
1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:
	For moonsteps.



two things;

1. all flashbacks will be indicated by the brackets + past tense +【┘】

2. i am going to explode them. and then i am going to explode ink. this one is absolutely, one hundred percent not my fault






The first piece Al-Haitham plays over the speakers of his brand-new apartment is a live recording of a flautist.



It’s late at night, dark outside. He’s barely unpacked any of his things—all around him are boxes, some unopened, some with the tape torn through. He hardly has anything but an air mattress. The movers with his furniture are supposed to arrive tomorrow.



He doesn’t know much about this city other than it is different from the last one but similar in its vast emptiness. It’s not physically barren, laden with sky-reaching buildings and the streets crowded with people even at this time of night, but it feels anything but animated inside these four walls.



It was a good idea to set up the speaker system first, Al-Haitham thinks. If he closes his eyes, the familiar sound fills up the room in a way that his belongings never could. The flautist plays as if he is dancing, the tune skipping up and down and through octaves merrily. The composition sounds like a memory. It tastes like seven years under his tongue.



There’s a sixteenth-note run down a scale that Al-Haitham knows under his fingers even though he could not claim to be as familiar with the flute as he is with the oboe, a millisecond pause as the player inhales. He can feel the breath in his own chest. It burns.



The rest of it Al-Haitham knows like something loved, something cherished. If he wanted to, he could sing each passage by heart. He’d been so involved in the creation of this piece that he’s long since memorized each of the chord changes.



But his favorite part isn’t the peak of the chart or any of the runs or the fancy ornaments—it’s the end when the player flubs a note and goes sharp when he tries not to laugh and fails, the sound of his joy much sweeter than any preceding part of the melody. Immortalized on tape and tattooed on the inside of Al-Haitham’s chest.



“Al-Haitham, stop recording,” the player says, laughter still curling on the edges of his word, and through the tape, he can hear his own resounding huff of amusement, and then it cuts off.



Al-Haitham opens his eyes, and his apartment is just as empty as it was before. The memory of it is going to haunt the rest of his night, but in the meantime, he scrolls through his phone and selects some innocuous Vivaldi to fill the space. A safe choice. Compositions that didn’t paint his history red.



The next hour or so he spends mindlessly unpacking his things, inflating the air mattress and digging his blankets out of boxes. The music fades into the background as he sorts through his things and the night grows ever darker.



And then, a knock at the door.



Al-Haitham assumes it must be the landlord—they’d already met prior to him moving his things in, but perhaps there was something extra they wanted to go over, so he thinks nothing of it.



“Coming!” he calls, navigating the maze of packing peanuts and crates. He almost trips over the tipped-over edge of an open box, cursing. Kicking aside more haphazard cardboard, he undoes the latch on the door and lets it swing open, fully expecting to see the bearded face of his landlord only to be met with the vermillion-eyed face of somebody he had given up hope on seeing for the rest of his life.



There’s a long moment of silence. The aching swell of Vivaldi in the background and the rushing in his ears like the ocean waves.



“…Kaveh?”









【┘】









[



The first time that Al-Haitham saw Kaveh was, regrettably, when they were in high school. Regrettable because Al-Haitham was a freshman, gangly and awkward, and Kaveh was a junior, no less gangly and awkward but with the confidence of two years tucked under his belt.



Al-Haitham walked into that high school band room the first time not expecting much—one, because he had swept every other player by a tall margin in his previous band, and two, because nobody played the oboe except for Al-Haitham, apparently.



Nobody played the oboe here, either.



The first flute’s name was Kaveh. Al-Haitham only remembered his name—and no one else’s, not even the director’s—because it was written at the top of all of his sheet music in large, curling letters, as if anybody else was first chair and wasn’t still scribbling in their notes in the margins.



And what business did Al-Haitham have looking at Kaveh’s sheet music? Well, it’s only because—



“It seems that we don’t have enough stands,” the director announced to the band the first day, scratching his head awkwardly. “We lent them to the middle school for their concert, but they never gave them back… You’re all okay with sharing, right?”



And then quickly, the rest of the band split up into pairs, repositioning their stands and adjusting their music, and it just so happened that there were three first flutes and the singular one left out was Kaveh.



Kaveh looked at Al-Haitham, and Al-Haitham looked at Kaveh, and even in all of his oily teenage glory, Al-Haitham realized that he would have known Kaveh’s name imprinted on his tongue even if it wasn’t obnoxiously scrawled all over the stand in front of him. Because he was blonde and he was beautiful and his ruby-red eyes, cutting him to the bone, burned like a brand on Al-Haitham’s skin.



“Kaveh,” he introduced himself, reluctantly scooting his stand over. “We haven’t had an oboe in a while. You are…?”



“Al-Haitham,” he said eagerly. “Kaveh.”



Kaveh tilted his head at him a little, and then he adjusted the stand a little to make it easier for Al-Haitham to read off of it. “Freshman? Or newly transferred? I’m a junior.”



“I’m a freshman,” Al-Haitham said, staring. “You’re first? Are there no other seniors?”



Kaveh winced and then leaned in close, covering his mouth with his hand, and Al-Haitham, irresistible to his gravitational pull, leaned in as well. “No, the other two are seniors. Listen, it doesn’t really mean anything if I was ranked in front of them. Even the teachers make mistakes.”



Al-Haitham glanced at Kaveh’s flute—a professional model Yamaha, from the looks of it—and sincerely doubted it.



“Anyway,” Kaveh said, leaning back, “how long have you been playing? Oboe isn’t quite the conventional instrument.”



“My grandmother left me an oboe, among other things.” Al-Haitham flipped the case over onto his lap and started undoing the clasps. “I was homeschooled for a while, so there wasn’t much else to do.”



“Homeschool,” Kaveh said. “Interesting.” And then he didn’t say anything more, letting Al-Haitham finish setting up his instrument while he busied himself with his own flute.



Al-Haitham let his reed soak as he rifled through his backpack to pull out his music binder. The sound of the rest of the band warming up swelled behind him, a cacophony of disparate sounds and squeaks and shrill sounds. Not the most pleasant melody, but one he’s long grown used to after years in this type of setting.



The first time Al-Haitham heard Kaveh play was in high school. He would never stop after that, sitting in on sessions and wasting time in practice rooms and later, buying records to play through his headphones, but the first time felt like electricity running up and down his spine.



The sound cut through the rest of the din like a knife. It wasn’t much more than a simple arpeggio, the B♭ extended out in distinct vibrato, but for the first time, like a key turning in a lock, Al-Haitham felt something click into place. The abrupt understanding that he had met someone who could understand 

him.





Suddenly desperate to play, to show Kaveh that Al-Haitham operated along the same wavelength, in the same key, he quickly assembled his instrument and set the reed against his lips.



The first note was smooth, no cracks. Then a little chromatic embellishment, simple, up and down.



Behind Al-Haitham, a clarinet cracked on her note and went horribly sharp. He winced and stopped, dropping his oboe back down to his lap, and when he looked at Kaveh, Kaveh was already looking at him.



“Wow,” Kaveh said, his lips a little parted. “You have really nice tone.”



“I—” Al-Haitham fiddled a little with the bell of the horn. “Thank you.”



Kaveh nodded once, and then he turned back to his stand, flipping through warm-up exercises and scale patterns.



