisting and changing as the hidden plants within burst forth. The air is perfumed heavily with the sudden scent of heady roses and jasmine, strong enough to make Kaveh momentarily dizzy and short of breath. Dehya shoves him forward as the grass beneath their feet starts to rise up in a wave.

“Go!” Dehya says, although Kaveh is already running, blade of dendro raised in one hand and Mehrak holding his claymore at his back.

But the worst of it is just the flower petals raining down like heavy snow and the roiling of the ground beneath him, like running on a wave.

Kaveh doesn’t even realize he’s made it out of the labyrinth until he’s suddenly pitched through a flurry of white petals, momentum hurtling him straight into Al-Haitham and sending them both crashing to the ground. Or they would have crashed to the ground of Lord Kusanali didn’t reach out and stabilize the both of them with her powers.

“Was that part of it?” Kaveh asks immediately, shaking Al-Haitham by the shoulders. Al-Haitham just reaches up to start picking flower petals out of Kaveh’s hair. “Was that intentional? From the beginning? I’d go through the whole thing only to face Lord Kusanali at the end?” He turns towards their Archon who’s floating on a dendro construct that looks like a little lotus. “That’s unfair! You said you were officiating so you wouldn’t be on either side!”

“I just thought it’d be a nice touch to hurry things along,” she replies, reaching out and picking a leaf off of his arm. “Didn’t it add such a nice touch of theatrics, Master Kaveh? You solved the labyrinth so neatly, so quickly. Al-Haitham said you would, of course. But that’s why we put so much effort into making it as challenging as possible. For ceremonies like these, it’s not the expediency at which you solve the problem, but rather the flair with which you do the solving. Or so I would assume based on the things I’ve studied and observed in preparation for your wedding.”

“You studied for a wedding?”

“I did say it was the first one for me, didn’t I? I didn’t want to be unprepared. Especially when it comes to the two of you. I had to have some sort of standard for what’s normal so I know where the two of you are being yourselves,” Lord Kusanali replies, reaching out to pat Mehrak on the side of her casing as Mehrak drifts over towards her. “I consulted with Nilou and Lady Dunyarzad, and had the Wanderer pull up things for me to read on the topic. The four of us had very enlightening discussions about the topic of marriage and the separate topic of the two of you.”

Kaveh turns to Al-Haitham who’s still picking flowers out of Kaveh’s hair and clothes. “Do I…want to ask about this?”

“No,” Al-Haitham says. “And congratulations on your second victory. I’m surprised it took you that long to realize you could do as you normally do. When it comes to challenges between the two of us, you’re normally quite fast at abandoning the pretense of obedience to rules, after all.”

“I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about,” Kaveh replies. “And I have the odd feeling that if I were to have manipulated the labyrinth like so from the beginning I’d be coming out here with more trouble than flower petals.”

Al-Haitham’s mouth quirks up at the corner. Kaveh jabs a finger at the divot where his dimples would be if this were a full smile.

“Ha, I knew it. What would have happened if I—in our good friend’s words—was too much myself from the start?”

“If you started manipulating the labyrinth from the beginning Cyno would have joined in chasing you through the labyrinth,” Al-Haitham replies. “If you started it from about half way through then Dehya and Candace would have gone all in immediately. As you did it after hitting the three quarters mark through the established path, we agreed that they’d still follow after you and then, at the final stage with Lord Kusanali, give you some assistance.”

“You all had a scale and rubric, I see. How well known I am through you lot,” Kaveh exclaims with no small amount of affection warming his face. “I find myself somewhat charmed.”

“After all that effort, only somewhat?” Lord Kusanali teases, beckoning Kaveh closer to her with a curl of her fingers and wrist. Kaveh extracts himself from Al-Haitham’s arms—Al-Haitham picks out two more flower petals, flicking them to the side as he goes—and bends down for his Archon’s attentions. She takes his face in his hands and kisses him on the forehead. “Well done, Master Kaveh. Congratulations on the second challenge not just passed, but overcome with alacrity and your signature wit.” She beams up at him, round face glowing with contentment. “As a gift, I’ll give you two some time together without fear of Candace or Dehya or the Wanderer coming around to catch and deliver you. Look forward to it, as I’m sure you always look forward to every reunion.”

