
A Study in Dependence



The day that Al-Haitham formally and completely steps down from the position of Acting Grand Sage is unquestionably one of the top five most rewarding, satisfying, and overall positive moments of his entire life. Granted, Al-Haitham will admit that in the grand spectrum of mortal life, he has not lived for very long. Nor has he had a particularly wide breadth of things to compare with. 

However, he does feel qualified to determine that this day was (compared to what he had available to compare with) certainly in the top rankings.

When he enters the Grand Sage’s offices for the last time as the Acting Grand Sage he is unsurprised to see that a small celebration had been organized. 

Anyone who was actively paying attention to him could see how obvious he was about wanting to get out of the job as quickly as possible and how pleased he was that he finally had gotten out of it. Al-Haitham was not being subtle. 

As Kaveh says of him, Al-Haitham has the directness of the sun and the pervasiveness of the long shadows when it comes to getting the things that he wants. In other words, Al-Haitham is not shy about it. In fact, he’s—in Kaveh’s words once more—“embarrassingly and bold-facedly tenacious”.

The General Mahamatra had been teasing him over it for weeks, ever since Lord Kusanali gave her approval, saying that “I suppose I’ll have to go back to work at actually monitoring the Grand Sage and Sage positions now that they’re going to be occupied and overseen by someone who actually wants the job and the power that comes with it.” Cyno would shake his head, quietly clicking his tongue. “Should I be offended that after all this time working together I failed to instill into you any sense of civic duty or relieved that you remain utterly unambitious?”

“If Kaveh couldn’t do that after several years worth of actively trying, why should you be able to in only a few months?” Al-Haitham had pointed out, which caused Cyno’s mouth to pull into a smirk, eyes tipping up with silent laughter. “Even for a man likened to the Great Vayuvyastra that particular failure shouldn’t be taken to heart.”

Their Archon, Herself, had also been teasing him about it in her own way. 

“Ah, but I do fear that the new Sages won’t be nearly as indulgent of my whims and of my curiosity than you’ve been, my Grand Scribe,” she had said as the ink was drying on her acceptance of his resignation. “Yours is a mind that I am quite fond of.”

“I’m resigning. I’m not dying,” Al-Haitham pointed out to her. 

“But you’ll be so far away,” Lord Kusanali affected a pout that did but mostly did not fit her face. Something about living through five hundred years of isolation and escapism only through dreams while your presence in the world is being erased one letter a time will do that to a person, no matter how youthful the visage.

“I find that hard to believe from a god with powers over the mind. Nothing travels and crosses a distance faster than a thought,” Al-Haitham replied. “And when my office is only a few floors below yours and this one.”

“Is that permission?”

“Who am I to give permission to gods and lords?”

“You’re Al-Haitham,” Lord Kusanali grinned, doing away with the false sadness. “Has so long in the seat discombobulated that incredible and indomitable sense of self?”

Even the younger members of the strange circle of persons Al-Haitham has found himself entangled have deemed fit to share their excitement with him. Layla, for example, has taken to pretending to wistfully sigh and say that she’ll regret not being able to use “the Grand Sage proof-reads my papers” as ice-breakers during group assignments and whenever she goes to new study groups or small study clubs.

And now, it appears, that they have also deemed fit to manifest this excitement in a small party. They’re the sentimental sort. He does not mind it overly much. After all—this is something to celebrate.

Someone has created a large banner and hung it on the wall behind the ostentatious chair of the Grand Sage. Of all the things that Al-Haitham had managed to do while keeping that seat warm, permanently getting rid of that damn chair was not one of them—much to everyone’s disappointment. 

Al-Haitham doesn’t think and Kaveh have ever agreed on something with so little initial confrontation and discussion as their consensus that the Grand Sage’s chair was an affront to the senses.

The banner reads in large, neat letters “Congratulations on the demotion!”.

As soon as Al-Haitham steps out of the elevator, he’s ambushed on either side by Dehya and Senior Faruzan, who throw handfuls of flower petals and small, colored paper at him.

“Now there’s a happy face,” Dehya says, bumping her shoulder against his as he walks towards the desk, his temporary assistants who will no longer be his assistants after today, looking very amused as they follow after him. They had been exchanging excited glances with each other behind his back the entire ride up as they were reporting the final schedule of the day.

Al-Haitham sets his notes down on the large desk, casting a flat glance towards Cyno and Lord Kusanali. Cyno gestures for Al-Haitham to sit, and Lord Kusanali hands him a flute of—

“Drinking on the job?” Al-Haitham takes the champagne, sitting and looking around the rest of the room. Aside from the banner and the litter from Dehya and Senior Faruzan earlier, the rest of the assembled group has not done much. He approves. He doesn’t need distractions while on the last day of this job. Overtime on his last day would be unfortunate.

“You’re already on your way out, what else can they do to you? You should’ve abused the position more while you were in it.” Tighnari gestures for Al-Haitham to lower his head. Collei steps forward from next to him, holding up a wreathe of flowers and looking embarrassed but determined to see the job through. Al-Haitham bends for her to place it on his head. He’s in too good a mood and it’s a relatively simple request. 

Also, he approves of Collei growing bolder around him. She’s going to need to develop that boldness further once she goes full-time in the Akademiya. Practicing on him, he thinks, should be adequate in building this up.

“Are you really encouraging me to abuse my temporary authority in front of the General Mahamatra and the Archon?”

“I’m telling you that when you had it, you should have used it. Too late, now.”

“Congratulations, Grand Scribe,” Candace says, nodding to him as she steps forward to put an unlabeled liquor bottle on the desk. Ah. It’s homemade then. He’s going to need to save that to bribe someone with later. That’s a very considerate gift. “Although, I must confess that I will miss working with someone so amenable to coming to me instead of me sending word to them.”

“Those were escapes, Candace,” Cyno corrects, “that was not the returning Grand Scribe being amiable in nature. If Kaveh is to be believed, that would be contrary, and therefore unfairly in character. That was him trying to force other people into doing their fair share by removing himself from the equation.”

“Senior Kaveh wanted to make it,” Layla says, holding out a bouquet to him. Al-Haitham finds himself running out of hands. 

“But he’s otherwise occupied on an emergency dispatch to the northern border and then a follow-up research expedition out west in the Girdle of the Sands due to short-staffing among the Kshahrewar’s field teams, I am aware,” Al-Haitham says, setting both champagne and bouquet aside. 

“But he passes on his congratulations.” Senior Faruzan holds up a small bag, shaking it to make the coins inside jingle. “One round of drinks tonight, on him.”

“How generous,” Al-Haitham muses, eyes flicking to the several champagne flutes around the room that everyone assembled takes up. “And what round is this?”

“The prequel,” Lord Kusanali answers, floating up next to him so that they’re roughly eye level as she adjusts the wreathe on his head, “and the epilogue, all rolled into one. Is it not a rather tidy and efficient celebration, Al-Haitham? Do you not approve?”

“If I say I don’t do I have to stay here longer?” Al-Haitham replies and then sighs as Collei brings out a kamera and everyone else starts queuing up. “Is this a celebration for me or for the rest of you?”

Sometimes, Al-Haitham is not sure who wanted him out of this job more. For all that Lord Kusanali had tried to convince him to stay on, and that Cyno, Candace, and Tighnari had expressed approval for him in the position as it’s made their jobs much easier, they along with the rest of their circle were more eager for him to have less to complain about.

Al-Haitham has not been quiet about his extreme dissatisfaction with being shoehorned into a role he has zero desire to carry, even if he has—in other’s eyes—the aptitude for it.

“Both,” everyone assembled (including his assistants) chorus. 

The next few minutes involve several pictures being taken, more rounds of congratulations, and then everyone finally filing out to give Al-Haitham actual time to truly finish up the last of his duties as Acting Grand Sage.

“Tonight, Lambad’s,” Dehya says on her way out, knocking on the edge of the elevator door to get his attention even as he turns towards his assistants to get the real debrief out of them now that they’ve gotten this surprise celebration squared away. “We’ve rented out the second floor. If you don’t show up, I’m sending Candace and Layla after you. Frankly, between the two, I’m not sure which one would be worse to get caught by.”

Dinner is a relatively simple affair compared to some of the other gatherings these people have put together. Al-Haitham attributes this to the Traveler and Paimon’s absence, as well as Kaveh’s. 

Layla and Collei both give them their quiet congratulations once more. Nilou and Lady Dunyarzad also make appearances. 

Lord Kusanali attends very briefly to pick at a few dishes, have a cup of tea, and give him earnest regrets and congratulations once more, before leaving to do whatever it is gods do in their spare time.

Some of Al-Haitham’s colleagues in the Mahamata who were assisting him by filling in on some of his Grand Scribe duties stop by to eat a little and congratulate him, although they don’t stay very long. The Grand Investigator buys everyone a round though, and the Grand Quartermaster leaves some money to help pay with the final bill. 

A few of the new Sages and their new staff also make brief appearances, although the presence of the General Mahamatra, the General Watch leader, and Senior Faruzan is enough to get them all going on their way rather fast. Sage Naphis, however, stays a little longer, pleased to have an opportunity to catch up with Tighnari and Collei without the constraints of work.

All in all, Al-Haitham is home early enough which he counts as the start of a very, very good weekend. A good, quiet, normal weekend, the likes of which he hadn’t experienced since…

Actually, he doesn’t think he had a good, quiet, normal weekend even before the last Sages were overthrown. 

Ah. All the more reason to cherish this return to normalcy then. As they say, you don’t know what you have until you’ve lost it.

Al-Haitham intends on very sincerely, very deeply appreciating his return to having a lack of job responsibilities, abundance of free time, and an even greater financial freedom than before.

(“You could pay me more than the Tianquan of Liyue gets in a year and I still would not agree to keep the job,” Al-Haitham tells Lord Kusanali as she mournfully signs his resignation paper and updates his current employment contract. Her pout is exaggerated. Mostly. There is genuine regret in her eyes.

“Peace of mind is no small treasure, I agree. So you can’t quite blame me, in return, for mourning over the loss of part of mine, can you?”

“Your lack of faith in your new Sages speaks more about them and you than it does about anything else,” Al-Haitham said.

“Compared to you, my Grand Scribe, most would fall pale and short,” Lord Kusanali sighed. “But I have faith that given time and some harsh lessons taught by the harsher master of life they’ll gain some measure.” And then Nahida said, “Does this mean that now that you aren’t the Acting Grand Sage we can start really hashing out and pondering over some of the theoretical models you didn’t have time for while on the clock?”

Al-Haitham had barely said yes before Nahida had whisked away the still-drying document with a flicker of her mind and pulled out several pieces of paper where she’d clearly kept going on without him.

“Now,” she says, as her secretaries put their hands to their foreheads in despair, because they can recognize a scholar going on a tangent when they see one, “let’s refresh from the beginning. You left me hanging at a very interesting juncture, Al-Haitham. Did you really think I wouldn’t ponder further even if you weren’t doing the pondering with me?”)

Come the end of the weekend and the start of a standard work-week with standard hours that he’s found himself missing like a tooth. Al-Haitham has never found himself so grateful to be going to the Akademiya and returning to his offices in the lower levels of the archives.

While his fellow department heads in the Mahamata did step in to assist in managing his vacated duties while he was otherwise occupied with the thankless and unwanted job of reforming the state, and while he does have a level of confidence in his staff to manage things without him breathing down their necks, there are still several things that have been left pending for him to get through. This was expected.

The role of Grand Scribe is not just one of authority but also of skill. 

There are simply things that the other restorers, translators, and researchers who work under him aren’t capable of—trained in different specialties and the like. Al-Haitham has worked carefully and selected his personnel with calculated attention to make sure as many gaps in specialties and talents were covered as possible to prevent such build-ups in events of his absence or unavailability.

But after literal months of being unavailable, there were bound to be a few loose and complicated ends that required his specific attention. Especially now that the Akasha has been turned off and a hard pivot has been taken towards using physical. Al-Haitham anticipated that his first week back would be occupied with catch-up and reorganization before he can actually start in on tackling these pending projects.

Al-Haitham sets to work at reviewing what’s been waiting for him and organizing things in order of relevance, while listening to his higher ranked officers report back anything they may had deemed fit to hold back while he was burdened with the role of Acting Grand Sage.

Ah, the relief of working with competent and self-sufficient people again. 

His fellow department heads come in to check on him throughout the morning as they trickle in to start their own work days, or in the Grand Inquisitor’s case, as they finish up their overnight shift. None of them stay overly long, but just come in to check on him and look around and congratulate him again.

“I never thought I’d be so happy to see your face,” the Grand Inquisitor said, scrubbing a hand over their eyes, scratching the edge of their jaw as they glanced over the numerous files Al-Haitham was in the middle of reviewing. “Your work is the most boring, tedious, and thankless shit I’ve ever had to lay eyes on, and your department is stupidly competent to the point where checking in on them is like watching grass grow. I’d have better use of my time imagining shapes out of clouds. Do me a favor, the next time you decide to be a hero can you have the decency to not get involved in the clean up afterwards?”

The Grand Proctor had made a brief appearance to just smile at him from his doorway, giving him a fond wink and wave of her hand before going off again.

The Grand Administrator came in somewhere around mid-morning, tapping his walking stick against the side of Al-Haitham’s desk. “Everyone where they ought to be, doing as they ought at last. Ah, it does bring peace to these old and weary bones.”

Al-Haitham gave the older man a flat stare, because the Grand Administrator certainly hadn’t been jumping up to help when Al-Haitham was being fed to the wolves.

“You can’t blame me for not wanting to get tangled up in that mess,” the man says, sounding too cheerful. “If a youngster like you couldn’t keep up with it, how can you expect me to? Besides, it’s much more fun in the background, the shadows. No one ever looks over.”

“I know,” Al-Haitham said, that’s why Al-Haitham’s Grand Scribe, not Grand Sage.

All is not well, but is as expected which means it’s on the path towards getting well and back to complete, mundane, normalcy. A boring and mundane work-life means more of his attention, energy, and time can be spent on pursuing his own pursuits. It’s been some time since he’s been able to make progress on his own research projects. 

And Nahida has posed some interesting questions to him that he needs to head into the library to get references for to fully explore and consider potential pathways to possible answers.

Candace also recently found some interesting machines in the desert that evolved from their contemporaries through some sort of self-taught self-repair and scavenging protocols. She’s saving the pieces for him and keeping an eye out for more of the machines. Senior Faruzan is supposed to go over with a combined team of Kshahrewar and Haravatat to do further studies and she’s promised him a place. Based on the work here he should be able to clean everything up just in time to go.

No one can say that he can’t. He’s more than enough time off and after working as the Acting Grand Sage for months, the idea of begrudging him a week or two for personal research seems ill-advised and ungrateful.

Towards the afternoon, Al-Haitham begins to notice the beginnings of unrest—some stone thrown into the pond of his offices and department to disturb their work. 

Messengers are showing up. Al-Haitham doesn’t hear them, does not see them. But as Al-Haitham is reviewing projects and timelines with his various team leads, he does see the aide in charge of directing visitors getting up multiple times, returning more and more frazzled and annoyed looking every time they return. Once or twice, said aide glances in his direction before quickly looking away.

Right around now is when the Sages’ daily council with Lord Kusanali would have broken up for the Sages to return to their Darshans to adjust workflow plans and set their personnel onto any tasks given to them by their Lord. 

There shouldn’t be anything new or surprising that would require messages being sent down to him. None of the projects were close to finishing for archiving purposes, nothing new was coming up, and Al-Haitham had left thorough notes and plan of action projections and contingencies. It was part of the conditions for his resignation.

Al-Haitham ignores it. If the aide didn’t think it important enough to bring to him directly, and if Lord Kusanali herself isn’t calling Al-Haitham back, then it’s fine. It’s most likely the new Sages and their staff trying to reassure themselves and their chosen actions by defaulting into poorly established habits.