And that’s the last nice thing Kaveh said to Al-Haitham in a long time.











Which is not to say that they hated each other. In fact, upon further reflection, that probably had something to do with both of their inability to compliment each other to their face without wanting to shrivel up on the inside.



A week later in rehearsal, when they finally received their first piece to sight read and have moved on from scales and exercises, there arrived the first problem.



“Excuse me?” Kaveh said, raising his hand. The director, whose name Al-Haitham still didn’t know, nodded to him. “One stand isn’t enough to fit both of our parts.”



Al-Haitham, who couldn’t fit all five pages of his chart named something after some random river, waited patiently with his music in his lap. Kaveh’s music was already sitting on their stand.



The director frowned. “Well, as everyone is already sharing, there’s nothing I can do about it unless somebody else relinquishes a stand.”



The room was noticeably devoid of offers of charity to the two. One person even moved their stand away from Kaveh, the squeak of the metal against the linoleum comically loud.



“Fine,” Kaveh grumbled, scooting his papers the tiniest bit to the side. “We can make it work. I guess.”



Al-Haitham didn’t think they could. The apparatus could only hold three sheets of music anyway, even with it hanging off of the edges, and he couldn’t see how they could magically fit both parts side by side.



Sure enough, Kaveh only allowed Al-Haitham just enough space to fit one page. “Hey,” Kaveh said, hand moving reflexively to stop Al-Haitham from doing any more. “I need two pages open, at the very least. I have a run at the bottom of the page; I can’t flip it.”



“So do I,” Al-Haitham said pointedly, gesturing to his own music. “We have the same part there.”



“Hm. Okay.” Kaveh moved Al-Haitham’s second sheet down and put his flute to his lips.



Al-Haitham stared at Kaveh. “I need more space.”



Kaveh put his flute back down, the first trace of irritation showing up in the tick of his eyebrow. “There is no space. You’ll just have to figure it out.”



“There’s a million of you flutes and one of me. No one’s going to notice if you drop out for five seconds to turn the page.”



Kaveh sniffed and turned his chin up. “Bringing down someone older than you isn’t very humble of you. You’re my 

junior. 

You should be treating me with more respect. And besides, at least I don’t play the oboe.”



“What is that supposed to mean—”



So on and so forth.



And thus began the most important competition of Al-Haitham’s life—or at least what seemed to be the most important competition of his life at the time. He would always rush to make it to the band room before Kaveh did so he could set his music up, a triumphant show of victory.



Similarly, sometimes Kaveh would be there before Al-Haitham was, a disappointing occurrence. They worked out a sort of unspoken agreement: whoever arrived first had custody of the stand and could distribute the space as they saw fit. Whoever arrived second would have to refine their page-flipping skills and try not to knock elbows with the other as they did so.



Al-Haitham’s rivalry with Kaveh over something that was, admittedly, as stupid as quarreling over a music stand didn’t mean that he lost any respect for his musicianship, however. If anything, it only increased it, watching from the corner of his eye as Kaveh performed yet another seamless page flip without taking his mouth away from his flute.



And so it goes—could unbidden admiration turn into anything else, really? Was Al-Haitham destined for anything else other than to long to become Kaveh’s friend even as his mouth moved on its own volition and drove the two of them even further apart with each day?



Or so Al-Haitham thought. Turns out he wanted to be more than just 

friends.

 Because Kaveh was blonde and he was beautiful and because he also turned out to be a fantastic player, which really ticked all of Al-Haitham’s boxes.



There was nothing he could do about it. He assumed that he would grow out of it, anyway, as people his age are bound to do, trying on new people and new interests like clothes at the mall. Besides, aside from being a phenomenal musician, what else did Kaveh have going for him? Excluding his face? Or the sound of his laughter? Al-Haitham found him annoying, right?



As it turns out, the most annoying thing about Kaveh was that there 

was

 nothing to be annoyed by. As in he was funny and he was smart and he was just a little bit of a nerd enough to keep Al-Haitham endeared. And that really fucking pissed Al-Haitham off.



Al-Haitham spent the rest of his freshman year quietly pissed off and pining in spite of himself.



At some point, the local middle school eventually returned the stands back to the band room, but Al-Haitham and Kaveh just… never stopped sharing. It wasn’t out of necessity, not then. Al-Haitham did it so he could have an excuse to scoot his chair closer to Kaveh’s. He thought that maybe Kaveh did it because he derived amusement from it—he swore he saw his mouth lift up into a smile a few times, though that could have been the petty win.



Don’t get him wrong. Sharing a stand meant nothing in terms of the condition of their relationship.



They only shared that one class together, but for some reason, Al-Haitham kept seeing Kaveh everywhere, even when he wasn’t looking for him. And only in the most infuriating ways, too. He would walk down the halls and catch a glimpse of blonde hair out of the corner of his eye.



Kaveh always pretended not to see Al-Haitham, so Al-Haitham did the same, even though apparently Kaveh’s third period got switched around so now they passed each other every day by the water fountains. Again, infuriating. It was difficult enough to pretend that he wasn’t there when he started to anticipate seeing him at the same time five days a week outside of rehearsal.



But at least Kaveh never tried to talk to Al-Haitham outside of band when they had to pretend to cooperate for the sake of the ensemble, which was good because Al-Haitham wasn’t sure he’d be able to handle it. It was something about the contrast between the gentle way Kaveh would hold his flute compared to the vicious smile he would send Al-Haitham’s way on the times he got to the stand before he could that made his heartbeat ratchet up at least fifteen beats per minute.



Or at least—Al-Haitham never thought that Kaveh would try to talk to Al-Haitham outside of band. Until he does, that is.



“Hi,” Kaveh said, standing in front of Al-Haitham, where he was sitting with his back against a tree. Al-Haitham squinted up at him and tried to block the sunlight flowing out against the line of his body.



“What are you doing,” Al-Haitham said, off-put by this change of pace. He never would have thought that Kaveh would straight up approach him of his own volition.



Kaveh wrinkled his nose at him. “The least you can do is say hello back?”



“You’re interrupting my reading time. Don’t you have friends to hang out with? Or was I being presumptuous?”



Kaveh threw his hands up in the air and sighed, turning a little to the side. “God. I reach out 

once

 because you look lonely, and this is how you treat me? Fine, then. Have fun… reading. You know you look like a band kid right now, right?”



Al-Haitham blinked at him once, his mouth parting a little. Kaveh walked over here because he thought Al-Haitham needed company? Besides the obvious assumption that he’s a friendless loner, it’s almost a little… sweet. 



“We’re both band kids,” Al-Haitham pointed out. “And I will have fun, thank you.”



“I’m a kid in band, not a band kid,” Kaveh protested. “There’s a difference, trust me.”



Al-Haitham thought back to Kaveh’s professional Yamaha flute and the entire folder’s worth of classical etudes in his backpack and shakes his head a little. “You’re a band kid.”



“And you’re an unfilial little freshman.” Kaveh crossed his arms over his chest. “Sorry for looking out for you, I guess. Should’ve known that your loneliness was on purpose instead of you not having friends. Though I guess the latter would also be perfectly plausible.”



“Yeah, okay,” Al-Haitham said, looking back down to his book. “See you in fifth.”