-

That night, it seems that as soon as Kaveh closes his eyes, he’s opening them again and it’s morning. Except it is not morning. It is a dream.

Kaveh, in the dream, is sitting in the front room of the house. The spin-crystal player is singing along in Al-Haitham’s study. There is the sound of something on the stove. He feels warm from the tips of his toes to the top of his head. When Kaveh turns, Al-Haitham is next to him, blinking himself to awareness as he, too, realizes that he is dreaming.

“Lord Kusanali’s gift, hm?” Kaveh muses as soon as those brilliant eyes meet his. Al-Haitham’s mouth curves into a small smile as he reaches to take Kaveh’s hand.

“A well earned one,” Al-Haitham says. “Now that you’ve gone through two of the three, you should be suitably warmed up. Are there any further anxieties you need laid to rest?”

Kaveh looks down at their hands. In the dream their skin is unmarked. Kaveh raises that hand to his lips and presses his closed mouth to the back of this loved hand. 

Before Kaveh had gone to sleep, Nilou had come over to help Senior Faruzan decorate his hands in marks of swirling mehndi, the patterns of Sumeru and the Kshahrewar and Haravatat neatly woven in, as well as the subtle traces of the characters that form Al-Haitham’s name. They go all the way from fingertip to the middle of his forearm. He knows that Dehya and Candace were doing the same for Al-Haitham with a matching design with the characters for Kaveh’s name hidden among them.

Tomorrow, when they see each other, they will see the marks of each other’s lives upon their hands. Kaveh wonders where his name has been hidden on Al-Haitham’s skin. Excitement bubbles underneath his skin with the eagerness to find out. The anticipation. 

Tomorrow, both of their hands will be marked with each other’s names. Tomorrow…

Kaveh’s stomach does a small little flip. 

“Tomorrow, we will be wed,” Kaveh whispers, awe and shock settling in over him as he turns to face Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham’s eyes move from Kaveh’s face to their hands, expression momentarily turning as soft and wondrous as Kaveh feels right now, before he looks up at Kaveh again. “Tomorrow,” Kaveh says, “it will be over. And then, we will be beginning once more. Another beginning for another ending.” Can one cry in a dream? Kaveh feels the familiar knot of feelings catching itself in his throat as he leans in to press his temple against Al-Haitham’s. It all becomes so overwhelming, suddenly.

Imagine that. Months and months of wedding preparation, filling out paperwork, arranging all matter of finance and logistics, repeating the words, and for the past two days literally going through the actual ceremony…but here. Now. In this soft dream, the full weight of it hits Kaveh like the blow of a Fatui Anemo Boxer.

And…even before that.

Even before the rings, the proposal; before the invitations went out and the reservations were made.

Before that wasn’t Kaveh quite sure Al-Haitham was there in his life to stay? Ignoring the months of wedding preparations, didn’t Kaveh have years to understand the weight of this conclusion? The conclusion of Al-Haitham being important, and being important enough to keep, to stay, to mourn, to fight, to rally, to compromise, to concede? Hadn’t Kaveh always known that, from the very first time their lives diverged from one another and it left an echo of an ache in him that went so deep that even in a Sumeru without dreams it would haunt his quiet hours?

Has Kaveh not had years now, of knowing this? Of knowing Al-Haitham and how deeply their lives had come to be bound together through active choice and conscious efforts? Hadn’t it already been quite painful for Kaveh to imagine a life without Al-Haitham in it at all?

And now. Now here they are. Just a few hours away from that binding of lives being a solid fact of the world that could never be denied ever. In a few hours there will be a piece of paper that officially acknowledges that which they have built together over years upon years, to give it a name. A union.