This is why Al-Haitham wanted to resign sooner. 

By the end of the day, the aide has spent more time fending off messengers than they have at their desk and Al-Haitham is forced to take action because if he wants to leave this office he has to go through the same door.

On the way out, Al-Haitham is predictably mobbed by harried looking messengers bearing the colors of every Darshan, note paper and pens out and ready even as they start clamoring for attention. They remind him of newly hatched birds: all mouth.

“If,” Al-Haitham cuts through the clamor as he shoulders his way through the crowd that scrambles to get out of his way, “your masters and superiors had any questions or concerns, the time to ask them would have been last week when I was of the authority to consider them. As things were clearly fine then, they should be fine now as there have been no changes unless all of you managed to undo literal weeks of works in a matter of hours. If so that’s all on their hands and not mine. I’m off the clock. Move.”

As the next week begins to unfold Al-Haitham begins to feel the edges of a problem, a headache, creeping up his shadow to hook into the back of his skull.

Messengers and notes continue to come to his archives, trying to find him at his office, catch him on his way to and from department meetings, or hunting him down on the archival floors and artifact storage rooms as he does rounds. 

After months without Al-Haitham present, as self-sufficient as his staff have been trained to be, there is some level of catch up that needs to be done and there were some matters that were not handled as neatly as they should have been. After those months of being left to fend for themselves or being handled by the other Mahamata department heads, or trying to work with the new Sages’s staff, Al-Haitham’s scribes and aides seem to have gained a newfound appreciation for a steady, stable status quo.

As such, they’re appear to be grateful for his return to handle the greater mess of politics and coordination in their place as is his job so that they can return to the normalcy of theirs. This gratitude has, in some cases, developed into some measure of loyalty, and maybe a touch of fear after knowing what it’s like without him around.

If Al-Haitham were them and he had to work under the Grand Proctor or the Grand Administrator, he would also be feeling the same amount of fear and dread at the thought of having to repeat the experience, and gratitude at being released from that special form of torment.

Due to this new mixture of gratitude, loyalty, and fear, his staff are more than willing to stand between him and the current Sages and their staff. They do their utmost to bar the ongoing tidal wave of messages and summons, throwing out throwing out any and all manner excuse, deception, and in some cases feigns of blatant ignorance to make sure he’s left unbothered to finish up his actual work.

(In one case, one of his team leads physically threw a spare coat over him and refused to acknowledge he was in the room as anything other than a coat rack until the messenger was convinced to leave. 

Al-Haitham still doesn’t know if he’s amused by that specific occasion or frustrated by it. It was not a clean coat. But also, it was rather amusing to watch the messenger turn what had to be an unnatural shade of puce.

“This may come off strange,” they said afterwards, “but have you considered witness protection as a way to get work done? You’re friendly with the matra now, right? They could…disappear you for a while right?”)

Al-Haitham doesn’t think his department has ever worked so well together. Not even when he was still an unranked scribe apprenticing to his predecessor.

Cyno, Al-Haitham thinks, would be awed and proud of how well Al-Haitham’s department has come together to work as an almost tactical force to cut off messages and spirit Al-Haitham away and hide him so he can get real work done.

But despite the best efforts of everyone involved, one or two pieces of paper still make their way to him that shouldn’t be here. More often than not, the questions being slipped to him are simple in nature and don’t require much in terms of true thought. It’s more like the new Sages and their staff are looking for approval, reassurance, that their choices are correct and reasonable, treating Al-Haitham as their sounding board and as their metric ruler for reason.

This, again, is a problem that Al-Haitham and probably all of the Akademiya above a certain level could see coming leagues off, and once again turns back to one of the several reasons why he was so eager to drop the title and job responsibility as soon as possible.

The main issue at hand is that the current Sages and their new staff are too young.

That might sound strange coming from Al-Haitham, especially when most of the new Sages are his age or just a few years younger or older. But this is the truth of the problem.

Skill, talent, and proclivity for politics, economics, and rule-making are not limited by age, but they certainly are helped by the experience that comes with years.

And unfortunately, those left behind after the veritable purge of corrupt officials from the Akademiya are sorely lacking in both age and experience, among several other vital aspects that would normally be sought for in a Sage.

The reason why it took so long to get replacements for the Sages and their staff was not because there was a lack of bodies and minds available. The problem was that most of those bodies and minds were not willing.

Those who would have well surpassed the minimum requirements to become a Sage—anyone with the political acumen, true ambition, and support from the Darshans, who also managed to stay clear of any of the entanglements that the matra are still working on straightening out—knew better than to actually put themselves forward for it now. Not now, when things are so unstable and everything remains up in the air without a signal for which direction the winds of change would blow.

Meanwhile, everyone who may have lacked in ambition or support, but did have the experience and a suitably clear record, had been expunged from the running by the previous corrupt regime. They’d been chased off as threats to the scheme, placed at the fringes of the Akademiya or kicked out entirely. Most of those, after that particular slap to the pride, have no inclination of returning just yet for the same reason those who still remained also didn’t want to step into the running. 

Of the small pool of experienced and reasonably skilled persons left, that would just be the researchers like Senior Faruzan who had no care for the diplomatic aspects of politicking or rule-making of any sort, and had their heads so far buried in the sands of their research that it honestly would have been a surprise to anyone if they could even say what year they were in.

Perhaps, if the new Sages and new administration proved themselves stable of standing on their own and unlikely to fall to the same follies as the previous one did, some of the first two could have been convinced into supporting roles, and then taking over down the line in more defined capacities.

But that required there to be new Sages and a new administration to prove themselves at all, in the mean time.

And everyone knew that all attention would be on this new administration, holding them up to the harshest lights to scrutinize and compare to the old in every way, looking for any trace of anything unsavory or below par. At the same time, this new administration would be held accountable for the unknowable, as of yet unshaped future. 

The still-warm but rapidly-cooling seats, for all the potential of power and prestige they could offer, were deaths traps in the making and the ensuing scramble to make sure that they were not the one in that seat was what took so long to get anyone in position to vote for a new Grand Sage and get Al-Haitham out of office.

Because all that was left, after all those others stepped out of the way, were the inexperienced. The only ones left in the running were those who had just began to cut their teeth on smaller projects and matters of administration. And now, they’ve suddenly been thrust into positions of high scrutiny, high risk, and high consequence. They were being shot from small budgetary meetings and inter-department projects to the highest stage in the land without much in terms of guidance, familiarity with the position, or direction from their fractured Darshans.

Which, of course, is why they naturally turned to him.

Putting aside Al-Haitham’s role in causing this change in power, Al-Haitham through his role as the Grand Scribe was privy to all of the paperwork and politics of the Sages and their departments. He assisted their predecessors as closely as some of the former aide de camps did, and with Al-Haitham’s own broader scope over the Akademiya as a whole, plus the Mahamata and Matra, Al-Haitham could clearly see how things could come together or come apart. Al-Haitham knew all of the administrative functions necessary for the roles, plus all of the people and personnel who could be relied upon to do what to whichever end was necessary.

Al-Haitham, through default facts of working in the back-end administration of the Akademiya for years, knew what all of these new Sages and their new staff did not, but would have eventually been taught if they’d simply had more time to grow into their roles.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much in terms of time, and the lack of time fostered a dependency in place of familiarity. 

In other words, they’ve made poor habits. And these poorer habits involve running everything through Al-Haitham just in case. In case of what, he has no idea. Nor does he care to get one.

Now, if only the rest of the Akademiya could get that through their heads, maybe they’d all be getting some work done.

-

It is not to be. After that first week of catching up, Al-Haitham is not quite caught up to where he should be. This is troubling as Al-Haitham is on something of a deadline to get caught up so he can go west with Senior Faruzan to investigate these learning and repairing machines.

He’s put out the immediate and most pressing of fires, but some of the long-term projects he’s meant to be at least getting underway have been stalled by his department’s disarray at having to defend him from being called away to answer questions that didn’t need to be asked by people who really ought to know better.

While Al-Haitham was in the middle of unsuccessfully playing catch up, he’d been sending up other scribes to take his place in the various meetings between the Sages and their meetings with Lord Kusanali. This was planned for in advance, but now he wishes that they had agreed to a longer period of adjustment.

The scribes he’d been sending up as his replacement shoot him looks of sympathy and encouragement that he ignores as he heads past them on the way towards the meeting rooms.

Much to Al-Haitham annoyance, as expected but not wanted, during the meeting of Sages there are numerous pauses in which people glance towards him, waiting for him to make a remark. But he’s just a scribe for these meetings so no remark will come.

He is not their superior and it is not the role of a scribe to commentate. Al-Haitham’s opinions on the matters being discussed are not something to be asked for, or to defer to. And it was never his job, even when he was Acting Grand Sage, to teach them how to do this job. As unfortunate as it is, that was something that would have been their predecessors responsibility if their predecessors weren’t corrupt to the marrow.

Sage Naphis aside of course. And the current acting Sage for the Vahumana, as the previous one is still on sick leave from their imprisonment from their former peers.

After the meeting concludes, Lord Kusanali makes a point of asking Al-Haitham to stay back so she can speak with him over his progress in reacquainting himself with his Grand Scribe duties and asking after how workflow transfer from the rest of his peers back to himself.

As soon as the room is clear of the Sages and their staff, Lord Kusanali folds her small hands together and says, “You know why I can’t interfere directly.”

If Lord Kusanali were to step in to manage things in his defense it would further twist around the hierarchy of the Akademiya. The Grand Scribe reports to the Grand Sage, after all. Skipping over the Grand Sage to listen to Al-Haitham’s complaints and assist in his favor would be poor showing. Especially when the current goal of the Akademiya is to build itself back into a dependable institution.

“But that does not mean that the situation should, or will, be left is. Action can still be taken,” she continues meaningfully.

“And do you think I have not taken more than enough action? Tell this to your Sages—it is their lack of action, or lack of meaningful action, that’s causing the current issue at hand.”

Lord Kusanali sighs, “You should borrow a page from their books and teach them about the taste of their own poorly made medicine. Study their dependency as a tool to add to your own repetoire. Rely on others more.”

Al-Haitham’s mind flickers towards his fellows in the Mahamata who would probably rather throw themselves off several cliffs in succession than deal with the current Sages as they are.

“What others?”

Here, Lord Kusanali pauses with her eyes raising towards the ceiling in thought. Her eyes gleam with consideration. He did not think this was a question that required either thought or an answer. But Lord Kusanali just smiles to herself and says, “Hm. Indeed. What others…”

-

Al-Haitham, in no uncertain terms, threatens the Sages and their messengers with obstruction for hindering his work. He challenges them with malevolent incompetence. 

Perhaps there’s something unsavory in the works here, should he bring in the Matra to review all of these decisions since they appear to need this much level of oversight? 

Surely if the Sages needed this much review, it would be best for the arm of the Akademiya in charge of such a thing to handle that review. And perhaps the Sages are correct—allowing the matra to comb through all of their work would certainly help their credibility in the eyes of the wider public.

This strategy seems to work at first. The Sages quiet down with their incessant pestering for a few days, almost an entire week. 

Al-Haitham even manages to clear up enough of his workload and successfully organize teams to handle some of the more minor tasks that he squeezes out time to meet with Senior Faruzan to talk with her more about the research plans and the current roster of scholars and technicians she has, and what her current plan of attack is for distributing the work and research among the different scholars.

Senior Faruzan enthusiastically runs him through her current list of participants and the expectations for the trip and what she hopes to find. Al-Haitham actually ends up staying overly long with her as they diagram out potential code routes that the machines may have written for themselves, theorizing how the machines came up with that and modified their own programming in such a way.

Their meeting ends up running so long that Layla finds them in Senior Faruzan’s office still going at it with the diagrams of code.

“Oh! Senior Al-Haitham, Professor Faruzan, you’re both here? Should I send ahead to let the restaurant know to expect one more for dinner?”

“Yes,” she answers before Al-Haitham can. Senior Faruzan claps her hands together. “You’re coming with me and young Layla here. I’m not done with you yet, and you might as well eat. And young Layla here has mentioned that you’ve helped her with her research here and there. You could make an attempt at convincing her to join the Darshan, you know we need the numbers. But I suppose that encouraging young talent in quiet ways is also a roundabout method for encouraging good will…”

Unfortunately, it doesn’t last. 

The work still winds up with him at his desk anyway because he has to review it all for archiving—and to archive it, the documents must be as error-free as possible.

So, in order to get Al-Haitham to actually review the documents, the Sages let a few mistakes move through, incompletely or wrongfully filling out papers. Most of the lower ranked members of his department are good at filtering things out, but as always there are the most stubborn and insistent of persons who refuse to be corrected or address by anyone who they feel is below their station.

The new Sages are not above pushing their authority in this way. Would that they actually had this sort of backbone when it came to doing their actual appointed jobs.

The unfortunate thing is that everyone knows Al-Haitham will not and cannot let these things slide as not his problem. Because when it goes wrong, and it will, it will be his problem and he’ll have to take care of it later once it’s becoming some step above a problem into a headache.

That’s what all of this is becoming. Headaches on top of headaches.

How did the Akademiya find itself in such hands?

As stressful as the job of being the Acting Grand Sage was, at least he wasn’t also doing his duties as Grand Scribe. Now he’s being strong armed into doing both because he made the unfortunate mistake of showing that he does have some level of interest and investment in the overall state of things going well. Or at least somewhat smoothly. 

Al-Haitham has put too much of his own time and efforts into this institution to let it crash and burn. Unfortunately.

As such, Al-Haitham is somehow working harder than when he was the Acting Grand Sage but somehow making less progress.

His chances of being available to go west with Senior Faruzan to meet up with Candace and these promising new machines is getting further and further from his grasp. It astounds him and everyone he’s talked to about it (Senior Faruzan, the few other members of her assembled team that he knows, his staff, the Grand Investigator who would normally help fill in for him anyway, the Grand Quartermaster and Grand Administrator who they’re all required to bring up time off with to ensure coverage, and now Cyno) with.

“I think you should talk to Kaveh,” Cyno says as he watches Al-Haitham kicking aside scraps of paper that were stuffed underneath the door to his department’s main offices after it was closed for the night. 

Cyno had asked Al-Haitham, as a personal favor, to assist him in gathering copies of old finance records that would have been long filed away and weren’t, at the time, suspicious and were not flagged for matra review. Al-Haitham agreed because they were already resorting the archives to double check what was and was not needed and how they could rearrange things for better use now that Sumeru was turning towards physical records once more. 

Whatever it was that Cyno needed would come up anyway, and if Al-Haitham could get it off of his own plate and onto someone else’s to handle, then why not? Maybe Cyno would turn up more papers he’d need and have to take off of Al-Haitham’s hands.

Al-Haitham’s never been one for optimism, but in these current climes, a little bit of idle daydream in a land learning to dream once more could not be faulted.

On his way after Cyno, he takes up the few messages from one of the aides who’s in the middle of organizing materials for the day without looking and then tosses them on top of a pile of others like it. If there’s something in there that actually needs his specific attention he’d be shocked.

“Do you think he’s figured out a way to make doors that don’t have gaps for paper to slide through?” Al-Haitham replies, “Ones that the Akademiya would actually pay to install?”

“No. The Akademiya will never pay for decent doors, locks, windows, or any basic security measures in our lifetimes,” Cyno says with a note of frustrated resignation in his voice. Al-Haitham takes that to mean that Cyno’s attempts at negotiating new security measures outside of meetings isn’t going very well. At least Al-Haitham isn’t the only one suffering. 

“So why would I?” Al-Haitham replies, gesturing Cyno ahead of him into his office where yesterday’s overflow of work sits waiting for him. “He isn’t even in this side of Sumeru.”

Kaveh is still on the same extended research and training trip that he left for a few weeks ago, when Al-Haitham had just returned to his post as the Grand Scribe. Apparently Kaveh’s not making much progress there, either. Without the Akasha research is going much slower than he anticipated.