“See you,” Kaveh said, except it sounded a little off and strained, but when Al-Haitham looked up again, Kaveh was already walking away.



And that was that. Al-Haitham went back to his book but found that he couldn’t focus on any of the words, finding that while he stared at the pages all he could think about was the way the sun had illuminated Kaveh from behind like something beautiful.











Al-Haitham got to the stand before Kaveh did that day, smugly placing his two sheets of music down. When Kaveh arrived, breathing a little heavily and drawing up short to his chair with an annoyed expression on his face, Al-Haitham turned to him. “Hello.”



Kaveh’s eyebrows furrowed. He looked confused. Al-Haitham was confused too; this was new for them. This whole greeting thing. He hadn’t meant to say it, really.



“Hi?” Kaveh said slowly, the word drawn out. It was more of a question than a greeting.



Al-Haitham didn’t know where to go from there; this was where the helpful social conventions ended. He also hadn’t 

meant

 to even say anything to Kaveh. It just happened.



“Alright,” Kaveh said, taking off his backpack and dropping down into his seat when Al-Haitham took too long to respond. “Nice.”



“Mhm.” And then neither of them said anything more.



And that was where their (reluctant) camaraderie started. If it could even be called that. It was more as if they could now tolerate each other in very small doses, and those doses lasted approximately the length of one school period.



At the very least, it loosened something up between them, because now Kaveh took no qualms in voicing his displeasure with their stand arrangement instead of merely resorting to brute violence (read: pointedly and harshly jutting his elbow into Al-Haitham’s space, even though it meant he had to reach in absurd angles).



For example:



“Can you let me have two pages for this one piece?” Kaveh whispered harshly as the director had the trumpets run through their feature. “It’s the solo. I can’t just stop playing.”



“Special, aren’t you,” Al-Haitham said back. “Impressive. However, as the singular oboe, couldn’t you argue that I’m playing solo all of the time? Your argument has been disqualified.”



“Who the fuck even says things like that?” Kaveh said. “I shouldn’t expect anything more from an oboist.”



“You literally play the flute.”



“What.”



“Anyway,” Al-Haitham said, “I guess you can. For this one piece. And only for the first half.”



“How generous,” Kaveh said mockingly, pointedly pushing Al-Haitham’s music to the side to set up his own. “Oh joy. Can’t wait to enjoy my thirty seconds of freedom.”



“Just get here sooner,” Al-Haitham said disinterestedly, and before Kaveh could inevitably refute with something cutting, the director called everyone back to attention to begin at the top.



It wasn’t meant to be a dare, but when Al-Haitham shows up the next day, Kaveh is there already, standing and waiting for him with his arms crossed. “Gotcha,” he said triumphantly the moment Al-Haitham walked through the doors. “You’ve grown 

complacent.”




Oh. Kaveh wasn’t normal. Not by a long shot. Unfortunately, Al-Haitham was just as competitive and twice as petty, though he didn’t let it show often.



And neither of them mentioned the fact that the band now had enough stands to immediately remedy their problem, but—perhaps it wouldn’t be Al-Haitham and Kaveh if they didn’t take every available chance to antagonize each other. And so they remained stand partners, even though it caused more trouble than it was worth.











Things commenced from then on as normal—Kaveh ignored Al-Haitham in the halls, Al-Haitham ignored Kaveh in the halls, they never once more spoke at lunch, and they kept their interactions to the band room. That is, until the Honor Band Incident.



It’s less of an incident, which implies that it is somewhat out of the ordinary than it is an annual, expected occurrence. Every year, the band association in their region would host region-wide audition-based honor bands. And even though Al-Haitham was new to the high school level, meaning he would go up against players with up to three years more experience than he had, he was fairly confident that he would get in.



The audition process was fairly unremarkable. To cut a long story short: he got in. And so did Kaveh.



The only issue was this: Al-Haitham does not have a ride readily available, and given that this band is more prestigious, it’s held much farther than he’s used to. He’s used to walking to school and around the city. But as most of his family had either passed away or lived too far away, the issue of transportation became a real one. For some reason, the school where the band held rehearsals was a notable distance away from the nearest bus stop, and Al-Haitham wasn’t interested in subjecting his poor instrument to the heat and natural conditions on that walk.



He told all of this to the director, who had no solutions for him other than for him to kindly withdraw from the program if transportation was really going to be that prominent of an issue.



“Wait,” Kaveh said from behind Al-Haitham, evidently having eavesdropped the entire time. “You’re just… not going to go because you don’t have a ride?”



“It’s not as if I have any other options,” Al-Haitham said, shrugging. Oh well. It would have been nice to play with some other musicians who are actually good at what they do. No offense to his fellow high schoolers, it’s just that—well, they were average students. He couldn’t ask much of them.



And there was also the Kaveh factor. Kaveh was in the honor band, and so Al-Haitham wanted to be in it a little more than he already did.



The Kaveh factor stood right in front of him and put his hand to his chin as if contemplating deeply, frowning a little. And then—



“If you’re really in need,” he said, looking as if speaking the words was taking something grave out of him, “then I can give you rides. To rehearsal.”



Al-Haitham stared at Kaveh, unable to tell if he was being serious or not. Kaveh stared back. The director clapped their hands, making them both turn.



“Great! I see that it’s been solved then.”



And that was it. Somehow, with Kaveh not quite offering and Al-Haitham not quite accepting, he got himself a way to rehearsal.



“Well,” Kaveh said, “I’m going to need your address. And your phone number, I suppose.” He dug his phone out of his pocket and handed it over to Al-Haitham, who numbly input his number and texted himself the address. “Great.” Kaveh looked as if he thought it was anything but great.



Al-Haitham couldn’t tell what it was, either. Some kind of self-induced and masochistic purgatory, probably. It would be easier if he turned around and asked his director to take him off of the list of musicians for the honor band.



He didn’t. Kaveh picked Al-Haitham up from his house two Saturdays later.


 


kaveh


 



im here



 


Me


 



ok



 


kaveh


 



:/



 


Al-Haitham shoved his phone back into his pocket and grabbed his things, stomach twisting with something uncomfortable and unfamiliar. Sure enough, Kaveh was waiting outside, leaning against the passenger side of the car as if they were in some terrible romantic comedy.



“You got everything you need?” he asked, opening the door for Al-Haitham to duck in.



Al-Haitham confirmed, halting just between the curb and the car to rifle through the things in his hands again. When he looked up at Kaveh again, one hand on the top of the door and vermillion eyes inscrutable, he sucked it up and got into the car.



In the few seconds that it took Kaveh to walk around the front of the car, Al-Haitham took in a deep breath and buried whatever qualms he had about spending extended time in a small space with somebody that he has tense, to say the least, relations with.



Kaveh’s car looked… exactly the way he would have expected from somebody like Kaveh. Hanging from the rearview mirror was a small treble clef keychain, a subtle nod to his musical background. On the dashboard, there sat a small lion plush, barely big enough to fit in the palm of his hand. It scowled at Al-Haitham. Other than that, it was all clean and neat, no trash on the floor or crumbs on the seats.



Kaveh got into the car and very deliberately didn’t look at Al-Haitham, setting his hands on the wheel. And then they left.



Neither of them said anything for five awkward minutes until Al-Haitham said, “Have you even been driving long enough to have other people in your car?”