Al-Haitham’s free hand raises up to rest on the back of Kaveh’s neck, keeping them close to each other.

“Tomorrow we encounter another form of ourselves,” Al-Haitham says quietly. “Carrying with us all of our prior selves into the new form to see what we can make of it. We enter a new stage.” Al-Haitham’s voice glitters with excitement. 

“Ours to shape, ours to care for, ours to transform into what we will,” Kaveh voices the shape of the excitement out loud for them both. “Ours to ruin, but also ours to exalt and to raise above all others.”

“Ours,” Al-Haitham exhales with soft longing against Kaveh’s cheek. 

Kaveh isn’t sure if anyone’s worked out how to measure time in a dream. But the two of them spend the rest of the dream in comfortable, warm silence. They don’t talk about the last challenge, or anything else. Any question Kaveh has about the final day, about the processes and discussions that went into organizing and creating the labyrinth, seems to fade away as entirely unimportant to this moment between them, right here, right now. Any concerns Kaveh had seem to just…quiet. Not entirely gone, but soothed, or rather, made smaller and easier to ignore with the certainty contained within this dream. No. Not contained within the dream. But made all the more present through the dream itself. This is the certainty they share together in waking, brought forward in sleep. Kaveh closes his eyes and tries to breathe it deep into his soul. Was this not something that he and Al-Haitham also worked so hard for? To create and maintain and repair? Is this, too, not part of the things they will be bringing from their past into their new tomorrow? 

There is nothing else to say here. Whatever else that needs to be said…don’t they have the rest of their lives to say it? Sometimes, this sort of silence is its own beautiful thing to cherish, too.

They stay there, leaning into each other, simply savoring the other’s presence, comfortable in the warm silence that enfolds them.

And then, as Kaveh feels the edges of the dream start to slip close, signaling the end of the dream, Al-Haitham squeezes Kaveh’s hand in his. He turns to press his lips to Kaveh’s shoulder, his neck, his jaw, his cheek, the corner of his mouth.

“Make sure you keep your keys on you,” Al-Haitham says, “I’m not suffering a delay returning to the house so we can set out on our vacation away from the busy-bodies because you forgot them.”

Before Kaveh can ask why couldn’t just use Al-Haitham’s keys if that were to happen (not that it would, Kaveh forgets his keys one time and it becomes a whole running joke) he feels himself being shaken awake.

“Come on, you,” Senior Faruzan says as she and Tighnari each grab one of his arms and physically pull him into sitting upright. “You don’t need to dream even a moment longer. You’ll be seeing your Al-Haitham within a few hours.”

“A few-?” Kaveh squints towards the window. “It’s not even dawn?”

“We have to get you ready,” Tighnari says, ripping the blankets off of Kaveh. “If you thought the preparations for the past two days were something, wait until you see what was ordered for the third day. Here is where I wish Dehya was on this side of things.”

-

The first challenge had been based on Al-Haitham and Kaveh. Well. All of the challenges are based on Al-Haitham and Kaveh and all that their names and the concept of them entails. That’s the point of these wedding challenges: proving to one another and everyone who stands as witness that they are known, understood, accepted. 

But the first of the challenges has been based on Al-Haitham and Kaveh, the scholars, the Scribe and Architect, the Haravatat and Kshahrewar Masters. It was based on their academics, their studies, their schools of thought and practice and how they—overtime—came together in this hyper-specific formulation to create an understanding that crossed the divides of philosophies and ideals between them.

The second of the challenges was still about them, but it also involved the outside element of their friends and how their friends had come together to effect them and how they came together. They had changed and been changed by every new introduction into their lives, and in their new combinations it just created more ways for them to reach out and connect to each other, understand each other. The second challenge, as Kaveh cherishes it, was a celebration of not just Kaveh and Al-Haitham, but of the two of them and all of the people who had come together behind them to support them and would, in the future, be there when they were being much too themselves and needed a third, fourth, fifth, sixth party to knock some sense into them to get them both back on the right direction.