Kaveh forgot that not everyone has a mind like his and is now suffering for it by having to help re-teach students, and some teachers, basic mathematical formulas and remind them of basic facts that they should have known before, but had relied on the Akasha knowing for them.

Kaveh’s letters to Al-Haitham are brief in nature, but don’t fail to express his absolute frustration at this entirely predictable setback. His return date keeps getting delayed as a result. His letters also enclose brief instructions for various tasks he wants Al-Haitham to handle, such as responding to some of his letters in his place, forwarding payments, collecting payments, and the like.

Al-Haitham wouldn’t be doing any of it, except Kaveh sent back two pages front-to-back in his smallest, neatest writing of notes on one of the structures they’re researching and a full page charcoal rubbing of only a small portion of glyphs that might prove to be interesting and also relevant to the machines Al-Haitham and Senior Faruzan mean to be investigating.

Kaveh’s holding the rest of the pages hostage until he gets proof Al-Haitham’s doing what Kaveh’s told him to do. It’s a remarkably effective tactic to get what he wants. Al-Haitham grudgingly approves of it. 

Now if only Kaveh could do this to other people instead of just Al-Haitham, maybe he’d find greater successes that require less debt payment and more debt collection. Enough so that he could afford to actually hire someone else to do on his behalf. Al-Haitham might even be persuaded to be hired to do it, for the right price.

If he was appropriately compensated for the time and effort, and if said time and efforts get him out of this place and away from the new Sages and their self-made anxieties, Al-Haitham thinks he might even agree to go with Dehya as part of her company to do some merchant caravan guard missions. Sand and all.

Now there’s an idea. If he does that then he can definitely make his way over to locations of interest for personal research without being interrupted.

“I meant,” Cyno says, eyebrows raising as his eyes slide over a stack of papers from the Amurta that were definitely sent to him behind Sage Naphis’ back, before his eyes, like torches, settle on a folder stamped with the Spantamad’s seal. Cyno does not explain what he meant, going over to take the folder up and start paging through it.

“Do you have a warrant, General?” Al-Haitham says, taking up the entire Haravatat stack, opening his door, and tossing it onto the table he’d had cleared next to it to join the rest.

He’s almost entirely sure that the Haravatat are doing this to him as some twisted form of revenge for some slight he can’t remember. He just knows that—current Sage aside—the other ranking members of the Haravatat in charge of things are ones he’s written several critiques on before. And the current Sage for his Darshan is still trying to figure out how to not get their head snapped off during inter-Darshan meetings.

Cyno helps himself to the guest chair that Al-Haitham is required to keep in his office for guests.

“Besides, I’m sure Kaveh would find the entire thing amusing. As it is, he claims I don’t ‘apply’ myself enough. It is, in his words, how I get up to so much trouble. Supposedly.”

“Hm. Supposedly,” Cyno says, distracted as he flips through papers, eyes intensely focused on whatever it is the Spantamad deemed fit to ruin perfectly good paper with. “That does sound like something he’s said about you. Once or twice.”

It is something Kaveh’s said exactly. It was the parting line in his last letter back, right after he told Al-Haitham to go check in on the sister a few houses down on the street next to their house because supposedly she has a good blend of tea for headaches and Al-Haitham’s current blend isn’t as effective as it once was. How Kaveh was making that kind of observation from literal leagues and leagues and horizons away is anyone’s guess.

The tea is good though. Al-Haitham will admit that easily enough. It also tastes better.

“You should still tell Kaveh about,” Cyno slaps the papers against his palm before using them to gesture at the rest of Al-Haitham’s desk, “this.”

“So he can tell me how it’s karmic in nature and entirely deserved? No, thank you. I’ll leave that sort of biased self-reflection to the experts.”

“To Kaveh, you mean.”

“Is that not what I said?” Al-Haitham picked up a box of documents and held them out to Cyno. “Take your time leaving. Perhaps seeing you walk out of here with an unlabeled box will deter some of the messengers long enough for me to get some actual work done.”

“I’ll take the scenic route,” Cyno says with a dip of his head. “Thank you, Al-Haitham. And for the record, you really should write Kaveh. Kaveh’s ability to get things done via letter and long distance is nothing to be scoffed at.”

-

After that, Cyno starts coming around to (for the lack of a better word) smuggle Al-Haitham out of his department for breaks and lunch. Cyno doesn’t say why and Al-Haitham doesn’t ask. Why waste the words? And Al-Haitham isn’t going to say no to the help. He trusts that if Cyno were to ever collect on the unsolicited favor, he’d do it reasonably.

They don’t talk much during those moments and never about work. Cyno asks a few questions about the expedition with Senior Faruzan, and offers some tips and observations from his own experience in the Sands, as well as his own request for copies of whatever they find.

Al-Haitham appreciates the reprieve. No one dares to approach and bother him with the General Mahamatra in sight.

However, the Sages are unfortunately applying themselves and their tenacity and whatever scraps of the ingenuity they’ve managed to cultivate to poor use in ways that make Al-Haitham want to act out like the brute (Kaveh), delinquent (Kaveh), and lunatic (everyone not Kaveh) accuse him of being.

But in this specific case, would anyone blame him? Al-Haitham thinks that even the General Mahamatra might be swayed towards—well, if not complete clemency, some sort of reduction in sentence due to extenuating circumstances.

While the messengers and notes have somewhat died down due to Al-Haitham’s threats of bringing in the matra and making their problem instead of his, Cyno’s appearances to whisk Al-Haitham away for a few minutes a day without comment, and his own department’s efforts, the Sages have taken on a new strategy for finding ways to get Al-Haitham in situations they can one-sidedly pester him. 

Like flies. But that would make Al-Haitham the carrion corpse, and he’s altogether not entirely fond of the comparison.

They’ve begun to pull rank on him. The Mahamata answers directly to the Grand Sage and is subordinate to the other five. It’s well within their rights to do so.

Under the excuse of needing access to the highest level of clearance records, materials, and rooms within the archives, the Sages detract from Al-Haitham’s time and their own. Both of them are pulled out of their offices into the secure rooms where they make a cursory show of looking at whatever material they filed forms to view all while trying to get Al-Haitham to give his advice or insight, approval of critique, on whatever plan they have in motion. Sometimes they even talk about their arguments with each other in front of him.

Al-Haitham can’t delegate this to one of his staff members because there really are some materials that have security clearance restricted to the Grand Scribe for release only.

This method of doing things and getting their way is even more disruptive than the veritable flock of messengers he was receiving before. 

Al-Haitham’s department, at last, can focus on their own work without the constant distraction of having to be vigilant for wayward assistants, messengers couriers, or notes being shoved at them. 

But Al-Haitham has to physically leave his offices and rearrange his meetings in order to make time for whatever inane request has miraculously found its way to him. Typical behavior of those in power without a clue as to what they are meant to be doing—while the new Sages and their department staff can’t seem to figure out what they’re doing in general, they’ve somehow learned to fill out the specific request form that gets Al-Haitham in the room with them perfectly.

Al-Haitham ends up going back and forth all over the Akademiya—offices, archives, storage rooms, meeting rooms, offices, restoration rooms, meeting room, viewing room. 

It has him wondering how Kaveh, Faruzan, Cyno, Tighnari, and all of the other people he’s become entangled with handle it. Willingly and, in some cases, enthusiastically, even. Perhaps they’ve figured out some trick of space, energy, and movement that he has not. How unkind of them not to share.

Not that he ever needed to know such a trick before.

Instead—

Firstly, Al-Haitham wants to know when these people gained such a high opinion of him.

Prior to this, the new Sages avoided him as much as possible, cursed his department for being draconian and pedantic, and called their function outdated and useless. Now they’re crawling all over his archives like leeches. Al-Haitham would find it humorous if it wasn’t causing him so much work. Don’t these people, supposedly, have a circle of peers that they elevated in rank with them as part of their staff to ask opinions on? What does his have to do with it?

Secondly, he wants to know when these people lost the initiative on the things that actually matter and are part of their jobs but not in the admittedly clever use of the powers that come with said job.

The mixture of cleverness and haplessness leaves him feeling slapped and dazed with it.

The result of Al-Haitham’s new normal of being dragged around the Akademiya like some dog’s favored toy. And as a result of that, Al-Haitham’s mood plummets to a startling low that has even him confused by it. 

Although he would not go so far as to say that it’s an uncalled for mood. It’s just the severity of it that takes him unawares. It is unlike him to feel so strongly about other people. It is also unlike him to be bothered by work.

Not even as Acting Grand Sage was he so frustrated, so annoyed—so distinctly snappish and short of temper, patience, and energy. If this is a strategy to get him to return to the position it might work if it means he could get a moment with his own thoughts instead of being assailed with everyone else’s.

The headache of the Akademiya has developed into a migraine, and also a possible head cold. Needless to say, Al-Haitham did not end up going out on that expedition with Senior Faruzan after all.

Senior Faruzan left with the caravan of scholars a few days ago while Al-Haitham was busy fending off the new Rtawahist Sage attempting to run her new ideas for class structuring through him and appropriate changes to budgetary requirements, and how to best get these agreed upon by the other Sages and Lord Kusanali. He stopped paying attention rather early on.

Before Senior Faruzan left she had repeatedly, firmly, and loudly promised to take many notes for him and to attempt to wrangle back a functioning machine for him to study himself, much to the unease and anxieties of everyone listening. She also promised that she’d have someone check in on him to help when possible, which Al-Haitham translated to mean that she’d told Layla or Collei and that he would soon be getting an army of concerned well-wishers on his heels.

Before Al-Haitham could tell her that the former offer was very much appreciated and the latter was not, the woman had left and he was about to be late for a meeting that would no doubt go over in minutes whether he delayed or not.

Al-Haitham has already received one letter from Senior Faruzan, post marked from Caravan Ribat, in which she details how she deeply regrets not being able to postpone things until he could arrive because she’s already identified three members of the expedition who are going to need “extreme tutoring schedules” in order to be brought up to proper speed to be of use to her.

Missing out on this expedition and this long awaited for time off would certainly be enough to put anyone in a mood.

But on top of this, Al-Haitham’s migraines and already shortened temper are made all the worse by the fact that he does not think it is feasible for him to take time off at all. 

At this point in things, he’s confident in the unfortunate reality that if he were to take time off he’d get a messenger or courier showing up at his door. His department has done a remarkable job of getting the worst of it away from him, but it’s not like he has a guard set up around his door or going through his personal mail. 

He has a dark feeling that once that particular boundary is breached there will be no turning back, and he’ll be getting all sorts of mail and visitors showing up at his house. This is the first and perhaps the only time that he’s ever regretted having his home so neatly situated near the Akademiya.

Lord Kusanali, despite her earlier words to him, is the one to intervene here as he thinks about how close he can cut it before he’s officially late.

She appears to him in the form of a dusk-bird, using the powers of her mind to undo the latch on his window as she guides the bird into hopping into his bedroom.

“If you set foot on the Akademiya grounds, I’ll kick you out,” Nahida says to him flatly, tipping the bird’s head one way and another as she examines him.

“I think,” she said, shuffling the bird’s wings, “that you forget that while I do have things somewhat larger than the regular day-to-day of the Akademiya’s politics to focus on, I am not nearly so negligent as most would think a god to be. I am watching and I am listening, Al-Haitham. There has been quite a lot to watch and listen to when it comes to you and my new Sages. Unfortunately.”

Al-Haitham didn’t quite snort because that would probably have made him pass out. But he thinks his dark amusement did get across because Nahida dipped the bird’s head in silent acknowledgement.

“I find myself,” she continued, “rather displeased about it. This behavior is unbecoming, unexpected, and most certainly one I do not want encouraged. Therefore, you will be staying here and taking as much time as you need to recover. Don’t think about the Sages or the Akademiya. That shouldn’t be so hard for you. Be well, Al-Haitham.”

Who is Al-Haitham to disobey God, Herself?

So Al-Haitham went back to sleep. Or rather, whatever state of not-awake not-asleep that he can scrape together with his head trying to trick him into thinking certain doom is upon him in the form of the world physically flipping itself upside down and all the lights in the world flashing at once.

If someone comes around, he does not hear or see them. 

The entire day moves by slowly. Al-Haitham manages to, incrementally, rouse himself enough to get medicine, eat, and then lie down on the cold kitchen floor in the dark. Then move himself back to his room. 

Clarity of mind and body returns in stages, although his head feels like it’s been emptied out of anything worth having and there’s a distinct feeling of his nervous system being half-way lifted out of his flesh.

But there is no peace to be found, because later than he thought would occur, but certainly as he thought would happen, there’s a brisk knock on the door. He’ll give credit to Lord Kusanali where it is due, though. She managed to keep them in line for an entire day which is more success than he or the General Mahamatra have had thus far.

Perhaps, he thinks as he takes his time going to the door and still considering if he should even bother answering it, the Sages were just saving all of their questions to dump on him at the end of the day.

Whatever bold messenger that’s at the door isn’t deterred by how slowly Al-Haitham is moving to answer which means he does have to answer.

And then, Al-Haitham hears through the door, “Scribe.”

Al-Haitham doesn’t hurry himself any more than that but he does open the door with markedly more interest and good will than if it were someone else from the Akademiya.

“I didn’t know the General Mahamatra ran errands now. What happened to the matra no longer defferring to the Sages?”

Cyno frowns, confusion moving through him. “Lord Kusanali let me know that you were unwell and I came to check on you. What do the Sages have to do with it? Your department is about to defect, just so you know. What’s wrong? Lord Kusanali was vague and your department may have abandoned any caution they have in favor of frustration.”

Al-Haitham closes his eyes, leaning against the doorway with a vague gesture towards his head. Cyno immediately makes a quiet sound of understanding. Kaveh talks too much. If only he could talk about his own problems instead of everyone else’s.

“Passed?”

Al-Haitham waves his hand. Mostly. “Enough.”

Cyno is quiet long enough that Al-Haitham opens his eyes again. The man looks contemplative, arms crossed, fingers tapping on his upper arm.

“Well enough to go out?” Cyno asks.

“Where?”

“Not far,” Cyno says. “A ten minute walk.” Cyno thinks before continuing. “It maybe a little loud at first, but I think it would be beneficial for you in the long-term. If you’re well enough. And there will be food. It would be free.”

“I’m not Kaveh.” Al-Haitham gestures for Cyno to come inside while he changes. “If the General Mahamatra says it would be beneficial, who am I to disagree? Are you going to keep it a mystery?”

“Yes, because you are not Kaveh and the best way to get you to do anything is to either challenge you or make it into a mystery to be solved.”

“I’m not sure if I appreciate being so predictable.”

“You are many things, Al-Haitham, but predictable is rarely one of them. Get changed. If the location displeases we can leave.”

Contrary to Al-Haitham’s expectations, Cyno leads them away from the business and market districts of Sumeru, towards the fringes of the city and the quieter neighborhoods. At first Al-Haitham thinks that they’re taking the long way around to avoid noise and crowds, then Al-Haitham realizes that they’re heading towards a house.

Cyno walks up to a nondescript house with a stout hip-high stone wall, reaching through the slats of the wooden gate to unlatch it with easy familiarity. 

There’s a songbird hanging from a large wooden cage out front that Cyno whistles to as they approach the house. Al-Haitham can hear voices inside, loud even through the walls, but loud in the way that Kaveh and Dehya and Senior Faruzan are loud, rather than loud in a way that signals danger.

Sure enough, just as Al-Haitham and Cyno reach the door, Al-Haitham hears the voices break off into a round of laughter.

Cyno waits for the laughter to calm before raising his hand to knock loudly, even as he’s inserting a key into the lock and opening the door.

“Professor,” Cyno calls into the house, “is it too late to get dinner? I’ve brought a friend to visit. We’ve not eaten yet.”