Kaveh exhaled an annoyed huff, but at least it was a sound that Al-Haitham was used to. He could almost convince himself that Kaveh was grateful for the dig so that they could return to the dynamic they were used to. “Does it matter? Do you want to walk all the way to rehearsal?”



“You wouldn’t do that,” Al-Haitham muttered mutinously, looking to his right to watch the scenery flash by, but he didn’t say anything more on the matter. He probably didn’t want to know, anyway. “So what part did you get in for?”



“Oh.” Kaveh flexed his fingers against the wheel. Al-Haitham had only ever seen them in the context of music, seeing his hands resting gently across his flute, and it had never occurred to him how pretty Kaveh’s hands were. It was a devastating realization. “First.” He coughed. “What about you?”



“First. I wouldn’t have expected anything less from you.”



Kaveh squeaked and looked at him for a second. “Thank you? Same to you?”



Al-Haitham wasn’t sure if that quite classified as a compliment and whether that broke their long streak of pointedly ignoring each other’s music capabilities in favor of bickering over a music stand. “Thanks.”



Kaveh fiddled with the radio with one hand. “Do you want to listen to music? What is it that you’re constantly streaming through those headphones of yours? I bet you’re the type to always listen to the things you play. Or the classical station on the radio along with the average eighty-year-old.”



“Don’t accuse me of the same thing you’re probably guilty of. Nothing you say can convince me that you’re anything less than a nerd. Band kid.”



Kaveh shot him a dirty look. “Band kid. We’re both going to the same place.”



“Eyes on the road, Grandpa,” Al-Haitham said in response.



“Says the eighty-year-old who listens to the classical station on the radio,” Kaveh retorted, but he listened anyway, looking straight ahead for the rest of the drive. And it was not nearly as awkward as Al-Haitham had originally figured it to be, nor was it as terrible. Which was fine.



Al-Haitham wasn’t too used to being driven around by friends, or at least someone friend-adjacent, someone vaguely friend shaped at the very least, but this wasn’t terrible. It was nice, if he was being honest, the sound of the classical station straining through the sound of the wind because Kaveh kept insisting that Al-Haitham was eighty and the unhindered sense of freedom.



And it kept being nice, even when Al-Haitham tried not to look at Kaveh too much in fear that Kaveh would somehow telepathically 

know, 

his heart struck by the sight of him with his lips split open in a smile and the wind through the cracked window teasing his hair.











Al-Haitham and Kaveh didn’t have to share a stand at rehearsal, at least.











“Hey,” Kaveh said when they got back into his car to drive back. “I forgot to bring my music binder. Can you carry my sheet music until we get back? I don’t want loose sheets everywhere.”



Al-Haitham accepted the papers and stuck them into his own folder for later.



“Thanks. So? How was it?”



“I heard you crack that note in the fifteenth measure in the last play-through,” Al-Haitham said immediately.



“Jesus Christ,” Kaveh said. Al-Haitham watched delightedly as his fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “How observant of you. Thank you, Al-Haitham. I didn’t notice.”



“You’re welcome,” Al-Haitham said, just to piss him off. “Glad to be of help.”



“Whatever happened to respect,” Kaveh lamented. Al-Haitham smiled to himself, small, down to his lap so that Kaveh couldn’t see from his peripheral vision. “Ugh. You know, the other guys weren’t as good as I thought they’d be. Not to brag or anything, but I can’t wait until I’m out of here and moving on to greater things, greater players. There’s this school of music that I’ve had my eye on for a couple of years.”



Al-Haitham tilted his head back. “I think I would’ve chosen a few different pieces for the band. Or if I were the arranger, I would’ve changed some of the lines a little bit.”



“Oh? Do you compose or write?”



“When the software doesn’t feel like crashing.” Al-Haitham looked to the side, a little nervous. He wondered if Kaveh would ask if he could hear it. If he wanted him to ask or if he’d rather he’d not.



Kaveh brightened up. “You do? I’ve been trying my hand at it, too, but I can’t say anything about whether it’s absolute shit or not. I can’t tell.”



Al-Haitham would bet anything that it’s nothing short of amazing, but it wasn’t as if he was about to tell Kaveh that. The words would usually light some sort of competitive fire in him, too, the longing to see one of Kaveh’s pieces for himself so he could compare it to his own and judge it from there, but hearing that Kaveh wrote music only makes him feel illuminated from the inside out. As if he’d give anything to hear a part of Kaveh’s heart written out in eighths and sixteenths.



“It probably is,” Al-Haitham said for lack of any other words. “Shit, that is.”




“You’re

 a little shit,” Kaveh said immediately. “You haven’t even heard anything.”




Yes, but I can imagine, 

Al-Haitham almost said. But he didn’t, because when he did imagine it, all he could hear in his mind was a swelling crescendo and a wash of crimson red.



So he let it go instead.











The next Monday, Kaveh approached Al-Haitham for the first time in the halls right before fifth. “You have my music, right?” Kaveh said, reaching over and plucking one earbud out of Al-Haitham’s ears before he could swat his hands away. “I forgot to ask for it back after I dropped you off.”



“Get your hands away from me,” Al-Haitham said irritatedly. Kaveh rolled his eyes but dropped his hands. “And yes. I have it. Though maybe I should just toss it in the trash.”



Kaveh’s mouth dropped open. “You wouldn’t,” he said, but he asked the question with just enough uncertainty that it made Al-Haitham feel like grinning.



“Would I?”



Kaveh dug his elbow into Al-Haitham’s side meanly, the tip of it sharp and pointy. “You won’t. Hey, have you always come from that building? I feel like I haven’t seen you walk this way before.”



“I have,” Al-Haitham said, skirting away a little from Kaveh’s touch. Where he had touched him burns sweetly, just a little. “You’re just self-absorbed, I think.”



“I literally cannot win with you,” Kaveh said out loud wonderingly. Al-Haitham grinned to himself, just a little, and ducked his chin down before the other could see.



As nice as this was, admittedly, it would be best for Al-Haitham if he didn’t spend extended time with Kaveh. For obvious reasons. For reasons such as accidentally letting his guard slip. He sped up a little, hoping that Kaveh would maybe fall behind, but he kept pace easily. Kaveh was just a little taller than Al-Haitham, and it showed.



When Al-Haitham looked back at Kaveh, he was staring ahead with a concentrated look on his face. A sense of determination, of purpose. Al-Haitham followed his gaze to the band room and squinted.



“Are you only walking with me to make sure I don’t get the stand before you do?”



“I am not,” Kaveh said, walking a little bit faster.



He was lying. Al-Haitham measured the last few paces before the band room door, and deciding that it was more than worth the cost of his dignity, darted forward to close the space in an almost-run before Kaveh could reach it.



“Hey!” Kaveh said, leaping forward, but not before Al-Haitham had already smugly made it through the doors and into the room, their unofficially designated finishing line.



“Excited to be here, boys?” the director said wryly. “Glad to see it.”



And faced away from Kaveh, hands held innocently behind his back, Al-Haitham let his victorious smile leave his lips and spread all the way across his cheeks.











The next day, Kaveh met Al-Haitham in the halls again on their way to fifth, and maybe it was because he wanted to beat Al-Haitham at his own game, but he secretly hoped that it was because he wanted to walk with him, too.