Kaveh had not truly thought of what the third challenge might be. He supposes that it would make sense if it was extremely difficult—all of this scaling up in complexity as it normally goes. The hardest challenge being saved for last, the climax of the whole thing. That’s how it goes in most stories, doesn’t it?

And if one were to follow a narrative, wouldn’t it make sense for the challenge to return to Al-Haitham and Kaveh? Or perhaps, to something deeper than them and their names? Something too large for words?

So it does surprise Kaveh that for the third and final challenge, after he spends nearly the entire morning being preened over and dressed up like this is the most important day of everyone’s lives, he’s led to a beautifully decorated garden area in one of the quieter sections of the city on the way up from the house towards the Akademiya. It’s a small little garden, not particularly noteworthy in comparison to the other greens of Sumeru City. But Kaveh knows it because there is a little space built and carved into the trunk of the Divine Tree itself that this garden leads off into, and they had planned their reception there.

Kaveh did not think that the last and final challenge would be delivered and overcome literally at the threshold of their reception. Kaveh’s palms, much to his own self-aware amusement, begin to grow damp.

Their full wedding party (including Dori, the Traveler, and Paimon, who were not present for the other two challenges but were invited to the reception) form a loose and distant circle around him. On the other side of the garden, there is a walled off section that merges with the Divine Tree where Kaveh knows that the reception for the wedding ceremony is currently set up. Through the wide archway that leads into the sectioned off area, Kaveh can see a glimpse of the decorating—a flash of the colors of the flowers they had ordered and the colors of the decorations they had chosen. Kaveh can smell the food, he can hear their several other guests mingling and chattering with excitement. Some of the musicians are idly practicing their scales and warming up. What confidence they all have that he’s going to pass the final challenge and appear before them, arm in arm with Al-Haitham, any moment now!

Kaveh stands completely still. Mid-morning light shines clear and calm upon him. There is still the lingering taste of morning in the air, giving everything a strangely cool edge, like moonlight has not quite hidden herself as much as her sun-sister would think, as though the stars are playing tricks.

Behind and all around him: Kaveh’s friends, Kaveh’s family. Kaveh’s Archon, even. The sounds of Sumeru City coming alive and blooming into its daytime flush. The Akademiya, above him with its flocks of green and cream colored students and professors. Below him, people in every color and pattern to ever exist, moving as a river. A house that has become a home.

Before him: Al-Haitham, hands at his sides, not-quite patiently waiting if the tip of his chin and brows are anything to go by. Or perhaps that’s because he knows about what ridiculous sort of sentiment is making Kaveh’s eyes sting and heart pound and palms sweat and he’s utterly exasperated by it. After living here all his life, wouldn’t Kaveh be over it be now? Apparently not.

Kaveh strides forward until he stands before Al-Haitham, the two of them less than an arms’ length apart.

“Your final challenge,” Lord Kusanali begins from her place the circle of friends and family that has linked themselves together around the two of them. Behind Al-Haitham, behind Lord Kusanali and Cyno and Dehya, Kaveh hears the sounds of the reception quieting, people straining to listen in. He’s surprised he doesn’t see people coming to crowd around the entrance. Al-Haitham shifts to block Kaveh’s line of sight, mouthing, “And where are you looking?” Kaveh resists the urge to roll his own eyes. Lord Kusanali continues, “is simple. I pass it over into the hands of Al-Haitham to tell you.”

Al-Haitham gestures for Kaveh to hold his hand out. Kaveh has half a mind to ask if their final challenge really is going to be single-combat, be in with words or with fists or with blades, because wouldn’t that be just like them? But Al-Haitham simply places down a simple circular piece of metal into Kaveh’s palm.

The metal is warm from Al-Haitham’s hand. It is finely inscribed with a familiar fractal design, similar to a flower with more geometric edges. It is a cylinder, squat and wide, with a single slot in the center.