“Ah, Cyno?” A man calls from the back of the house, “All of you lot shut up, I think I heard Cyno saying he hasn’t eaten. Back here!”

Cyno leads Al-Haitham through the small, but clearly well cared for, house to an enclosed back porch where several people are gathered around on carpets on the floor, several dishes of food spread between them.

Room is quickly made for them. Someone gives Al-Haitham tea kept warm near a brazier. Meanwhile, Cyno is being interrogated by an older man at speed.

“Al-Haitham, this is Professor Cyrus,” Cyno says as soon as he’s released. “And these are some of his neighbors. Most of them are retired members of the Akademiya. Professor, this is Al-Haitham, the former Acting Grand Sage, current Grand Scribe.”

The man introduced as Professor Cyrus squints at Al-Haitham a little, scratching at his jaw in thought before saying, “The one that Kaveh always complains about and the one that Tighnari thinks is weird?”

“Yes.”

“Ah good,” Professor Cyrus nods at Al-Haitham. “Come in peace, welcome, welcome. You’ve not had dinner yet? What’s the matter with you, son? You look pale. The work of a Grand Scribe can’t be that much worse compared to being Acting Grand Sage. At least as Grand Scribe your staff members know how to read! You’ve never worked in your Darshan’s administration right? I don’t know if it’s different for Haravatat, but I swear that when I was still working for the Spantamad no one even knew the whole alphabet. And no one could say why.”

Professor Cyrus pauses even as Cyno nods in enthusiastic approval, the rest of their company groaning and booing. An elderly woman puts her face into the edges of her shawl. A man rips off a piece of bread and throws it at the Professor’s face—he catches it in his mouth.

“You see,” Professor Cyrus begins, “the joke is no one can say why. Because—“

“No, no, don’t explain it! If you explain it, it makes a bad joke even worse. Don’t you know the reason why no one laughs isn’t because the joke is missed but because it’s bad? Just let us move past it!” An old man says.

“What’s bad about it?” Professor Cyrus exclaims.

“The joke was sound,” Al-Haitham says, nodding as he helps to himself to some panipuri. “Although it only works for those with a knowledge of the alphabet used in Fontaine or Mondstadt. This shouldn’t be a problem for most people in Sumeru, as Fontaine is our direct neighbor.”

Professor Cyrus’ expression lights up as he turns to Cyno, clapping the man on the shoulder, “This is a good one. He has an actual sense of humor! How come all your other friends kept telling he’s not funny?”

Dinner is energetic. Cyno must have said something to Professor Cyrus, who somehow managed to—in that way all people of a certain age can communicate with each other without words—to convey it to the rest of the party, but the overall volume of the discussions and back-and-forth is much lower than it was before they arrived.

Professor Cyrus and the others present offer their own horror stories of working in the upper levels of the Akademiya—their interns, their assistants, their trainees and their supposed apprentices, their students, working each each other, so on and so forth.

Al-Haitham doesn’t know if it’s a comfort or not to know that the problems he’s currently facing are ones that are a consistent tradition that seems to continue on unbroken.

They also offer him tips for how to deal with some of these things, nodding and offering their enthusiastic approval over some of his own solutions.

Most of the people assembled are former members of the Spantamad, and have some incredibly fascinating stories about the current Spantamad’s leadership that Al-Haitham quietly files away. He’s not sure how he could possibly bring any of these stories up in conversation other than that at some point he’s going to have to go get someone to leave him alone.

Al-Haitham’s never enjoyed talking about work-related topics so much.

Someone brings out some dice and cards at one point, and the groups break off into smaller pairs to gamble, continue talking. Al-Haitham finds himself with Cyno and Professor Cyrus towards one side of the room, playing a game of cards. Cyno and Professor Cyrus exchange a few jokes, merrily explaining the details of the jokes as Al-Haitham listens on in silence.

Cyno also tells Professor Cyrus a little bit more about work—minor things about his staff members, a few of his frustrations, and a detail here or there about an interesting case.

Professor Cyrus asks Al-Haitham about his own work and how progress is or isn’t going. Al-Haitham doesn’t hold back when he speaks of the Darshans, Spantamad included. It seems that in present company there’s no need to, anyway. If anyone was insulted by or doubtful of the entirely true remarks Al-Haitham’s made they haven’t shown it.

“Administration, eh,” Professor Cyrus muses as he deals out cards. “Thankless job, that. The benefits are great though. I keep trying to tell Cyno that, you know? It’d do this old man’s heart good if his pride and joy—“

“Lisa?” Cyno interjects dryly.

Professor Cyrus course corrects smoothly, “His other pride and joy wasn’t in a constant line of fire.” The man ducks down to point at his scalp. “Look at this. Look at all that silver and grey. What am I, a seasoned steak? What’s with all that salt and pepper? It wasn’t like this before! I’m not that old! That’s all these two. More Cyno than Lisa, now that she’s settled back in Mondstadt. I never hear about Lisa hunting down criminals through the desert for several days with no back up, or overthrowing governments, or getting on first name basis with gods. Or at least, she’s clever enough not to tell me about it. Cyno, boy, why do you have to be such an overachiever, eh? Take a page from your sister’s book and relax!”

“Perhaps I find hunting down criminals, overthrowing the corrupt, and spending companionable hours with gods relaxing,” Cyno replies. “What say you, Al-Haitham?”

“I say that there’s a reason why you were Kaveh’s friend first and foremost without ever meeting me for so long,” Al-Haitham replies dryly. 

“Avoiding me, Scribe?”

“Absolutely, General.”

“Curious.”

“Troublesome.”

“Isn’t that hypocritical of you twice over?”

“Did I ever say I wasn’t either of those things? What did I deny and when did I deny it?”

Al-Haitham stays for a few more rounds of cards, but it’s been a long day and as enlightening as the evening has been, he simply doesn’t have the energy for any of this. Even if “this” just means sitting quietly and playing cards or listening to people talk without having to say anything in return. If he weren’t feeling so drained, perhaps he would have enjoyed himself more and wanted to stay longer. As it is, the feeling of his nervous system not quite sitting inside of his body hasn’t entirely gone away and there’s a dull throb in his temples that’s causing his stomach to remain undecided on whether it’s coming or going.

Professor Cyrus walks them to the door, loading Cyno down with as many leftovers as he can carry, as well as several dishes he must have been saving for Cyno to pick up.

Thankfully, he doesn’t try giving any to Al-Haitham. Although Al-Haitham can tell he clearly wants to. Something about being retired or of a certain age makes you want to give people younger than you things, he finds. In time Al-Haitham supposes he’ll find out how it works for himself.

Instead, Professor Cyrus gives Al-Haitham’s hand a firm shake. And in a much more serious voice, with an expression that reminds Al-Haitham very much of Cyno’s when he’s wearing the helm of the General Mahamatra, he invites Al-Haitham to come over any time to complain. With or without Cyno present. Al-Haitham would be welcome.

Professor Cyrus leans out the door and waves his arm around the area.

“All of these houses, you see, are owned or lived in by other retired Akademiya members. Not just from the Spantamad like the ones you met tonight. Us old folks like to get together to complain and reminisce over how things were back in our day. Like old people do. Come over and give us something new to complain about or make use of our suffering.” Professor Cyrus also ducks into the house and comes back with a well worn looking book. He passes it to Al-Haitham. “Also, here’s a book of jokes. They’re very good. Maybe it’ll give you something to think of when you’re being hounded by idiots.”

Professor Cyrus pauses. “I mean. It could be a nice distraction for you. But also, it’s a great blunt force weapon. And it’s a weapon appropriate for a scribe, no?”

Al-Haitham ends up taking the book with him to the Akademiya the next day. He does intend to actually read through it on his break. Perhaps what he needs is something a little mindless to relieve the pressure of his thoughts. It couldn’t hurt to try.

As Al-Haitham is headed towards his office he stops by the main circulation desk in the House of Daena to check in with the on duty librarian. The House of Daena is technically under his purview, but they’re mostly independent. In light of the recent changes in the Akademiya though, Al-Haitham finds that they’re more than happy to concede some of their independence if it means that they can use Al-Haitham as a shield between themselves and the growing pains of the new Sages.

Al-Haitham would begrudge this if they weren’t quietly and consistently giving him an incredibly up-to-date report on the arrival and orders of all the new shipments of equipment and materials they’ve been importing from all corners of Teyvat, and setting aside everything they think he might find interesting for him to get first go at.

The perks of being Grand Scribe sometimes do balance out the pains of the job.

While Al-Haitham is waiting for the librarian to pull some of the books he’d requested earlier, he notices one of the staff members of the Spantamad Sage spot him, momentarily look guilty, then start walking over to him.

Al-Haitham is technically on the clock, unfortunately, so he can’t turn around and leave. He sets the books and reports he’d been carrying on the edge of the circulation desk and waits for the inevitable.

But strangely enough, the staff member pauses, glancing between him and the stack Al-Haitham just set down, then turns around and leaves.

Al-Haitham narrows his eyes at their retreating back. If he were a different sort of person, he’d consider that perhaps the messenger grew a conscience and decided to leave him alone. Or perhaps they saw that he already had work and applied some little used common sense to decide to come back at another time.

He’s not going to chase them down to find out.

That week, Al-Haitham notices a shift in things. A small one. A good one.

There is a distinct dwindling of errors, questions, and notes from the Spantamad. Most of the forms and materials they’re submitting for archiving and the like are mostly filled out correctly, with minor errors that don’t require Al-Haitham to review and correct.

Meanwhile, whenever Al-Haitham is walking through the Akademiya, whenever he’s spotted by one of the higher ranked members of the Spantamad they’re quick to glance around, going tense, before retreating or trying to avoid his notice. 

He’s not going to look this particular good turn of fortunes in the mouth, but he is curious about the cause of it.

If the threat of the General Mahamatra couldn’t get this kind of behavior, what did? And how can he replicate it?

“What did you do?” Al-Haitham asks Cyno one afternoon as they’re sharing a companionable silence during their lunch break. 

With one hand, Cyno is eating his way through some of the dishes Al-Haitham recognizes as coming from Professor Cyrus, and flipping through a thin novella that he must have gotten imported from Inazuma with the other hand. Al-Haitham’s been catching glances at it and he can’t tell if it’s interesting or not. It’s more illustration than it is words.

“Nothing,” Cyno says immediately, catching on with speed that means he definitely did do something. And then, proving that, Cyno continues, “The mind is a strange thing. Sometimes it adjusts priorities in ways that don’t match logic. Like, say, putting more regard and weight on the opinions of your retired mentors than official law enforcement and proper workplace conduct guidelines.”

-

One Darshan down, five to go. Or so it seems. All with minimal effort on Al-Haitham’s part. Or rather—the efforts Al-Haitham had put into it didn’t have much of an effect. But he’s gotten a favorable result through unusual methods and the efforts of others. He’s thankful for it.

And before he can even consider how he can begin to replicate this with the other Darshans, opportunity comes to him directly. He’d be suspicious of the timing if he weren’t content with the promise it holds.

Collei meets catches him as he’s about to leave the House of Daena the same day that Al-Haitham asked Cyno about the Spantamad without asking.

She informs him that both her Master and her Master’s Master are asking for him to meet them for dinner in the Amurta canteen.

Al-Haitham’s never eaten in the Amurta canteen, but according Kaveh the food there is leagues better than the food in most of the other canteens. Except for maybe the Vahumana’s.

Although there are absolutely no facilities on campus that can reliably make a decent cup of coffee or a tolerable cup of tea. It’s an ongoing problem the Akademiya seems to have had since its inception. 

There was one machine that the Kshahrewar had for a while, but it got so overused it burned out and even after it was repaired all of the drinks it made still had a strangely…burned taste to them. 

And the Amurta also used to have a very good tea service, and then someone mistook one greenhouse delivery with another and a solid third of the campus had to take an entire week off to recover. 

Al-Haitham agrees out of curiosity, and also because all things considered, the Amurta have not been particularly bothersome to him. Sage Naphis knows his business, and he did manage to keep some—although not all—of his upper level staff. 

Unfortunately, there was still some level of staff turn over and Sage Naphis’ health, while much recovered, is not as it once was. With the stress of restructuring he has not had the opportunity for a complete convalescence.

He’s been leaning harder on his staff to help him, which has been mostly well and good except for the new staff that haven’t been properly trained or are too afraid to ask questions. A curious thing, that fear of asking questions—especially when one works in the Akademiya. Where does it come from and how does it pick its targets?

Tighnari and Sage Naphis are seated and waiting for Al-Haitham and Collei.

As soon as Al-Haitham and Collei are seated, Tighnari places down a paper wrapped package in front of him.

“Nutritional supplements,” Tighnari says. “Some new blends of medicinal tea—I’ve been using the headache one myself and the taste is way better than what I sent you last time. I figured you’d be in need of a fresh batch by now.”

Al-Haitham takes it without comment because Tighnari is entirely correct.

Tighnari sighs as Al-Haitham starts to eat. “You’re so dumb for someone who literally once had the power of a country at their fingertips. Didn’t I tell you that you should have used the power better while you could? Bet you’re regretting it now.”

“I should have used those powers to fire myself sooner,” Al-Haitham agrees. “And then exiled myself to some unreachable corner of the forest or desert for a few weeks. It’s a shame that Candace only told me about those machines after I stepped down. I could have exiled myself there.”

Sage Naphis shakes his head, but he looks amused as he does it. “What does it say about the state of the country that our former leader’s greatest regret is that he couldn’t escape it sooner? Grand Scribe, I cannot apologize enough for the sudden plague of incompetence that seems to have seized the Akademiya.”

“Say something sooner would you?” Tighnari says. “I never thought you the type to just take it when someone walks all over you. Shame on everyone else for bullying a poor, poor scribe.” Tighnari and Collei’s lips both twitch upwards as Sage Naphis rolls his eyes. 

“If Kaveh could hear you right now, he would cry and call you a traitor or something along those lines,” Al-Haitham says. 

Kaveh was also right, the food in the Amurta canteen, thus far, has proved itself to be much better than the food Al-Haitham’s had from his own Darshan’s food hall or from the general administrative branch one. For one thing, the food looks like hasn’t been sitting out for several hours and for another he can identify individual grains of rice instead of having to poke at a shape that contains the impression of once having had distinct shapes.

“Aren’t we all lucky he isn’t here then?” Tighnari pauses, nose wrinkling. “Well. Unlucky for you, I guess.”

Al-Haitham tips his head in question at that, but Tighnari just shakes his head. “Don’t worry about it. Hey, do you have some of those horrendously filled out forms on you? I sent Collei to try and catch you out of your office, but I wasn’t sure how far her clearance would get her.”

“I found him almost out of the House of Daena, Master,” Collei says. “I don’t think he carries his work out.”

This is correct, but Al-Haitham has a particularly good memory for errors and anomalies, which Tighnari is quick to point out, “He doesn’t carry work out, but the disappointment over it is sure to follow anyway. Come on. Share some of those thoughts with me and Master Naphis. You’ll feel loads better about it. And I need some material to use on the people who keep challenging me by telling me I don’t know how things in the Akademiya work because I’ve been ‘gone too long’ or however they want to phrase it.”

Well, if Al-Haitham is invited to do so, why not? After all, he already told Professor Cyrus and the rest of the man’s friends about the Spantamad’s numerous failings. 

And Sage Naphis looks open enough to listening, with a glint in his eye that takes literal years off of his face, restoring him to the man Al-Haitham remembers from before all of the past months, perhaps years, of nonsense piled onto him. In fact, Sage Naphis leans in, expression keen as he gestures for Al-Haitham to proceed.

So Al-Haitham proceeds. And as he does so, Tighnari and Sage Naphis talk about how disappointing it is, what an absolute shame and embarrassment it is. They dig into the details, clicking their tongues and repeating words back with rolls of their eyes and scathing commentary. Al-Haitham finds himself deeply entertained by their scorn.