It happened again. And again. And again. Until Al-Haitham stopped treating it as a surprise and took it as a given.











“Are you sure you’re not lonely?” Kaveh said skeptically.



Al-Haitham looked up from his book. There was Kaveh again, standing over him with his hands on his hips, interrupting his designated reading time. “I’m sure.”



“Really,” Kaveh said, moving now so that the sun unintentionally hit Al-Haitham full force in the eyes. He settled next to him and dropped down so that he was also sitting against the tree, head leaned back and eyes closed. “Because every time I pass by here you look so sad and alone, and then I feel bad even though I know it’s your own doing. Ugh. You’re a loser, you know that right?”



“Thanks,” said Al-Haitham.



“And I offered,” Kaveh continued on without prompting, now gesturing with his hands, “but you said no, even though you should honestly treat my company as a gift. It’d do you more good to talk to more people.”



“You sound like a parent. Don’t come to me complaining that I look like a loner to make yourself feel as if you’re doing some great deed by coming and talking to me.”



“But aren’t I?” Kaveh said, peeling one eye open to look at Al-Haitham from the side. “I don’t really see anyone else doing the same.”



“Because most people don’t disturb strangers at peace.”



“I’m not a stranger,” Kaveh said, “I’m you’re, ah… stand partner! Unwillingly, of course. That makes it sound a little more amicable than it actually is.”



“Have you gotten your fill of charity?”



“Just say you have bad taste and want me to go away,” Kaveh sniffed, leaning back onto his hands and hopping up to his feet. “Fine, I guess. Nice to get confirmation that you’re actually a loser. Here’s an apple.”



Confused, Al-Haitham took the fruit thrown to him and held it between his fingers. “I don’t need this.”



“Neither do I. See you.”



And then he was gone.











Al-Haitham somehow got accustomed to this overwhelming influx of Kaveh in his life, which was strange because they were not even quite friends. But there was Kaveh, in his fifth period and passing him in the halls and staring at him meaningfully during lunch and walking with him to band. The oddest part of it all was the whole carpooling to honor band rehearsal situation, because then Kaveh knew where he lived and what his house looked like and yet they had never once had a civil conversation.



It was a peculiar contradiction, to be sure. Al-Haitham simultaneously knew too much and nothing about Kaveh at the same time, like what air freshener he kept in his car and what brand of oil he liked to use on his flute and that he hated calculus, or at least that he liked complaining about it during band, but he knew nothing about his motivations or why he loved music or what he wanted to do in the future. None of the important things, at least. None of the things that could bring him closer.



The thing was—Kaveh’s entire thing about Al-Haitham not having friends to hang out with at lunch was partially true. Because he had never really bothered, and since he was homeschooled for a portion of his life anyway, he had missed out on some of the formative friend group-making years.



It didn’t bother him, and it bothered him even less when Kaveh would needle him about it. He’d reach out to other people if he wanted to. He’d be able to make friends. Probably. It was just that he preferred having that time to himself during a hectic day, which nicely coincided with his lack of desire for social interaction.



So Al-Haitham wasn’t really sure what he was and was not supposed to know. What designated someone as a friend versus an acquaintance versus a classmate. Neither did he know where Kaveh fell into those categories, even though he had the feeling that Kaveh would transcend all of those neat little boxes if Al-Haitham was given the chance to get to really know him.



But Al-Haitham was probably thinking about it too much. A little too much for somebody who only wanted to be Kaveh’s friend, for sure. And that was the one thing Al-Haitham knew—that was how those high school crushes were supposed to work, right? At least he got that one down.











There were only a few rehearsals, given that it was an honor band, so there was only so much time that Al-Haitham had to spend in near proximity to Kaveh. He’d gotten used to it sometime around the second time he picked him up; the flash of golden hair when he looked through the window, the smell of Kaveh’s cologne when he moved to check his blind spots, the now familiar rumble of his car engine as they got going.



But what he wasn’t used to was concert attire. Something Al-Haitham hadn’t really considered particularly devastating before there was Kaveh.



Concert season—at least for the school band—was later in the spring. For the honor band, they only had one performance, usually out in some known concert hall before the school concert season even started.



Al-Haitham was ready for the performance. What he wasn’t ready for was Kaveh in concert black, his long legs in fitted pants and a dark button down. He’d even pinned his hair up a little differently than normal, more intricate than his usual style.



The smell of his cologne seemed so much stronger all of a sudden when Al-Haitham drew up to the car. He was fidgeting with his sleeves, looking down when he approached, and Al-Haitham felt his mouth go a little dry.



“Great,” Kaveh said when he saw Al-Haitham. “You concert ready?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Wonderful.”



“Are you?” Al-Haitham returned the question to Kaveh once they had both slid into the car.



Kaveh grinned. “For the concert? Of course.” He was always like that—wore that quiet confidence like a glove, slid it on as one did with sunglasses. He was never boastful, of course, because he was Kaveh, but he knew his own capabilities, and he knew that everyone around him was also aware. And that was enough, without having to say it outright.











By the time they walked out onto the stage, the concert hall was already filled with patrons, all dressed in formal attire. It wasn’t the biggest audience Al-Haitham had ever played for, but it was a considerable amount of people.



“Nervous?” Kaveh said as they navigated through the maze of chairs to get to the front.



Al-Haitham glanced back. “No.”



“You could do with a bit more healthy fear, probably,” Kaveh said, which made Al-Haitham begin to scowl, and then he said, “But that’s good for you. You don’t really need to be nervous.”



And then he was gone into the crowd of flutes and Al-Haitham took his seat on the edge of the stage. Was that a compliment, technically? That Kaveh was sure enough in Al-Haitham’s skills that he didn’t believe he should be worried about his performance?



Just as Kaveh predicted, the concert goes smoothly on Al-Haitham’s end. He assumed it was the same for Kaveh—if he was confident in his own abilities, then he was even more confident about Kaveh’s—and his smile as they swept off of the stage was telling enough.



Kaveh was in a good mood when they got into his car to leave if the humming under his breath was any indication. It was one of the central motifs from their third piece, a concurring percussion line. Al-Haitham itched to go home and write music, burning alive from that sight up on the stage and the faint whiff of Kaveh’s cologne when he turned his head.



“Do you want to go get fast food before we go home?” Kaveh said, turning to Al-Haitham with a smile on his face, and all of Al-Haitham’s plans went out the window.











And that’s how they ended up eating burgers at eleven pm in Kaveh’s car. It was dark, and it was silent, but it was nice, Al-Haitham supposed. It wasn’t the awkward kind of silence where he watched the other person hunt around to start a conversation.



There was something about it—the smell of fried food, the smear of ketchup at the edge of Kaveh’s lips, the juxtaposition of the takeout bag and their formal concert attire. Late at night, the moon hung high above them and shone through the windshield. Something about it was so intrinsically 

high school 

that Al-Haitham, who had never cared much for making these his best years, wanted to stay out later and later until the sun had begun to rise.



“What time do you have to get home?” Kaveh asked eventually, checking the dashboard. “It’s getting kind of late.”



“I don’t have a curfew,” Al-Haitham said.



Kaveh threw his trash into the paper bag and offered it to Al-Haitham. “Oh. You have chill parents.”