“Your challenge,” Al-Haitham says, not bothering to raise or pitch his voice for anyone other than Kaveh, “is to open this lock; without force, without breaking it, using whatever is on you person to do so.”

Al-Haitham, however, did not need to clarify that. He did not, in fact, need to speak at all to say what the challenge was. It is a good thing that the challenge was not written as he would not have been able to read it. Kaveh’s eyes begin to well up and he has to quickly look upwards to avoid the spillover of tears. Good lord, he’s getting old if this is getting him starting on the waterworks.

Kaveh isn’t sure if he would have preferred the hand-to-hand-combat or a final debate, or something of that sort. Of all of the challenges…

This is just. It’s so easy. But it’s also—

It’s also the one that strikes at Kaveh’s heart the deepest. Like Al-Haitham has reached into him and pulled out all of that red and vulnerable mess, strand of flesh by flesh, curl of organ by organ, fiber by fiber. How utterly Al-Haitham, to have left the final challenge to be one so utterly simple, and yet so devastating. If they were any other pair standing here, this challenge would be a farce to the point of insult with how simply it can be completed.

But it is not any other pair. It is them. And all that entails—every single moment of every year they’ve clawed out of each other and out of the world to combine between them.

Kaveh’s throat works as he closes his eyes to the blue sky. Al-Haitham’s hand slides underneath his own, thumb pressing softly against the jut of Kaveh’s wrist as Kaveh gathers himself. 

Here, Al-Haitham could tease: too hard for you, Kshahrewar? Cat caught your tongue? Nothing to say for yourself? Giving up here?

Here, Kaveh could return fire: Giving a lock to a master of engineering and innovation, you might as well wave a white flag! I’m simply astounded by your level of ridiculousness. Haven’t you got something to say? Who’s giving up? Weren’t you and Lord Kusanali all about the theatrics of the moment yesterday when I moved to solve things too quickly? Give a man a moment to breathe, why don’t you? Don’t you know how stuffy the traditional clothes are with this weather?

On and on and on they could go, back and forth, making a whole routine out of it like crosstalk performers from Liyue. They could go at it until the sun sets and their guests start to heckle and throw things at them and their friends get sick of it and end up dragging them through the rest of the ceremony without either of them actually breaking to pay attention. It would be so easy to. 

As easy and, probably, as expected for the two of them as Kaveh completing this final challenge.

Because has it not always been a challenge for him, for the both of them—to be known? To be seen, and understood, and accepted? And accepting all of that? Is that not half of what has torn them apart in their worst moments? And is it also not the very same thing that has brought them, careful and purposeful step by step, forward to this very moment? Has this sort of straightforward, sincere, simplicity always been their greatest challenge to overcome when it comes to each other? 

How easy it is for them to fall into more complicated habits of banter and debate, of meaningful glance and gesture loaded with context and complications in order to avoid the simply thing before them.

How easy it would be, to deflect and let the both of them wind themselves up and up and up, ever upwards without end in circles that go nowhere. And that is why, for all of the simplicity of opening a lock that is not truly locked, Kaveh feels like his heart is about to burst.

Sometimes, the most difficult thing in the entire world is to accept what is in front of you—something held out to you and given, even if you did not work for it, did not ask for it, and do not think you deserve it. Sometimes, the most difficult challenge in the world is to face what is before you with silence, with grace, and to open your hands and take it.

Sometimes, the most difficult thing in your life is knowing that someone else has chosen to give you a way back into theirs whenever that moment comes—not knowing if that moment will ever arrive, but preparing for it all the same.

Al-Haitham’s thumb draws a small circle against Kaveh’s wrist. Kaveh breathes in so deep that it hurts his lungs coming in and hurts even more coming out. The set of his mouth feels tremulous on his own face, like it might fall away any moment now to reveal the absolute mess he is beneath. But Kaveh’s hands don’t shake. Not even a little bit as he cradles the final challenge in his palm.