Especially since they are in the middle of the Amurta canteen and not making much of any effort to keep the fact that they’re disparaging and despairing over the Amurta’s leadership secret.

Al-Haitham is not unaware of the people around them shamelessly listening in. 

He has a feeling if he were to point out both the dubious breech in decorum (Tighnari and Sage Naphis talking poorly about their coworkers, peers, and fellow Darshan members openly, and the eavesdropping that isn’t really eavesdropping because no one here is making any attempts at being discreet) that the other two would turn it around and point out that the fault comes from the same people they’re speaking poorly of for giving people something to talk about and to eavesdrop on. 

After all, who should be more embarrassed here—the person who can’t reliably fill out a simple form, or the naturally, very fed-up person in charge of reviewing those forms speaking up about it?

Scholars are curious, prideful creatures. Most people near them aren’t even birthing to disguise their efforts to hear more, or the fact that they’re actively listening in. Out of the corner of Al-Haitham’s eye, he tracks a group of scholars literally running into each other as they slow down to listen to what Sage Naphis and Collei are currently saying.

Collei, although much more reserved about her commentary, has delivered some clever observations of her own of the whole situation. Emboldened by the positive reception from both her Master, and Sage Naphis, she’s begun to talk about some of the own issues she’s run into while working with the Akademiya as a Forest Watcher liaison.

The extent of the Akademiya’s ineptitude and clumsy coordination extends further than they all thought if even Collei is feeling its effects. When it was under the previous administration when obfuscation and confusion were key to making sure their plans weren’t spotted and unimpeded it made sense. But now, in the aftermath, with nothing to hide and everything to apologize for, previous protocols and standing orders have become a two-way tangle for both the people outside and within the Akademiya to try and understand.

As those around them listen in, they turn to each other to talk and gossip amongst themselves, nodding or shaking their heads, gesturing with hands as they fall into their own discussions on their own experiences and their own opinions of what’s going on. Some scholars, who must clearly be affiliated with those being discussed—Al-Haitham isn’t going to spare names, not when he’s speaking to the Sage of the Darshan, himself, who could very well guess who Al-Haitham means anyway—cringe, covering their faces, or hurrying on their way to escape the embarrassment of association.

It does not surprise Al-Haitham that rather quickly, sooner than he anticipated actually, several staff members from Sage Naphis’ offices come to try and distract Sage Naphis away, trying to break up their gathering. 

But Sage Naphis proves his experience by neatly reversing the situation, entangling the staff that were sent to stop him and Tighnari from speaking their sharp minds in front of the Darshan by getting them to sit down for some passable tea. Said tea grows cold, untouched by those coerced into sitting and listening quietly to Sage Naphis, Tighnari, Al-Haitham, and Collei continuing to discuss the many, many, embarrassing failings of the Darshan’s leadership, and how the Amurta certainly should be holding themselves to a better standard since it’s one of the only two Darshans who wasn’t completely gutted and ruined by the corruption of the previous administration, correct? Shouldn’t the Amurta be acting as a pillar of strength and guidance rather than buckling under pressure and slipping into immature habits?

Collei and Tighnari do leave with Al-Haitham soon enough, with Sage Naphis staying behind. As the man leads away the group of suitably cowed staff he gives Al-Haitham a quick wink. Al-Haitham takes that to mean that his worries from the Amurta, however minor in comparison to the rest were, will no longer be added onto the pile. 

Al-Haitham nods back at him and follows the other two out as they discuss a show that Nilou had invited them to see. Tighnari asks Al-Haitham if he might want to come.

“We’re going tomorrow night,” Tighnari says with a satisfied gleam in his eyes and around the corners of his mouth. Collei reflects the same satisfaction with the lightness of her steps. “And I have a feeling that by tomorrow your workload is going to be drastically changed. So much so that you might even have a spare bit of energy after work. What say you?”

Well. After the display Al-Haitham just watched and assisted in helping to unfold, he does feel like he’s in a rather charitable mood. 

Al-Haitham says yes.

Apparently, to get things done, sometimes what one must do is be direct.

And for the Amurta, being direct means you go to their halls and you talk about their multiple failings loudly and plainly where anyone can hear.

And Kaveh thought Al-Haitham was blunt.

-

The next day, the Amurta have rescinded all of their requests for meetings. They have also sent a note stating that any pending requests can be cancelled as they have to review their current plans and directives, as there was some sort of “misunderstanding” in workflow that caused things to “get lost in translation”. The Grand Scribe, they were sure, could understand that sort of thing quite easily.

Al-Haitham let that go without comment.

The Amurta and Spantamad were only two out of six. While getting those two to behave and sort themselves out is a boon, that just means the other four will have more opportunities to attempt to monopolize his time and attention. Scholars are opportunists at heart.

Al-Haitham goes to one of the more public areas of the House of Daena to think. He does have to do some work out here. With the Akasha’s shutdown and the greater reliance on physical copies of books and records, the House of Daena requires serious restructuring and reorganization. Portions of the previously restricted records in the archives are being released to the House of Daena to make room in the vaults, and to ease up on the requests being sent to Al-Haitham’s department for access to vaults, records rooms, and other storage areas.

One of the very few things the new Sages have managed to agree upon without turning to Al-Haitham was the readjustment of the security access levels and classifications. More proof that the new Sages are capable when it suits them to be. Unfortunately, it often does not.

As Al-Haitham is walking through less visited back areas of the House of Daena, Al-Haitham stops in time to avoid being run into by Layla.

She apologizes quickly, quietly, then realizes who she’s apologizing to and lets out a sigh of relief.

Then she immediately thrusts out a thick envelope in both hands.

If the Rtawahist’s upper echelons are now forcing students to do their deliveries, Al-Haitham is going to appeal to the matra for overt abuse of power and make this Cyno’s problem. He’s not going to put up with being accosted walking through Akademiya grounds by undergraduates and student aides like he’s the subject of a manhunt.

Al-Haitham does not take the envelope. If it never got to his hands, it isn’t his problem.

“Um,” Layla begins, the metal tips of her gloves momentarily digging into the paper before she quickly smooths it out again. “I don’t remember doing this, but I think…I said or did something to my Darshan’s governing board? Maybe even my Sage? Because this morning I woke up with this note log detailing the conversations and everything that happened. And some notes from my Darshan’s governing board. And a hand written apology from my Sage to give to you.” Layla hesitates, managing to sound both unsure and entirely confident: “I’m not exactly sure what the apology is for. But I’m sure that it’s entirely deserved.”

Layla’s eyes gleam with a bit of sharpness that she really needs to learn how to direct towards her other peers more, “Knowing the people who took over, it’s definitely deserved.”

Al-Haitham cannot recall ever telling Layla about his current work dilemma. It’s possible that someone else mentioned it to her—she and Collei are friends, he thinks. And Layla is much more perceptive than most people give her credit for. Perhaps in one of their limited interactions she picked up on something.

“Did I tell you something?”

“I don’t remember if you did,” she answers apologetically after she thinks it over. “Although, I’ve seen you around the Akademiya when I really shouldn’t. I don’t think you were going around the Akademiya this much even when you were the Acting Grand Sage. And you look. Um.” Layla’s eyes flick to his face and away, then back again. “Annoyed whenever I do see you. You don’t normally look so annoyed. Even if you probably feel it.”

Layla nervously picks at the hem of her clothes. “Was I presuming too much? Should I take it back?”

“No,” Al-Haitham answers, taking the envelope. It’s rather thick. “Thank you. Asked for or not, I appreciate the effort and the initiative. Would that the people you took to task had some of that for themselves. I hope you told them that.” 

He looks at her and the envelope. “Do you want me to tell you what you did, or would you rather remain unaware?”

Layla’s sleep-walking habits are an ongoing problem and concern Layla seems to make progress with in pendulum swings. 

The young woman, currently, looks incredibly torn about it. He can see an imaginary scale in her head, weighing the knowing versus the not-knowing. Ignorance is the bane of any scholar, especially when it comes to a subject they’re involved in. But Layla has often found herself both incredibly mortified and disbelieving of the things she’s done while asleep.

“If you tell me, I might think that whatever I did was not enough because I can’t really remember doing it myself, and I’d want to do something else,” Layla confesses. Now that’s a surprise of an answer. Layla gives him a reproachful look. “You’ve been really good to me, Senior. And you’ve done a lot for the Akademiya and Sumeru as a whole! I’m not just talking about when you were the Acting Grand Sage or the things that led up to that, either. If someone’s doing wrong by you in return that’s not fair. But, even if I did do something about that I can’t remember it. It doesn’t feel right to take credit for something I did unconsciously. I’d have to figure out something else to do to try and make things right.” 

There’s an argument to be made here that unconscious actions are often the ones that cause the most change and are the most pivotal actions needed to keep society moving forward. Conscious choices, while being statements of their own, are not what make up the general day-to-day. 

Setting that point aside, conscious or unconscious, it’s still Layla’s doing. So why shouldn’t she take those actions as her own? For better or for worse?

These are points that Al-Haitham knows that he, and others (Kaveh included) have brought up to her more than once. It will take further addressing for her to completely accept it. Such is the pendulum of progress in one of its many forms.

That aside, before Al-Haitham can point out the other salient point of that it isn’t her business or her job to make things right one way or another, Layla continues, squaring her shoulders and meeting his gaze squarely.

“In these times of restructuring and renewal, where trust is low, and we should all be working together to get to a better place, no one should be shirking their duty to themselves and to others by avoiding the hard route,” Layla declares firmly. “Otherwise there would be no point in any of it—removing the corrupt, restructuring the rule of law, and reforming the principles and guidelines of the state. If change refuses to come from the top down, then change must be forced from bottom up. As you, the General Mahamatra, Nilou, Dehya, the Traveler, Tighnari, and Collei showed us very recently.”

Ah, this is a confrontation someone like Kaveh should be having with Layla, not Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham concedes to her with a slight dip of his head.

“But you don’t want me to tell you the specific contents of this envelope,” Al-Haitham says. “Or what anyone from your Darshan might later come to tell me?”

Layla’s face flushes. “Erm. Well. I don’t want to cause more trouble, that could just tip things over in a different way. There’s such a thing as belaboring a point! I get point deductions for that all the time in my papers—you’re the one who’s been pointing them out to me when you’ve been helping me proof-read and practice my oral defense.”

Al-Haitham nods, tucking the envelope under his arm. It will make for some interesting reading, he’s sure. He’ll also hand over copies to Cyno just in case. He’s sure there’s at least one matra who can be assigned to watch for signs of retaliation.

Speaking of—Al-Haitham supposes he owes it to Layla, at least, to also question: “Aren’t you meant to be in class?”

Layla, even if she is embarrassed by her unknown but certainly impressionable actions, is not the type of student to skip class. Layla values her education and her work more than that.

If Layla is already suffering from negative consequences as a result of her actions, Al-Haitham thinks he would also owe it to her to attempt to intervene, or get someone else to. While he can appreciate the unsolicited assistance, he’d rather it not come with such a high cost.

Layla glances from the envelope to her shoes and then to Al-Haitham’s face as she scratches at the bridge of her nose, looking sheepish.

“Erm. Well.” She pulls out a different note from between the pages of her books. She looks the note over, looking a mixture of chagrined and anxious. “I’ve been excused from classes, workshops, and discussions for the rest of the week. All of my assignment and exam dates have also been pushed back accordingly. Something about a recovery period. I’m not quite sure what that means. But I think it’s probably best for me not to question it. It’s been forever since my last holiday. I don’t even know what to do with that kind of time.”

Layla looks genuinely confused about this. When Al-Haitham thinks back to his own student days he can’t say he doesn’t know where she’s coming from. Going from several classes, projects, and the like to a sudden bounty of free time that’s not taken up by anything or anyone else was something that only came out of dreams. Al-Haitham would probably have just spent the week following up on his own personal projects or relaxing, but he doesn’t think Layla is the sort of person who would easily do that.

She’s like Kaveh, he thinks. She needs something to do, something to think about, to distract her from herself.

“Do you want to see a play?”

-

There are too many people involved in things for it to all be a coincidence. Al-Haitham had already known that when Tighnari and Sage Naphis called him to the Amurta dining hall.

Cyno, Al-Haitham could excuse because of circumstance. For all that Al-Haitham is no longer the Acting Grand Sage, they still do see each other from time to time. He would be a firsthand witness to the chaos Al-Haitham’s had to fend off. 

And as it is Cyno, it would be an easy assumption to think that the man would have told Tighnari of his observations. Cyno would know that Al-Haitham wouldn’t care. It’s not like those who were coming to bother him were trying to hide their deeds, so why should Al-Haitham make any attempt at being discreet with his own displeasure over it?

But in hindsight, the timeline is too tight. Why would Tighnari be in Sumeru City? How could Cyno have contacted and discussed it with Tighnari beforehand? 

Tighnari certainly has Sage Naphis’ ear, but the man’s schedule is not so free as to suddenly have dinner available to speak for an hour or two about various members of his staff going behind his back to try and cheat and short-cut their way through work.

Layla is an outlier all on her own, but the timing—again—is suspect. 

In less than two days, three out of six Darshans seem to have suddenly lost their mettle when it comes to annoying Al-Haitham into doing their work for them, when Al-Haitham’s spent the past several weeks fending them off to no success.

Al-Haitham’s started to come to a tentative hypothesis on this timeline.

And all the more proof of it comes when the Vahumana’s Inter-Darshan representative appears in Al-Haitham’s office without signal, notice, or much in terms of any fanfare. The man casts a glance around the office that Al-Haitham has only just recently been able to make head-way into getting back under his own control. 

The man’s evaluation of the right state of it clearly comes around as poor, his face twisting in exasperation and disgust, especially when he sees so many files with the Vahumana emblem on them.

It’s a very curious response, since the last time Al-Haitham bothered to check, the man was not officially counted among the Vahumana’s numbers. They’ve claimed him one-sidedly, but the man’s never filled out any official forms declaring himself Vahumana or not. He’s more of an honorary member, if anything. And a reluctant one at that, too.

“You,” the man declares as he picks up one of the Vahuman folders to page through, “cause too much concern for the incredibly small amount of people we have a mutual overlap with. And you do it all without moving. I don’t know if that’s a talent or not.”

“It depends on what outcome it leads to,” Al-Haitham replies. 

With three Darshans out of the way, the last three are proving to be interesting to deal with as he considers his approach. There’ll be no outside help coming from those three. Or so he thought.

One of them is his own, and he no longer can tell if their actions are genuinely because they lack leadership, if they’re doing it to somehow try and gain some form of revenge on him for whatever slights they’ve felt in the past, or because they feel entitled to his help just because he’s one of their alumni. 

The other is the Kshahrewar who are more likely to double down just because of the pointless rivalry between the Darshans, and because they really are rather scattered after the purging of the Darshans during the Matra’s investigations. The Kshahrewar has always fallen to an imbalance of funding to people to projects in ratio. And their directives for actions have not always been clear. Without strong leadership from the top, their lack of coordination is becoming all the more apparent. The Kshahrewar’s current Sage goes back and forth between several stances at once, being talked at from all corners and unable to make a decision on their own.

Whatever ferocity the Darshan of lions might have had is being torn apart by having too many of them at once fighting for dominance over shaping the new Sumeru now that they have the chance to challenge the status quo which has not always been in their favor.

Al-Haitham might be sympathetic or persuaded towards leniency over it, if the Kshahrewar weren’t digging their own hole deeper by actively shooting themselves in the foot with how they’ve chosen how to confuse themselves in the process of trying to find cohesion. 

Their poor management is their own problem and it shouldn’t be something Al-Haitham has to sort out. Not when he was Acting Grand Sage, and especially not now that he’s just the Grand Scribe.

As to the Vahumana…well. It appears an answer has come to him before he could go looking.