“I don’t, actually,” Al-Haitham said. “They died when I was little.”



Kaveh froze, and Al-Haitham prepared himself for the same song and dance, the 

oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know, that must have been hard, wasn’t it?





“Actually,” Kaveh said, smiling at him wryly, “my dad passed when I was little, too. Not quite the same. My mother is still around, she’s just gallivanting around Fontaine right now, having fun.”



So Kaveh still had new things to show him, apparently.



Al-Haitham nodded. “My grandmother is at a nursing home, so I have the house to myself, technically speaking. So it doesn’t matter if we’re late. She’s the reason I started playing the oboe, actually. But I think I mentioned that.”



Kaveh nodded. “You did. I didn’t say it before, but I play the flute because of my dad. I wanted to be just like him. I still do. He wasn’t very famous, you know, he only played in local taverns when they had open mic nights, but he was my idol nevertheless. I never imagined that there’d be a bigger stage than that dingy old bar.”



“You’ve already outgrown bars and you’re only a teenager still,” Al-Haitham said.



Kaveh laughed, throwing his head back a little. “You’re right, aren’t you? Well, I suppose that doesn’t change much. I still want to be just like him, but maybe… something bigger. So I can take on the fame he always dreamed of.”



“That’s admirable,” Al-Haitham said.



Kaveh tilted his head toward him. “And you? Why do you play?”



Al-Haitham was startled. No one had ever asked him that before. He’d hardly considered the question, as it is, just knowing inherently that it was what he did. “I think,” he said eventually, “that I’ve always liked languages, and music is just another form of spoken words.”



“Aw,” Kaveh said. “That’s sweet. Noble.” And even though it sounded ironic, he said them as if he truly believed it, in the sincerest form.



“Not noble.” Al-Haitham looked to the side at Kaveh. “I do it because I want to. That is nothing but selfish.”



Unexpectedly, that made Kaveh laugh for some reason, shoulders shaking. “That’s very Al-Haitham of you to say,” he said.



And what a curious thing. That Kaveh knew him enough to distinguish his passing words into 

Al-Haitham-like 

and 

un-Al-Haitham-like. 

That even though they were not quite friends and no longer quite enemies, he could still make him laugh, even when he wasn’t intending to.



“Is it? For what it’s worth, your motivation is very Kaveh of you.”



Kaveh’s laugh fades out, the remnants of amusement still on his lips. “Glad we’re on the same page, then,” he hummed, and then he sighed, balling up the paper bag and tossing it into the backseat. “I suppose we should head home, then. It’s late, even for me.”



“Grandpa’s bedtime.”



“I’m not even much older than you.”



“If you say so.”











And thus ended their carpool drives and long hours of rehearsal shared together.



Nothing else changed, however. Kaveh coming up and making excuses to walk with Al-Haitham from fourth to fifth-period band, Kaveh stopping by Al-Haitham’s tree at lunch to make a few pointed remarks before leaving, Kaveh trying his best to fight over the shared space on their stand.



Until preparation for concert season set upon them in early spring, and then suddenly it was as if bickering over music stands was the least of their worries. At least in front of the band director, who would have sooner kicked them out of the band room over listening to their arguing in the front row.



“This is sad,” Kaveh announced, stopping in the middle of the walkway in the bus to stare down at Al-Haitham critically.



“You’re blocking the way,” Al-Haitham said pointedly. “Move on.”



“Why are you sitting alone?” Kaveh said as if he didn’t hear Al-Haitham speak. “Do you not have friends?”



“I do.” Al-Haitham crossed his arms and stared at Kaveh mutinously. “They’re just not in band. You should really move on. You’re creating congestion.”



“And leave you sitting alone? You think me crueler than I am, Al-Haitham.” And then Kaveh dropped down into the seat beside Al-Haitham, and in the cramped bus seats, his knee just barely brushed Al-Haitham’s knee.



His heart skipped a beat before resuming as normal. “God,” he said, “if it’s so difficult for you, I give you permission to sit elsewhere.”



Kaveh frowned. “I’m being nice. Shut up.”



“You’re the one creating this commotion over me sitting alone, which I was perfectly fine with.”



“There’s no way,” Kaveh said, his nose wrinkling. He reached over and ripped Al-Haitham’s book out of his hands, which was possibly even worse than making a public spectacle over his lonerism in front of the entire bus. “You brought this to a 

concert?

 You’re more of a loser than I thought.”



“Does this classify as bullying?” Al-Haitham wondered out loud, his eyes going to the ceiling. Maybe if he counted to ten he’d be able to control himself enough not to throw himself over Kaveh and get his book back. “If I reported you, would you get moved down to second chair?”



“I’m helping you,” Kaveh said pointedly, holding the book over his head. Al-Haitham cursed the very minimal height he had over him. “You can’t report me for that.”



“Watch me,” Al-Haitham said, and then the bus rumbled into life and the director stepped onto the bus, turning to address all of them and send them off to the venue.











The concert was nondescript. The ride home was less so.



The first festival of the season was one later at night—they usually ranged from being hosted during the school day to nighttime commitments. As expected, about half of the band fell asleep on the drive back, and the other half resorted to low whispers to talk to their friends across the way.



Al-Haitham was, unfortunately, awake. The bus was too dark for him to read any of the words in his book, so he closed that. His right arm had fallen asleep, anyway. Kaveh’s head was very heavy on Al-Haitham’s shoulder.



So that was his predicament. Half an hour left of the drive home, and Kaveh had fallen asleep onto Al-Haitham approximately five minutes after they peeled out of the parking lot. He was dangerously close to drooling onto his concert wear. Al-Haitham wasn’t sure if he was supposed to be disgusted or honored.



Maybe he could have avoided this if he insisted on keeping the seat to himself in the first place and not listening to the stupid voice in his head that thought that maybe it would be nice to sit next to Kaveh on the drive, especially since he was the one offering. Maybe he should have brandished his book in Kaveh’s face until he got the hint. Maybe he should have actually reported Kaveh and gotten him demoted to second chair, and then he would conveniently solve his stand issue as well.



Those were past-Al-Haitham’s mistakes. Al-Haitham was paying for them now.



Kaveh’s head slipped a little, and Al-Haitham’s shoulder went even stiffer, trying to prevent him from falling any further down. This was why his arm was asleep—what 

do

 you do, anyway, when someone falls asleep on you without warning?



Usually, Al-Haitham would shake him off right away. If it were anyone else but Kaveh. And that was the real issue. This was Kaveh, who probably didn’t get enough sleep anyway, if his stories were to be believed, and probably needed the extra rest. This was Kaveh, who was nice enough to bother Al-Haitham almost every day because he was concerned that he wasn’t getting enough social interaction, even though he didn’t particularly like him. This was Kaveh, who may not like Al-Haitham all that much, but whom Al-Haitham likes more than the normal amount. More than the platonic amount.



A long-winded way to explain why he hadn’t yet shaken Kaveh off of his shoulder. He’d do it if the chances of him drooling onto his clothes grew more dire, though.



It was a very tense drive home.



Luckily for Al-Haitham, Kaveh didn’t drool. Unluckily for Al-Haitham, when the bus slowed to a stop and everybody started waking up as the overhead lights started to flicker on, Kaveh seemed utterly horrified to have fallen asleep on Al-Haitham.