“You’re quite certain?” Kaveh whispers.

“If I was not,” Al-Haitham whispers back, “would we be as so?”

Kaveh shakes his head, eyes closing as he leans forward. Al-Haitham meets him halfway as their temples touch with the same certainty as their hands.

Kaveh does not need to pick this lock. He does not, even, need to examine it.

With Kaveh’s free hand, he reaches into the pocket of his tailored clothes and pulls out his key. The house key. Old brass plating with the silly lion keychain made out of a spare gear and paint that’s been worn down by the touch of hands over several years.

Kaveh swallows hard. He knows he’s making an ugly face. As both Al-Haitham and his mother have often told him, he’s an ugly crier.

“You had to do this in front of literally everyone we know,” Kaveh grouses, attempting to keep his voice as level and steady as his hands. He opens his eyes, vision slightly blurry as he slips the key into the lock, turning it with a soft click. The inscribed metal glows faintly, the intertwined lines and curves of the patterns shimmering in familiar and comforting shades of green with the echoes of his and Al-Haitham’s dendro signatures. “I don’t know if I’m furious with you or if this is the most romantic gesture you’ve ever done in your life.”

Al-Haitham merely takes the opened lock in his other hand, reaching out to offer it to Lord Kusanali along with Kaveh’s key still inside of it. He has not let go of Kaveh’s wrist with the other.

“My husband,” Al-Haitham says, this time pitching his voice to be heard by others as he turns their hands together, palm to palm. Like this, Kaveh can see how the mehndi on their hands matches. He thinks he spies his name in between Al-Haitham’s fingers, nestled in the curve of Al-Haitham’s ring and middle finger. “Has passed the third challenge.”

And with that, Al-Haitham pulls away to pull Kaveh to his side and he walks them right up towards the archway towards the reception, the circle of their friends and family closing in behind them. Kaveh feels hands touching his back, his shoulders, pushing him forward as congratulatory cries rise up around them.

They walk into the reception area as flowers are thrown overhead, the sounds of instruments beginning to play as people cry out, cheering and clapping their hands. Ahead of them is the table. The table spreads out with the mirror and candles, the fruit, the spices, the honey, the bowl of coins, the flowers—and in the center of it all, an old book taken from the heart of the house. Al-Haitham’s grandmother’s book, takes place of pride by the mirror, splayed open to the front with her earnest wish for all the world to see.

As they take their places at the table, Kaveh’s mother and the two halves of their wedding party come together to raise the canopy over their heads, the pattern of lace and thin-thick fabric casting shadows over them as they settle in close.

Lord Kusanali places the wedding contracts before them. Tighnari puts a pen in Kaveh’s left hand as Dehya puts one in Al-Haitham’s right. Together before everyone who matters, and before each other, they sign their names on the legal documents that will bind them together by the letter of the law. The entire time, Kaveh’s right hand and Al-Haitham’s left are firmly pressed together between them.

Behind them, Kaveh feels someone—several someone’s—pressing their hands to his shoulders and back, each wish a sincere and bursting-with-care congratulations as Lord Kusanali takes the signed papers back, her own moon of a face glowing with joy. Kaveh hears his mother’s breath hitch, her own hand going to take his left. Al-Haitham’s hand in his right shakes as their friends and family also congratulate him with no less sincere ardor.

Before them, the rest of their guests cheer and laugh and applaud, shouting out their own well wishes and good-natured jibes.

Kaveh turns towards their joined hands, the matching patterns of their hidden names interlocked with their fingers, pressed together at their palms. And he raises his eyes up towards the man who has chosen him, who he has chosen in turn. And he takes their joined hands and brings them to his lips, finding his own name on Al-Haitham’s skin—“My husband.”

In return, Al-Haitham’s eyes glitter under the morning as he pulls their hands towards himself to find his own name on Kaveh’s skin, pressing the growing, blooming shape of his smile to Kaveh’s hand. “My husband.”