“Well,” the man says, setting the file back down with the rest. “It wouldn’t hurt to be owed a favor by someone like you. And all things considered, at least you do your job and keep quiet about it.” The man then abruptly takes up the entire stack of Vahumana papers and turns to walk out without another word.

A few hours later, Al-Haitham receives a form—properly filled out and all—from the Vahumana detailing a late transfer into their department. The new scholar’s security access was being moved to that of just below Sage-level due to their massive contributions and potential. An investment into the future, or something or other.

Also, the new research oriented scholar who’s current published papers will need to be retroactively recorded as Vahumana papers and have their access classifications modified as such. 

This is not something he normally reviews, but the messenger had quietly insisted that Al-Haitham had to review this one last form for accuracy’s sake and for expedited processing.

After Al-Haitham does send that off, he hears that the wandering rising star of the Vahumana had blown into the offices of the current acting Vahumana Sage and declared that he would consent to officially putting his name to the Vahumana roster. It appears to be anything anyone wants to talk about for the rest of the day.

According to what Al-Haitham hears, it was a rather bold exchange. Considering what little else the Akademiya has to talk about, no wonder word of this has spread like wildfire in summer.

If, the scholar stipulated, and only if the Vahumana got their act together and stopped behaving like uneducated, incompetent twits, he would agree to join and officially file his works as Vahumana.

“How humiliating,” he was said to have sneered, “that the Darshan that keeps bothering me and trying to appeal to me, calling me a great talent, would also be the same Darshan that turns to a common scribe to approve their every move. How great a talent could I be, and what use is flattery from a Darshan that fails to meet a minimum standard of competence? Why would I deign to be affiliated with a group that can’t so much as file a registration form without needing someone breathing over their shoulder to make sure they get it right, practically holding the pen for them?”

Alternatively, the man threatened to sign up for the Kshahrewar or the Haravatat and have all of his papers credited to those Darshans instead.

And then he’d file his own claims to the Akademiya for recompense and a cease-and-desist to the Vahumana for using his private research for their own purposes and gains without his consent. After all, he knew how to read and fill out a form without someone holding his hand through the entire business.

“Stolen research,” he’d mocked, “by one of the two Darshans who weren’t actively throwing themselves into a coup to rip their Archon from her seat? How would you ever recover from that kind of truth?”

Or—even better, the scholar had continued, he’d withdraw all of his research from the Akademiya entirely. And then none of the Darshans could use it. He’d just keep charging the Akademiya for stolen intellectual property and for plagiarism whenever it would come up. And he would win, too.

All it takes is one win in his favor going on record, and then it’s a precedent. He’d be at the advantage every time. After all, the Akademiya is the one trying to be proving itself as trustworthy and reformed to the wider populace—not him. What does he have to prove to anyone?

How long, he asked, do you think it would take your—apparently—illiterate crowd to redo all of my research in ways that could be published and shared without me coming back to file more plagiarism suits?

All the while he’d keep writing his own papers and keeping them and all of the interesting finds to himself. Or he’d go through their entire catalog of works and disprove, improve upon, or otherwise challenge on after another until there was nothing left.

“I do need a hobby. It’s gotten boring around here,” he mused. “Actually. Do go ahead and keep bumbling around as you have. I need a long-term project of sorts, something to do that isn’t too much effort or hassle. And this sounds like it might be satisfactory. It’s even a social hobby—good for the mind. Or so I’ve been told. That can be an experiment all on its own.”

-

The issue of the Kshahrewar and Haravatat continues to dog at him from the shadows, even with the Vahumana now tidily out of the way and attempting to behave themselves—or at least, keep their mistakes contained and out of his way.

The issue with the Haravatat is that, in some cases, they are fully aware of what they’re doing. Most scribes are graduates fro the Haravatat, and there’s actual programs within the Darshan that require students to do working hours or apprenticeships with Al-Haitham’s department for work-practice hours and practical experience training. 

Several graduates of the Haravatat move on to working as scribes, restorers, translators, or the like in the Mahamata as temporary positions before they move on to be teachers, full time researchers, or the like.

Al-Haitham can acknowledge that the higher the clearance or importance of the form, the more complicated it can be to filled out. And in some cases, there are entirely new forms that had to be made for newer protocols or adjusted ones. And the filling out of the forms and the requirements for supplementary documents is not an easy one.

The previous administration put a lot of effort into making things as hard and as opaque as possible for people to puzzle their way through unless they were the right (corrupt) people.

So there are, he knows, issues of sincere and genuine misunderstanding and lack of clarity on the current workflow process.

But for the most part, he’s fairly sure the rest of it is born of ill-intention. There is no love lost between himself and his own Darshan. Most of the remaining higher level members are former teachers or advisors who he’s clashed with multiple times, or are those same people’s mentees, successors, or from similar groups. 

The Haravatat is a small Darshan. Even if Al-Haitham doesn’t find any of his peers particularly interesting, he still remembers them. It would take more effort to forget.

Most of the other members (usually younger) who still have a place within the Haravatat, the ones he may have actually gotten along well with, are the ones who don’t have a care towards the politicking and paperwork. And they’re all off doing research or something or other, and have no influence to help him even if he were so inclined towards asking them to step in. 

Unfortunate.

It is also no secret that for a while Al-Haitham’s name was put forward (against his explicitly stated wishes) as the next Haravatat Sage.

The current Haravatat Sage appears to harbor no ill will about this, as they were also unceremoniously thrust into the position against their own will. But it’s clear that they were one of those who had considered him a suitable replacement. 

Al-Haitham strongly suspects that they’re turning towards him so often because they feel that if he isn’t doing the job officially he could assist from the sidelines. Especially since the other Darshans were previously also turning towards him, and he did prove himself to be capable of handling things when he was Acting Grand Sage. So why not, the current Sage must be thinking, just continue?

After all, Al-Haitham is an alumni of the Haravatat, even if he’s not been actively contributing directly to their research goals and projects—it’s well within the Sage’s right to call upon their members to solicit their opinions and their assistance in times of need.

So what comes before him from his Darshan is a mixture of genuine questions and requests, and also some less than sincere ones that are submitted just to make his work-life annoying.

Al-Haitham has not yet come up with a way of addressing this. 

The new Haravatat Sage clearly doesn’t seem to be overly concerned with appearances with the way they keep turning to him despite the natural hierarchy that the Akademiya should be attempting to follow.

Meanwhile, those who aren’t particularly fond of Al-Haitham don’t seem to care about causing him trouble in whatever way they can, just to get him to suffer in the same way they seem to think they’re suffering. Miserly loves company and such.

The tactics Cyno and Tighnari used won’t work here. Clearly Al-Haitham repeatedly denying their requests, their forms, and refusing to weigh in on their issues hasn’t been working. And Al-Haitham doesn’t have a Layla in the Haravatat.

Or so he thinks.

Senior Faruzan returns to the Akademiya well ahead of the rest of her expedition in a near-literal whirlwind that has the entire Haravatat scrambling.

Senior Faruzan is one of the Haravatat members who, much like Al-Haitham, cares very little for the politics and bureaucracy going on behind the scenes so long as the results reflect what she believes should be the Haravatat’s rightful disposition (whatever that is supposed to mean). As such, while she is a Professor and she is one of the most senior among their ranks she does not hold any official positions of power within the governing body of their Darshan.

But she does have a specific type of pull, and that’s the sheer power of her personality and nature.

It is this very specific nature and pull that alerts Al-Haitham to her arrival in Sumeru City long before she shows up at his office.

Senior Faruzan, at around midday, walks in having talked and steam-rolled her way past all of the other Mahamata who would have been foolish enough to attempt to request she follows proper protocol.

Without preamble, she plops herself into that one mandatory visitor’s chair in his office, arms and legs crossing as she turns her nose up into the air.

“This,” she says with the air of someone deeply offended, “is where you’re supposed to rely on your Seniors more! Am I so undependable in your eyes that you thought I couldn’t get some rascals in order? Don’t tell me you’re the type who suffers in silence during a group project. How unlike you! Where’d you lose your tongue and spine at? Is it because you’re feeling lonely?”

“Welcome back, where’s my journal of notes?” Al-Haitham says instead, pushing aside his work to make room on his desk, ignoring her questions.

The woman huffs, but looks very pleased as she hands over a bundle of papers and samples that she carefully wrapped in cloth for him.

“I did manage to successfully capture some intact machines for review in containment later,” she says, “but the group I was traveling with is so slow. The next time we go out, it’s just going to be you and me. Maybe I can try to convince young Layla or Collei, or perhaps Kaveh. A small team of competent scholars with good heads on their shoulders. That’s how it should be. I’m not getting mixed up with this nonsense of open applications again even if it’s good recruitment.”

Senior Faruzan distracts herself through this tangent, talking to herself with minimal in put required on his side to keep going. Al-Haitham skims through the notes as she talks before she abruptly returns back to the original topic.

“Is it because I’m often with young Layla or Collei, or treating Kaveh out for meals? I’d do that for you too, you know! One is never too old to be mentored or looked after. And if you think you are, then you certainly aren’t to me. You’re a hundred years too early to be thinking such things. If you want help from me all you have to do is ask. This is the very same attitude we ought to be taking with your juniors in order to bolster our Darshan, you know. Didn’t I write to you to reassure you of my support? Did you read the letter?”

She pauses, eyes going wide. “Did it get intercepted? Lost?” Her eyes fly to the files and papers around his office that he’s managed to make significant headway through, just not enough to get them out of here completely. 

“I received your letter. I read your letter,” Al-Haitham replies. “I did not think it necessary to reply.”

“You need to socialize more,” Senior Faruzan decides. “Maybe it would help.”

“No.”

She rolls her eyes. “Well. Lucky for you, you’ve got me on your side to do that for you.”

Yes. Lucky. Al-Haitham half-listens as Senior Faruzan settles in to relay to him everything he missed. She helps herself to making a cup of tea from the tea service he has hidden in a cabinet, and also informs him of the many new questions she has that she thought of on the way back that she did not write down, and how they ought to plan a follow up excursion as soon as possible.

“Why did you come back early if there was so much yet to be done?” Al-Haitham asks.

Senior Faruzan pauses in the middle of explaining all of the types of equipment she’d want to bring back on the next go around, to give him an odd look.

“Do you really not know?” 

“Why would I bother to ask if I did?”

“To confirm a hypothesis through the simplest and most effective route.” She continues to give him that strange look, tapping her fingertips on the side of her teacup before she turns away with a shrug. “What does it matter so long as I did, hm? Don’t you benefit one way or another, no matter the cause? Now. I haven’t the faintest idea how long it’s going to take for the rest of the expedition to catch up—why are scholars so unfit these days? Isn’t physical education just as important as the cultivation of the mind? Even poor, young, sleepless Layla knows that!”

Senior Faruzan leaves with the same whirlwind with which she came. Her path of destruction, however, is firmly in Al-Haitham’s favor. 

He is entirely certain that by this time tomorrow, the entire Haravatat will have fallen into the new lines in the sand that Senior Faruzan had designed. 

Not because of any remorse or actual sudden and spontaneous growth of conscience, no that would be too easy. 

But rather because they’d do whatever they could to avoid more of Senior Faruzan coming around to hound and shame them in unavoidable ways. Annoying and pestering Al-Haitham and whatever benefit that would bring would naturally be entirely rendered null and void in the face of Senior Faruzan—and of course, all of the people she could rally to her cause, like grains of sand being plucked up by the wind.

-

Five out of the six Darshans handled (mostly) and Al-Haitham’s suspicions about an outside hand have all been but confirmed. The timeline is too neat. Cyno aside, the other persons who saw it fit to involve themselves in this are too strange for it to have been something they just thought of on their own.

Tighnari and Sage Naphis’ timing is too close to Cyno’s, as he though earlier. Layla would have had no reason to. Aside from their momentary interactions during the Inter-Darshan competition, and the unusual investigations surrounding it, Al-Haitham and the now officially-confirmed Vahumana scholar the Hat Man (whatever his real name is) Al-Haitham has no relation with the strange wanderer. Meanwhile, Senior Farzuan was half the country away, and he certainly hadn’t been telling her anything. 

And all of this happening almost back-to-back in a handful of days after weeks of trouble?

Curious. In his estimation, the guiding hand behind this can be one of two individuals. Although he’s certain that both are involved anyway. The question is, which is the hand that tipped the pieces into falling in line first?

Al-Haitham is quietly turning over the strange relationship between competence and pride, and how it seems to be a ratio that is constantly in flux, when his answer arrives.

Color and movement catch his eye and hold his attention.

Sumeru is a colorful land, as befitting the nation of dendro. But among the rich blues and verdant greens of the Dharma Forest there are some things that just leap out as distinct all on their own.

Al-Haitham had elected to take a seat near the bar tonight—no sense in wasting a whole table for a party of one. And Lambad is Kaveh’s sort, the kind of man who worries where he ought not to, but it’s to Al-Haitham’s favor so he doesn’t complain overly much about it. Lambad is very good at subtly steering away anyone who might be too boisterous or bothersome to other seats. 

Someone moves to take the seat next to Al-Haitham but before their hand can actually touch the wood of the counter and before Lambad or one of his staff can move them elsewhere, a flash of color intercepts.

Al-Haitham doesn’t bother to turn down his noise-cancelling as Kaveh steps between Al-Haitham and the stranger, quickly fast-talking whoever was about to take the seat into finding somewhere else to be. Out of the corner of Al-Haitham’s eye, he watches the man successfully persuade the other party off before taking the seat for himself.

Kaveh’s hair is freshly washed, slightly curled at the ends from the damp. It’s in need of a cut. And his clothes are fresh—not the ones he brings with him when he goes on trips. Kaveh’s Vision glows bright green at the thigh. Kaveh’s skin has that glow it takes on from extended time in the sun, that threatens to turn into a burn or to politely leave him alone depending on how poor his luck is. 

He looks well, early arrival and all considered.

Kaveh raises his hand to signal to Lambad or one of the man’s many servers and waiters, rattling off an order.

“And will that be coming out of my pocket or yours?” Al-Haitham says as he slowly turns down his noise-cancelling.

Kaveh rolls his eyes, folding his arms on the wooden countertop, shooting Al-Haitham an amused look. “Don’t you feel like being generous to your philanthropic senior? Haven’t I been gone for an age?”

“No and no. What philanthropic senior? What’s your definition of an age?”

“That’s neither here nor there, you pedant.” Kaveh turns in his seat, kicking out at Al-Haitham’s ankle as he fixes Al-Haitham with an annoyed look. 

How Kaveh can be annoyed with him after presumably being only in the city for a handful of hours—early, his last letter said he’d be gone for at least another fortnight and Al-Haitham had only gotten that letter a week ago—is a mystery, considering that Al-Haitham’s been at the Akademiya all day, occupied within his own office. Miraculously, he’s started to actually catch up to current work rather than chipping away at the backlog.

Then again, Kaveh has always had a rather choleric disposition, even though he would turn it around and accuse Al-Haitham of such. Yet Al-Haitham’s not the one going around accusing people of things.

“What?” Al-Haitham says, shifting away when Kaveh’s leg twitches like he’s considering another kick.

“Don’t what me. Don’t you know how to set boundaries?”

“What kind of scholar sets boundaries? And aren’t you the hypocrite for asking? You’ve done something—stuck your nose in when it wasn’t needed or asked for.”

“And you ought to be grateful that I did, you spoiled thing,” Kaveh replies, confirming Al-Haitham’s hypothesis. A troubled expression crosses Kaveh’s face, turning his annoyance and his sharpness into softer concern. “I wrote to Layla, Tighnari, and Senior Faruzan. Although, I cannot say that it was entirely my idea. Cyno was the one who wrote to me first. Lord Kusanali also sent a note with his. It was shortly after your retirement from Acting Grand Sage. I replied to both when I sent the other three their letters.” 