“What the fuck?” he spluttered, jumping up and moving as far as the tiny seat would allow him to. He winced, holding his neck, which must hurt from the awkward angle. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”



Ah.



Al-Haitham opened his mouth, closed it, and then shrugged his shoulders.



Kaveh stared back at him, his cheeks burning. He must have been embarrassed for falling asleep on him, which is understandable. It isn’t the easiest conversation to wake up to.



“Everyone is leaving,” Al-Haitham said, pointing to the empty front of the bus, and Kaveh startled into attention, scrambling to get his things and then rushing out of the row.



Al-Haitham followed suit, his right shoulder feeling unusually cold.











Somehow not learning from anything that had happened at the concert before, Kaveh then took the seat next to Al-Haitham’s for every following bus ride. The falling asleep was a sporadic thing. They didn’t go to many festivals in the first place, but for every other bus ride back or so, Kaveh would fall asleep. Even during the afternoon rides, which made Al-Haitham a little worried about his sleep schedule.



And for some reason, Kaveh was unable to fall asleep on his right side, or with his head straight back against the seat, and would always fall right back onto Al-Haitham’s side without fail. And every time, without fail, Al-Haitham would feel his cheeks go dark and his heartbeat pick up a couple beats per minute.











The last concert of the season, sometime in late May, was also held at night. By the time everyone trudged out of the bus and waited in front of the band room to store away their instruments, tired and grumpy and groggy, it was after the time they usually got to go home.



“Oh shit,” Kaveh whispered, shivering in the cold night air. He hopped from foot to foot, and when he exhaled, it exited in a cloud in front of him. “I left my backpack in the practice room.”



“Why in the practice room?” Al-Haitham asked him, looking at him from the side of his eye.



“I was camping out there because—oh, it doesn’t matter. Do you think it’s still unlocked? Did the director lock them already?”



“You might as well try.”



The director unlocked the door, and everybody flooded into the warm room, heading straight for their lockers.



“Hurry up, everyone,” the director called out. “It’s getting late, and I’m sure we’d all like to go home.”



Al-Haitham waited behind the crowd, having long figured out that it wasn’t worth it to elbow his way into the mass of people. By the time he had put away his belongings, he checked the time on his phone and grimaced. He didn’t particularly like walking alone at night, especially given that he was only a teenage boy, but some things had to be done. He’d have to trust the streetlights to guide the way home.



He saw Kaveh dithering in the corner, alternating between checking his phone and looking up. When he saw Al-Haitham, he frowned and gestured for him to come over.



“What,” Al-Haitham said annoyedly. “I want to go home. I still have to walk.”



Kaveh gave him an affronted look. “Walk? When I have a perfectly good car? Al-Haitham, what if you get kidnapped—that’s not the point. I’ve been waiting for the pit kids to move their instruments out of the way. They’re blocking the practice room, and it’s pissing me off.”



“They’ll be done soon, right,” Al-Haitham said, looking at the pit members hauling their instruments around and wondering what he was even still doing here. “And I don’t need a ride home.”



“Yes you do,” Kaveh said impatiently. “It’ll be faster for you, anyway, I don’t know why you’re complaining. Oh good, they’re gone. Come with me, then, since I’ll be taking you home.”



So Al-Haitham followed Kaveh there.



“There’s so much shit in here,” Kaveh grumbled, kicking boxes to the side to get to his backpack. “They’ve got to get a storage room instead of shoving everything here. And the entire drum set is just over the top.”



“Will you hurry it up?” Al-Haitham asked.



“Shut up, or I won’t give you a ride home.”



“I didn’t ask for a ride in the first place—”



“Have a good night, kids!” the director called out, presumably out the exit. Everyone else must have left. There’s the jingling of keys and heavy footsteps around the room.



“Quick, turn off the lights!” Kaveh hissed, and then he did it anyway, diving back over to where Al-Haitham was and flipping them off deftly. He put his hands on Al-Haitham’s shoulders and pushed him down so they were crouching near the floor among all the boxes.



“What are you doing,” Al-Haitham said, or at least he tried to say it before Kaveh shoved his palm over Al-Haitham’s mouth, effectively silencing him. Al-Haitham’s eyes went wide, but he wasn’t sure if Kaveh was able to see that in the dark.



“He can’t know we’re in here,” Kaveh whispered. His hand was still over Al-Haitham’s mouth even though he wouldn’t be able to talk if he wanted to. “He’ll think we’re either causing trouble or sneaking into here to do teenage things or whatever.”



They watched the silhouette of the director walk around the room through the glass door of the room, flipping off lights. Kaveh shifted over to peer more closely at the director’s movements, not realizing that the movement made him lean even closer to Al-Haitham’s face.



Kaveh was so close. Al-Haitham felt his heart speed up, up, up, faster than the third movement of their last piece.



“I think he’s gone,” he said, his voice now at a more normal volume. “But he probably locked the door, so we have to make sure it’s locked when we leave. Maybe we should wait a few minutes.”



Al-Haitham couldn’t say anything with Kaveh’s hand still covering his mouth, but he couldn’t take his eyes off him. Even in the dark, he could make out the minute features of Kaveh’s face, if only because they were so close to each other. If he held on for a second longer, Al-Haitham could count the eyelashes along his eyes. The freckles scattered across his cheeks.



“Oh!” Kaveh said suddenly, realizing that he still had his hand on Al-Haitham’s mouth. “Sorry.” He removed it.



Al-Haitham couldn’t move, regardless. Kaveh’s eyes were on him, now—he could imagine that he was memorizing the features of his face in return.



And in the dark, crouching down among the trash on the practice room floor, long after the school had already been locked, Al-Haitham thought that maybe he had no choice but to fall in love with Kaveh.



“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh whispered, quiet again, and now that they were facing each other he could feel his breath fan over his face. His own breath hitched as if he subconsciously didn’t want to ruin the moment. “Are you—”



Before Al-Haitham could respond, Kaveh took the initiative and moved away, breaking the moment. Al-Haitham blinked and found his eyes unusually dry, his breath hard to catch in his lungs. His heart was thundering as if it would never slow again.



“Sorry,” Kaveh said, standing up and looking to his side and away from Al-Haitham. “I was just taking precautions. The director’s probably gone by now if you want to take me up on that ride.”



“Sure,” Al-Haitham said, standing as well. He was inexplicably disappointed, for some reason. For what he had no idea. What could he have been expecting? What could he have wanted?



Well. That’s not really a question. The real question was why he had even bothered getting his hopes up.



Kaveh rummaged around in the back, shoving stuff aside now without abandon to get to his backpack. Al-Haitham flicked on the lights, and the strong fluorescents made him squint and blink rapidly.



The room was now suddenly suffocating, so Al-Haitham cracked the door open and stood with one foot outside and one in, waiting for Kaveh to retrieve his bag.



“Got it,” Kaveh said triumphantly, finally emerging with his things. Al-Haitham opened the door for him. “Oh, thank you.”



“What teenage stuff were you talking about?” Al-Haitham asked, flipping off the lights and then following Kaveh out to the entrance. The cold air hit them like a shock, coming on all of a sudden. Kaveh shivered. Al-Haitham could make out the goosebumps on his neck.