Kaveh’s lips twist. “I mean—I had already asked them to check in on you while I was away, of course. I didn’t think anything would come of it though. What could anyone do to you that you weren’t going to do to yourself, you magnet for trouble and vexations? I just asked them to look in on you for my own sake. Just so I don’t get any more surprises upon my return. Your letters are so horrifically bland. Sumeru was literally falling apart about our ears and you wrote back to me about being inconvenienced by not being able to find a specific blend of coffee.”

Al-Haitham does recall writing Kaveh that when he’d been in Port Ormos and trying to track the Divine Knowledge Capsule.

“That was because you told me, in no uncertain terms, that if I did not look for that blend of coffee for you, you’d put your mind to actively being a pain. Was I not suffering enough?”

Kaveh flicks his hand to discard the thought and the tangent.

“In any case, I did have some small inkling of a feeling that things might not be so smooth in transition, going from Acting Grand Sage back to Grand Scribe. Not as smooth as they were going the other way, coup and all aside. Such is the problem with dependency—an ongoing problem in Sumeru that started with the Akasha but most certainly does not end there. Precedence creates poor habits, poor habits breed dependency. It’s a problem that you and I have often agreed upon and discussed at length. And considering the void the Akasha would leave behind, the burden would most certainly fall onto those of certain dispositions.”

By this, Al-Haitham knows Kaveh means Al-Haitham’s disposition—or rather, the one people had begun to view as his disposition, despite the fact that it most certainly was not.

This disposition being: capable, responsible, and dutiful.

Capable yes, the other two—questionable. It would depend on the situation and how much of a trouble it is to him, and what benefit lies in going through with the action.

Clearly the current situation is too much trouble and the benefits are non-existent.

It’s unfortunate that playing such a visible role in exposing Sumeru’s corruption has caused people to think that Al-Haitham in such a…enthusiastically positive light.

“Not to mention the entire,” Kaveh’s nose wrinkles in distaste as he makes a gesture that Al-Haitham assumes to mean the entire circus of Akademiya politics that’s been practically inverted due to restructuring. “Circus. I didn’t realize things would get so miserable, though. I would have thought you’d have stopped it cold as soon as you realized something was going afoul of you, and what I’d be hearing was reports on how you’ve vexed someone into apoplexy. Ideally someone we both found lacking. Wouldn’t that have been a nice balm to my sunburns and headaches, and dry, weary eyes? No. Instead I get messages back of overwork and legitimate concerns for your health! Since when were you so meek? You’re never this obedient with me. And if anyone deserves it from you in this entire world, it would be me. What did any of those louts do to warrant your cooperation?”

“You make it sound as though I’ve made it easy for them. At one point I was threatening them with the matra and official legal action for abuse of power and violation of workplace harassment policies.” 

It almost worked, too. Then they started attempting to schedule things as mandatory work dinners and the like. Al-Haitham was ready to commit an act of treason to escape it. Except then he’d be doing work from a prison cell, and escaping Cyno’s grasp would be markedly more difficult and troublesome than escaping the new Sages.

“And what did that get you?” 

“Why do you ask redundant questions?”

“See! That’s exactly how you should have been from the start. Harsher, even. Like sandpaper. You’re not meant to be easy for anyone. Not even for me,” Kaveh declares, sounding incredibly and irrationally offended. “In any case—I take it that the letters reached who they were meant to reach, and those persons did what they were going to do whether I wrote them or not, which means…”

Kaveh leans in towards him, the warm lights of the tavern make his skin and hair glow as though he were pulled from a forge. There is a spark in his eyes that turns them from deep umber to brighter garnet—lit up with brilliance of a mind turned towards mischief.

“Now all that’s left would be the Kshahrewar, hm? I might help you with that if you ask me very, very nicely.”

Have you not already been helping without me asking at all? Al-Haitham might say.

He runs his finger around the edge of his cup of wine, eyes on Kaveh.

Because now that the question has sprung to mind, Al-Haitham’s thoughts turn inwards.

Why, Al-Haitham thinks, has he not asked before? 

Not just Kaveh. But Cyno, who Al-Haitham knew was under the guardianship of a highly respected former member of the Spantamad. Or Tighnari and Sage Naphis. Senior Faruzan. Layla was something of a surprise, as was the Vahumana scholar. But Al-Haitham could have easily asked the rest to do something about their Sages before things got so frustrating.

How short sighted of him. And unlike him, too. He’s never been the type to hesitate when it comes to solving his own inconveniences.

What did he have to lose, asking any of them for help in corralling their own Darshans into proper behavior? Pride? Why should Al-Haitham hesitate to use those at his disposal, especially when they’re volunteering for the thankless task like so? 

Al-Haitham’s never had a problem with such a thing before.

The problem with dependency is that it is a thing that can go two ways. 

There are those who are dependent on each other, and there are those who are dependent upon being depended upon. Al-Haitham’s rarely had trouble with either form of it himself. 

Independence has been Al-Haitham’s nature for as long as living memory serves. 

Of all the many things people could and do call him, dependent is unlikely to land on any of those lists. And someone to depend on, even more unlikely.

And yet, as Al-Haitham has come to learn over course of this life, dependency in itself is not such a bad thing. 

Children depend upon adults. Students depend upon their teachers. The elderly depend upon the young and able bodied. Al-Haitham depends upon the farmers and the butchers, the fishermen and the bakers, who put food before him. He depends on the craftsmen who clothe him, and provide him the materials with which he makes his own living.

Al-Haitham was dependent upon Cyno, upon Dehya, upon Candace, upon the Traveler, upon Lord Kusanali herself, among others, to accomplish the feat of overturning centuries of slow and steady corruption and deceit. 

As Acting Grand Sage, Al-Haitham was dependent upon his staff in the scribe’s office as well as his newer staff assisting him in his temporary role to make the work go as smoothly as possible.

As the Grand Scribe, once more, Al-Haitham was incredibly dependent upon his staff to help him avoid the worst of the onslaught, and the help him buy time to catch up to the work he needed to be doing.

The danger of dependence and independence, as with most things, then becomes in the extreme—with leaning too much into one and not enough into the other to create a lack of balance.

The extreme like the situation with the new Sages and their departments, turning towards him as a shortcut, a crutch, to ease their consciences of the hard, difficult, and often unpleasant and uncertain choices they must make on their own.

But there is, in itself, nothing wrong with being dependent on others.

After all, in exchange, Al-Haitham’s staff and those around him depended upon him to lead and hold things steady until a more permanent solution could be found. They depended upon him to return to his original post to handle that which they were unable to do.

Cyno, the Traveler, and the rest depended upon him to assist in creating and carrying out the plan that ousted the previous regime.

Kaveh has depended upon him to open the door and provide a place of shelter to get back onto his own two feet.

His grandmother depended upon him in her last years as her vitality left her.

Dependence and dependency. Everyone is both of these things at once without exclusion of the other.

So why did Al-Haitham not actively think of this solution sooner? Why does it take Kaveh, now, weeks later, showing up and saying it plainly to Al-Haitham’s face for him to actually consider it on his own?

This lesson in reliance and dependency is a lesson that has been reinforced with a gentle touch over the past few months, calling to mind a conversation had in a stolen moment between meetings—


“Rely on others more.”



“What others?”


Perhaps that is what has stopped him previously. Perhaps that is what made him so unaware of this untapped resource. Before, there were no others to turn to.

Before this, before all of this, the circle of people Al-Haitham might consider turning to for help or assistance with issues like these was essentially non-existent. Senior Faruzan might have had a point about socializing more.

Although there was very little that Al-Haitham could not solve relying upon his own powers, his own wit, and his own authority. Those problems that did fall out of his capability were usually technical in nature, and easy to pass off onto someone else who did posses the specific skillsets he needed to smooth over the way for him to complete the task. 

Even rarer still, for him to have a problem that was more personal in nature. A problem that he could not solve due to lack of skill, knowledge, resolve, or power. A problem that instead would require him to place himself and the situation entirely into someone else’s hands, out of his control. A problem that would require him to become utterly dependent—a bystander to his own problem.

He can count on one hand the amount of times that such an issue has arisen and escaped from his control, his ability to handle.

This may have become his vulnerability—too much independence. For all that he has relied upon others and openly delegated tasks to them, trusted others with things he knew he could not do, he was somehow blind to this resource at hand when it would have been invaluable from the start. 

How many weeks did Al-Haitham waste gritting his teeth and attempting to push through things on his own? Meanwhile, he had already had Lord Kusanali aware of the issue, the General Mahamatra coming to check on him every so often, and people of importance from all the Darshans at his fingertips—apparently more than willing to jump in on his behalf without him asking. 

Here were the others, waiting. And now, here is Kaveh, asking him to ask.

And now, here is Al-Haitham answering.

“Dinner is on my tab then. Is that nice enough for you?”

Kaveh’s mouth transforms into a smirk in the way as a blade moves out of its sheathe, closing the distance between them to bump his shoulder against Al-Haitham’s.

“I knew you’d come around to seeing things my way.”

“And so will the rest of the Kshahrewar?”

Kaveh reaches over, taking Al-Haitham’s wine from underneath Al-Haitham’s hand. He tips his head, brilliant eyes holding Al-Haitham’s gaze as he lifts the cup in a toast, bringing it to his victorious mouth. 

“Naturally,” Kaveh says before taking a long sip, eyes smiling over the rim before he holds it back out to Al-Haitham, half drained, with a little shake.

Al-Haitham takes the cup back, raising it back to Kaveh in his own salute before he finishes the last of it.

“Naturally.”

-

Leave it to the Light of the Kshahrewar to shine so harshly upon all of the flaws of the Darshan, illuminating every crack with the sympathy and mercy of vinegar to an open wound.

“You cannot go around starting fights with the Haravatat and acting as though ours is the superior Darshan when you’re turning around to beg confirmation and affirmation from the Grand Scribe over every other move,” Kaveh had said after gathering up everyone of importance in the Darshan for a meeting. “What kind of message are you trying to send? Weren’t we all complaining that the Akademiya never gives us a chance and never listens to us? Well no wonder if we’re just going to be squandering our chance by turning into dogs with our tails between our legs. We might as well change our mascot now!”

Kaveh’s tirade went long and fierce, like a blistering summer day in the Great Red Sands—without respite and only building itself up and up and up. A pyre upon which he was going to throw every single one of his contemporaries upon, kicking, screaming, and wailing along the way.

“No, really, what did you think was going to happen?” Kaveh demanded, piercing through all of the excuses thrown his way with the same ease as if he were poking holes into wet paper, or cracking sugar-glass. “The Kshahrewar has spent the past several decades slowly being chipped away—our projects and our studies ridiculed as base, our philosophies frivolous, and our arguments as theatrics. If there were ever any a time for us to prove all of this wrong, it would be now. Sumeru is literally in need of a great restructuring, and this is when our Darshan ought to be pulling our weight and taking charge to repair the wrongs done. Especially considering how many of our…recently vacated positions were vacated because of what they did to contribute to said wrongs.”

Kaveh drew himself up to his full height, his fury and incredulousness filling him shoulder to shoulder, bursting out of him to fill the room thrice over.

“And yet,” he said, eyes narrowing, mouth twisting into a sneer, “what was it I was hearing?”

Kaveh pulled out his letters from Cyno, from Lord Kusanali, from Senior Faruzan, Layla, Tighnari, and Collei. And then he began to read, in front of his Darshan, their list of incompetencies as observed by third party bystanders.

“The General Mahamatra cites that the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya,” Kaveh read, vitriol dripping from his mouth, “was seen being trailed by no less than five Kshahrewar affiliated staff members through the back offices of the Mahamata, all petitioning for his time and attention on matters of pending national security reforms, which are well beyond his purview beyond finalization of record keeping forms and keeping of official meeting minutes, should the meetings have involved persons of Sage rank and higher. A flagrant disregard for the Akademiya’s information sharing policies for one thing, a matter of absolute humiliation for another.”

On and on Kaveh read, much to the mortification of those gathered, even as Kaveh’s fury grew. Finally, Kaveh scoffed, slapping the papers against his palm as he finished reading out the highlights.

“Meanwhile, I can’t help but notice upon my return that every other Darshan’s fallen in line and has managed to gather two brain cells to spark the flame of civilization and modernity with or without a kick in the ass. Do you mean to tell me that had I not returned early, you lot would have shamelessly carried on when even the Rtawahist—a Darshan near gutted to a skeleton crew and under so much scrutiny that if they so much as breathe wrong they’ve got the attention of half the Mahamata, the Matra, and Lord Kusanali herself—has managed to gather themselves by the bootstraps to start organizing what they have left? Meanwhile you’re all consulting with the Grand Scribe as though he were the matron in charge of recess in primary school and thus your final word?”

By then Kaveh was on a roll, so he continued to blister and scorch his way through his Darshan.

“Not even the Haravatat clings so closely to the Grand Scribe’s thighs! And he’s one of them! I’ve heard you all complaining about him and you lot have heard me cursing the man to heaven and back,” Kaveh continued, his incredulousness and outrage lifting his voice into a boom. “If the man’s own Darshan is leaving him alone and not conferring with him, what business do you lot have chasing after him like so? Are you suddenly so fond of him? Is it him playing hard to get that has you? After years of being brow-beaten and treated horrifically I can understand a certain measure of engrained masochism but this is beyond the pale. What happened to all the dreams of reform you all talked about when we were under the heel of the previous administration? Where did all of that talk go now?”

Around then is when people started trying to talk Kaveh down, at one point asking him why he didn’t just become the Kshahrewar Sage if he had such strong opinions.

At this point, Kaveh completely lost it and went off the rails entirely. His shouting could be heard from outside of the Kshahrewar halls, reportedly.

Something or other about why does the Kshahrewar need a Sage to teach them common sense and how he’s not even saying anything Sage worthy. So on and so forth about him talking about them holding to a base minimum standard and how they shouldn’t need someone scolding them about to do on their own.

Sages, Kaveh said, were not meant to keep the Darshans in line like nannies. They’re meant to lead and handle matters of politics and bargaining and the like so that the rest of them could actually focus on their jobs and their research.

And Kaveh, as the most sought after among them all, had too many jobs to do as it is without also having to play nice with the other Darshans. Did he have to do everything around here? What was the point in all of these politicians in scholar’s robes if they weren’t even going to politic? Because they certainly weren’t studying anything based on all of that space between their ears.

“Are you all actually children?” Kaveh thundered. “I have students a third of your age who’ve more sense and rational thought than you!”

Al-Haitham, naturally, was nowhere near any of this and only got a very, very detailed account through Mehrak later. She’d recorded the entire thing, all the way up to Kaveh storming out of the hall with a threat of coming back to continue this one-sided discussion if he caught wind of anything like this happening again. 

And next time, Kaveh threatened, it would not be a closed doors meeting. 

Not that the doors helped with eavesdroppers anyway, given how loud Kaveh was towards the middle and end of it.

Kaveh flushes so red that Al-Haitham has half a mind to suggest he see a doctor when he finds out that Mehrak showed Al-Haitham that recording.

Mehrak had come to find Al-Haitham immediately after Kaveh stormed out of the meeting and started to play for him the entire events, proudly pausing to rewinds parts she found particularly pleasing. 

Kaveh found Al-Haitham towards the end of the second replay of it, voice cracking as Kaveh addresses Mehrak in a hushed not-quite whisper.

“Why would you record that? Why would you show him that—Is this where you’ve been this entire time? I’ve been looking for you everywhere! What was—? No! That’s not what that protocol was for at all! Forget it, forget it, we’ll go over it later. No, I’m not angry. Well. Not at you. Bezar, bezar!”

And then, Kaveh sheepishly coughs into his closed fist, eyes flicking to and away from Al-Haitham’s face.

“Yes, erm. Well. I may have gotten somewhat carried away.” There’s a slight rasp to Kaveh’s voice, bringing the pitch deeper than it normally might be. “In any case, I think your problems—which are the Darshan’s problems—ought to be solved by now. You should buy everyone involved dinner, or lunch, as thanks,” Kaveh decides. “Do something nice for them.”

“You mean buy you dinner.”

“Well. I wouldn’t be opposed. Didn’t you once say to me that thanks should be given three times? I’ll consider the first one already done. That would be two more. And with that exorbitant salary of yours, don’t tell me you can’t afford it.”

The two of them do go out for the aforementioned dinner. Mostly because Kaveh’s still worked up from his thorough evisceration of his own Darshan and is now in a rather celebratory mood. And also because this morning Kaveh looked at the state of the kitchen and despaired over how Al-Haitham had been falling behind.

“Could you blame me?” Al-Haitham replied. Who would be in the mood to cook after going through the annoyances of the days he’d been having?

Kaveh scowled, fully understanding and empathizing, but also not wanting to cede the point.

So they go out to dinner. Al-Haitham doesn’t know if it counts as thanks or not, because as they’re eating they manage to find their way into an in-depth argument about Kaveh’s unnecessary early return—especially since he clearly has so much work left to do, and it wasn’t very responsible of him to leave his students and his fellow professors behind to clean up after him, was it? At least Senior Faruzan was in charge of her expedition, and with authority comes the privilege to abuse it. She could afford to make whatever choices she liked.

To which Kaveh replied about sorting out priorities, and on a scale of things that one research and teaching expedition would fall rather below on a list of them compared to the overall Darshan fumbling about like it had been struck insensate and dumb. 

Yes, poor showing of him towards his fellows and students, but they were rather understanding when they heard that their Darshan had somehow reduced itself into a bumbling infantile state and was attempting to get itself to be led about the nose by the Haravatat. Like dogs in heat.

That, Al-Haitham pointed out, is not how it went.

Close enough, Kaveh retorted.

Al-Haitham does invite the others out. By which, Al-Haitham means Kaveh gathers everyone around and has Al-Haitham show up with mora to pay for it. 

It evolves into a whole gathering of basically everyone Al-Haitham cares to acknowledge outside of work-related issues: including Nilou and Lady Dunyarzad, as well as Sage Naphis who attends at Tighnari and Collei’s behest, and Professor Cyrus. Al-Haitham does not particularly mind it one way or another. 

Even the Vahumana scholar makes a brief appearance, nodding at Cyno and Al-Haitham, taking up a few bits from some of the dishes before leaving again.

“What’s his deal?” Kaveh asks as the man retreats as easily as he arrived, as some wandering breeze.

“A very well worded one,” Al-Haitham replies. “I would suggest that you stay out of his way, lest you find yourself agreeing to something you don’t mean to.”

Senior Faruzan takes the seat across from Al-Haitham, looking him over with serious eyes before nodding in approval.

“You look much better. Keep up whatever it is you’ve been doing,” she says. And then she turns to Kaveh. “Or you—keep up whatever you’re doing. I don’t think it matters very much which way it goes when it’s you two.”

Before Al-Haitham can question that, she turns back to him. “And you better give young Layla some talking to on self-care. She needs to be borrowing a page from your book. I found her sleeping underneath a library table when I went to get her for this dinner. She was using a star chart as a blanket.”

A few seats down, where Layla and Nilou are talking, the young woman hunches her shoulders, looking embarrassed.

“The nap rooms were all taken,” she says in feeble protest. 

“As long as the star chart was yours and not the library’s property,” Al-Haitham says. “And that you were sleeping relatively quietly.”

“Is this your way of asking if Layla snores?”

Nahida arrives midway through in her own form. As before, she does not stay long, although she does stay long enough to eat and chat with the others present before she takes her leave. Al-Haitham has a suspicion that Nahida is not very good with crowds, but she’s making the effort anyway.

As she leaves, she has Al-Haitham walk with her. They do not speak, but the touch of her mind—not speaking, not suggesting, not doing much of anything but being close enough to feel—is pleasant enough.

“And now,” Nahida says just before she leaves, “you know the answer to that question of others. And is the world not all that much wider and interesting for it?”

“The possibilities,” Al-Haitham acknowledges, “are confounding.”

“All the better for you then,” she agrees before waving at him and making her way through the crowded streets, visible as a bright bloom of white until she suddenly vanishes.

Al-Haitham returns to the rest and the evening continues to deepen and unfold. It’s rather pleasant. People change seats and conversation partners every few minutes or so as talks shift and change, sometimes pulling him in, but most of the time just washing over and around him, which is exactly how he prefers it.

Strangely, Al-Haitham finds himself reminded of the celebrations that were held when he first resigned the Acting Grand Sage post. Except this time Kaveh is present, Candace and Dehya are not.

“Next time,” Cyno says, taking a seat at Al-Haitham’s left as Professor Cyrus and Sage Naphis exchange pleasantries, “Dehya and Candace will come. And they will most likely tease you about all of this. You ought to begin to prepare yourself now.”

Next time, Al-Haitham repeats in his head.

How strange for a next time to be brought up, as though it were a given. And stranger still—for Al-Haitham to not be entirely averse to the thought. How very strange to think that there might be several next times that Al-Haitham may or may not attend, but would be welcomed and unquestionably considered for anyway.

It is not an unpleasant strangeness.

Al-Haitham nods in acknowledgement.

“Next time,” he says, “it will be someone else’s turn to have problems.”

“Is that a threat and a promise, Scribe?” 

“Oh, most certainly both,” Kaveh butts in, looking fond. “Because Al-Haitham is going to make it so, no doubt.”

“Naturally,” Al-Haitham replies, raising his cup.

“Naturally.”

-

For the most part the Darshans really have gone back to some attempt at behaving themselves and working on their own problems.

Except.

Well.

The Grand Sage and the Sages, when it comes to larger, broader matters—matters that require all of their agreement and have far-reaching implications for Sumeru, matters that are passed directly through the Archon herself—they continue to attempt to turn towards him for final approval.

He’ll give credit where it’s due. They’re much more subtle about it.

But the new Sages keep turning towards him as though he might turn up with another revolt, or like they may be ousted any second now if they don’t get his tacit approval of their choice of action.

Al-Haitham barely had the one revolt and revolution in him. No thanks. If anyone else wants to overthrow the sitting government it’s their turn to figure that out—without his involvement.

Al-Haitham’s workflow has almost entirely returned to normal, for which he is thankful for. But Sumeru as a whole cannot begin to move forward towards establishing a normal to get to if the second highest seats in the land keep turning towards someone officially ranked lower than they are to get final word in. And the Archon can’t just skip her appointed Sages to look towards a scribe to handle said Sages and guide them into place.

So it is no surprise to Al-Haitham that after a few more weeks of the Sages refusing to take any decisive action on their own unless forced to by Lord Kusanali’s direct order, that he’s called into the Archon’s offices.

What does surprise him is that Kaveh is also there, looking entirely amused and happy to be present.

Nahida looks rather chagrined as she gestures for him to take the other empty seat set up before her desk, using her powers of the mind to pour a cup of tea for him and offer him a glass bowl of sweet candy.

Al-Haitham takes the tea but refuses the candy. Kaveh stretches his leg out to nudge Al-Haitham’s foot with his own.

“When was the last time you were called in for disciplinary measures?” He asks.

“When was the last time you were called in?” Al-Haitham replies. 

Not even the Grand Administrator tries to discipline him. He’ll certainly make Al-Haitham suffer, but he’s never reprimanded Al-Haitham directly and plainly to his face. That’s not how the Mahamata work.

“As much improved as the situation has become,” Nahida says—and she’s certainly Nahida for this conversation, based on the way she’s arranging bits of sweet onto desert plates and passing them to Kaveh and Al-Haitham—“it’s far from satisfactory. So I’ve come to a decision on drastic measures. Specifically, that they should be taken.” Nahida’s eyes twinkle as she looks at Al-Haitham. “How do you feel about a state sponsored vacation?”

“Do you even need to ask?” Kaveh rolls his eyes. “Look at him, all perked up and ready to go, like a dog who hasn’t had a walk.”

Al-Haitham kicks Kaveh just as he’s about to take a sip of tea, causing some of it to splash up Kaveh’s nose.

“Are there not enough rumors of favoritism?” Al-Haitham says while Kaveh is coughing and cursing at him.

“And that is why it’s a drastic measure that I’m considering now, at the end of things, instead of putting us on this course from the very beginning.” 

Nahida pops a bit of Candied Ajilenakh Nut into her mouth, rubbing some of the sticky residue between her fingers.

“I think, what we need here, is for them to quit you cold turkey. There will be a period of withdrawal, and I’d like you to be as far away as possible for this to actually work. I want them to have no hope of reaching you. It’s time to sink or swim, no life rafts, no floaties or swim-aides, no rope. And so—I ask again, how do you feel about a vacation? Let’s say…hm. Not Liyue, the travel there and messaging speeds are too good. How about Fontaine? They’re recently had some rather drastic changes in administration themselves.”

“Cold turkey—what is he, a drug?”

“Al-Haitham?”

“I am owed some time off,” Al-Haitham says, the both of them ignoring Kaveh. “Entirely paid for?”

“Out of my own pocket, if need be,” Nahida says. “As it’s thanks to you that I have pockets to draw from at all. And who would dare comment on how I choose to use my own personal funds? It’s not as though I’m using them to create mind-harvesting machines, or weapons of destruction, no? What’s wrong about me wanting to treat a friend well?”

“Hm.” Al-Haitham skips over all of that entirely to say, “You’ll be giving me a list of things you want me to look at for you and bring back, I suspect. And should I be anticipating friendly wildlife along the way?”

“Most certainly. Didn’t I say that no one indulges my curiosity quite as well as you do? And it’s much easier for scribes to take vacations to sightsee than it is for Archons. Besides, don’t you quite like it when I check in on you as a charming creature of feathers or scales? It’s funny. And it keeps you guessing.” Nahida teases. “God in the palm of your hands, it’s quaint.”

“Only sometimes,” Al-Haitham says, earning a light laugh. 

“You two are a headache just waiting to happen,” Kaveh observes fondly. “I can only imagine the sort of terror you two used to inflict upon others when Al-Haitham was working as one of your hands. Poor Cyno. In any case, getting Al-Haitham out of the country sounds like quite a solid solution to the problem of the Sages ongoing dependency. But what am I doing here?”

“Well,” Nahida refills Kaveh’s teacup, “I thought that you might go with him—to keep him preoccupied so that he doesn’t get into too much trouble when no one is looking. What if he unearths another conspiracy of divine proportions whilst away? I’ll be quite jealous. As would some of his other compatirots. That’s only supposed to happen with me, I think. That’s our special bonding time.”

Kaveh laughs as though he wouldn’t be causing just as much trouble as Al-Haitham might get into. At least Al-Haitham’s trouble is usually interesting. Rewarding, even. Kaveh’s is just plain trouble.

“Also, I need to make sure he comes back at some point, and who else could wrangle my scribe better than you, my architect?” Nahida continues, fond and full of her own laughter.

Then, slightly more seriously, she turns to Al-Haitham.

“In all seriousness, if Kaveh stays and you go, I think he might take the opportunity to dismantle the entirety of the Akademiya as it stands to rebuild it to his own exacting standards. And who would be around to stop him? At this point I don’t think even Cyno would have the conviction for it. He’s had his own share of annoyances with the current growing pains. No, having you both gone at the same time will be better than just one or the other. His Darshan would most certainly be glad of the opportunity to be out of his line of fire to regrow the skin he just flayed off of them recently. And I’m not going through a second round of Sage selections. Training this batch thus far was rather harrowing enough, wouldn’t you agree? No need for an encore of that, thank you.”

Nahida then hands Al-Haitham a list.

“I’ve already taken the liberty of informing Cyno and a few of your colleagues of your departure. I’m sure that by the end of the week all of the Sages will know of your impending leave of absence. Which is why I’ve been rather sneaky and I’ve already booked you an escort out of the city bright and early tomorrow morning. Dehya will have your travel itinerary and the first of your stipends. I doubt that the Sages will have anyone capable of keeping up with you, Kaveh, and the Flame-Mane when you’ve all got a goal in mind. If so, I’ll be rather cross because what were they dawdling for this entire time then?”

Al-Haitham skims the list. It’s a neatly written series of requests for books, foods, attractions, and other such things for Al-Haitham and Kaveh to look into. There are even advanced questions with answer requirements listed next to each one.

“You’ve been planning this for a while, Nahida,” Al-Haitham remarks. “Should I take it that you’ve been keeping this contingency on the back burner since the start? What happened in believing in the assistance of others to come together to solve a problem?”

“One might hope that with the help of some friends that any problem can be solved,” Nahida replies. “Alas, no plan survives its initial inception and reality can at times be a touch rougher around the dreamy edges. Thus it never hurts to have a just in case option. You might look into discretely checking in on said friends before you depart. I’m not the only one with a list of interesting things I’d like looked into for you to report back to me on. Vacations, you see—especially ones out of the country—have been rather thin on the ground. It’s this great governmental reform and restructuring. Makes it rather difficult for people to get away from work. Or so I hear.”

Kaveh leans over to read the list with Al-Haitham. “I’m not sure if one can mail bavarois.”

“Then you’ll have to endeavor to learn how to make it fresh. We can have tea when you return. I’ll bring the tea and you can bring the vittles.”

“How long do you expect us to be gone for?” Kaveh’s brows raise as he looks towards their archon while Al-Haitham continues to skim the list. Apparently he’s to learn how to deep sea dive on this excursion.

Nahida simply smiles. “Continuing education is something to look forward to, Kaveh. One must always be looking to expand their skill-sets beyond existing boundaries. What’s the point of limits if not to test them? And haven’t you two gone without a suitable challenge? Consider it homework.”

“Well,” Kaveh muses, plucking the list from Al-Haitham’s hands. “I’m sure that between the two of us we can have a marvelous time of getting through this list, whatever else the others may throw at us, and possibly making our own. What say you, Al-Haitham?”

“It sounds like a troublesome time,” Al-Haitham replies. 

“But not an unpleasant one.”

“Did I say it was? You’d better pack things actually necessary for travel,” Al-Haitham says finishing his tea before giving Nahida a nod as he stands to leave. He’s got a department to organize and luggage to pack. “And you’d better not be slowing me down by buying any number of strange trinket.”

Kaveh barks out a sharp laugh, tucking the list into his pocket as he rises to join Al-Haitham.

“Ha! Look in the mirror and say that to yourself. Half of your luggage is going to be useless, horrifically unattractive and overpriced junk by the time we return. The only thing I can hope for is that it causes you to throw out the other useless, horrifically unattractive and overpriced junk you already have.” 

Kaveh waves over his shoulder at Nahida as they leave her offices, shoulders and elbows bumping. 

“I’ll bring back our scribe in one piece, Nahida, but I make no promises as to whether or not the foreign air will manage to knock his sense of perspective back in order.”

“Best of luck,” Nahida says as they pass through her door.

“As if we need it.” Kaveh leans in to murmur to Al-Haitham. “Her Sages are going to need it more than us. Sumeru in general, actually. Bets as to whether anyone quits while we’re away? Or if anyone needs to be sent away for a medically necessary sabbatical? And if so—will it be with Tighnari and do you think Tighnari might make it…a little more spartan than necessary?”

Al-Haitham opens his mouth to point out that if someone’s getting sent off for a medically necessary sabbatical it’s definitely going to be to Tighnari, and based on Tighnari’s current annoyance with the Akademiya and the ousted Sages currently under his care, it’s going to be some level beyond spartan. Draconian, maybe.

“I meant best of luck to Fontaine,” Nahida corrects, startling them both apart to look over their shoulders even as the door closes behind them. “What do the two of you need luck for when you have each other? How redundant!”


Notes for the Chapter:- Bezar: Persian slang for “leave it”.