Kaveh motioned for him to make sure the door was locked before they headed out to the parking lot. “Oh, like sex. Or making out. Practice rooms get a little crazy, especially for band kids.”



Al-Haitham flushed. “Oh.”



“Yeah, oh,” Kaveh mimicked. “I mean, it wouldn’t have been true anyway, but I’m sure the director has had to kick out a few too many kids from the practice rooms for doing indecent stuff. I didn’t want him to think badly of me.”



Al-Haitham swallowed. “I get it.”



Kaveh laughed shortly, the sound dying out in the night air as he opened his door and held it there. “Yeah, I wouldn’t have done it, anyway. Not with you.”



Oh.



“Of course not,” Al-Haitham said, and then he ducked into the car, eager to get home now not just because of the chilled air but the realization that he’s been in love with Kaveh all of this time, and Kaveh did not love him back.











Contrary to popular belief, the band’s last performance was not their last festival, but the senior’s graduation ceremony.



Everyone wished that their last performance would be the concert. After all, what could be crueler than forcing tired and exhausted students to keep attending rehearsal even as the rest of their classes dwindled out to nothing but sleeping through the periods?



Playing the same piece for what seemed like hours, apparently.




“Pomp and Circumstance,” 

Kaveh said, holding the sheet music out in front of him as if he wanted to crumple it into pieces and throw it across the room. “The bane of my existence.”



“Is it really that bad?” Al-Haitham said, scanning the rhythms. It didn’t look too bad, in all honesty.



“It’s not really the piece,” Kaveh said, setting it on the stand with vengeance, “it’s the fact that we have to sit through the entire graduation ceremony while all they do is call names, and for the rest of the ceremony, we play the same piece over and over and over again. Literally, the same thing. No setlist. Just 

Pomp and Circumstance.”




“Oh,” Al-Haitham said, reassessing his view of the piece. “Ew.”



“The first thing you have said all year that I agree with,” Kaveh declared. “Man, am I glad that this is my last year playing this. Though I guess next year I’ll be the one sitting through the names. Still exciting, though.”



Sometimes Al-Haitham forgot that Kaveh was about to be a senior. About to leave high school.



“You,” Kaveh said, pointing at Al-Haitham, “still have three more of these, though. Have fun.”



“That doesn’t seem to be possible.”



“It’s not,” Kaveh said cheerfully. “Hoorah. Graduation.”











Hoorah graduation, indeed. The ceremony was just as boring as Kaveh had promised. So was playing that piece so many times that Al-Haitham lost count—by the end of the night, the rhythms had been drilled into his head.



For five minutes of it, Al-Haitham had felt somewhat awed seeing the seniors enter the next stage of life, and then it grew old very fast. Al-Haitham was completely over it by the half-hour mark.



“A fine end to this school year,” Kaveh said, staring up at the confetti trickling down through the air. He caught a piece and twiddled it in his fingers. “The graduation ceremony. You can always count on it to be the same every year. Dreadfully boring.”



“Nice,” Al-Haitham said, already not looking forward to the end of next year.



Kaveh laughed, suddenly cheerful. “I would hate to be in your shoes. Two more ceremonies, and you’ll have to go through them both without me—the horror!”



“That’ll make it better, probably,” Al-Haitham said, and Kaveh scoffed and turned up his nose and made a rude gesture in Al-Haitham’s direction. He was lying, of course.



“Well,” Kaveh said eventually, looking back at Al-Haitham through lowered eyes. “This really was the last performance of the year. I’ll see you once summer is over, I guess.”



Oh. Had it really gone that quickly? All of those months collapsed into the blink of an eye?



“I’ll see you,” Al-Haitham said lamely, half-raising his hand in some approximation of a goodbye, and then that was it, and his freshman year of high school was over for good.



]









【┘】
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2. Chapter 2
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Al-Haitham blinks once, twice, as if perhaps he is hallucinating and the person standing outside his door isn’t Kaveh.



It is.



He’d recognize his voice anywhere, probably. Al-Haitham has had it long ingrained in his head, shoved in there along with all the arpeggios and minor scales and useless musical bullshit that never mattered as much to him as Kaveh did.



“Do you have an extra room?” Kaveh asks politely. As if Al-Haitham is a hotel receptionist and all he has to do is type away at his computer and check him right in.



Al-Haitham’s hand falls off the door handle. “What?”












【┘】










[



Kaveh got… tanner over the summer.



Or something. Whatever it was, Al-Haitham couldn’t stop looking at him, as if during those few months he had changed a little bit into a different person.



“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh said, standing in front of him with his hands on his hips. “You’re back.”



Maybe there are a few more freckles on the bridge of his nose.



“Where else would I be?” Al-Haitham asked, tilting his head to the side.



Kaveh scoffed. “I don’t know. I was just saying things. It’s been a whole year and you’re still such a freshman. That’s a bad thing, by the way.”



“At least I’m not old,” Al-Haitham said snidely.



Kaveh sneered and leaned close to him. “I’m not old; I’m deserving of respect. You should call me Senior Kaveh, while you’re at it.”



“Whatever you want, senior,” Al-Haitham said, somehow managing to fit as much sarcasm as he could pack into those four words. Kaveh rolled his eyes.



“Whatever. Hey, did you get taller? I swear I had more height on you last year.”



Al-Haitham doesn’t know. He doesn’t keep track of those things. “Maybe. You do seem shorter. I’ll be taller than you—” He almost said 

in a few years,

 but then he remembered that Kaveh was graduating this year, anyway, and there is no guarantee for a future for them, which left a bad taste in his mouth. “—By the end of the year.”



“Dream on.”



So maybe Kaveh got tanner and Al-Haitham got taller, but things didn’t really change between them.












“Al-Haitham, never apply to college,” Kaveh said, dropping down into the seat next to him.



Al-Haitham stared at him. “That’s a wildly different sentiment from what I’ve heard since I got here.”



“Don’t fall for the trap,” Kaveh said, pointing a menacing finger into Al-Haitham’s face. Al-Haitham, staring down at it, felt his eyes cross. “They want you to be miserable. They want you to be unhappy. It’s all a business, they just want your money—”



“Are you okay?” Al-Haitham said, squinting at Kaveh’s face. He had deeper eye bags than normal.



Kaveh blinked, his lips parting. “Oh,” he said. “I mean, yeah? It’s just—college applications.”



Oh. That’s right. Al-Haitham forgot that was a thing, sort of, because it wasn’t really on his radar. He had a general idea of what he wanted to do but hadn’t thought of it any further than 

apply to music school. Go to music school. Graduate. ???




But it was a bigger concern for Kaveh. He’d probably been thinking about it for at least a year now. It was strange for Al-Haitham to think about the fact that Kaveh would graduate in less than a year from now after spending an entire year brushing elbows in the first row.



But that was far enough away that he could forget about it, so he shelved that thought for later.



“It’s music school for you, right?” Al-Haitham ventured. That made the most sense to him, with everything that he knew about Kaveh. He imagined that if he were going into any other field, he would have spent more of his high school years pursuing other extracurriculars.



“Yes,” Kaveh said as he started unbuckling his flute case. “I haven’t considered doing anything else for years.” He stopped and smiled, a little wistful. “I think that’s what my dad would have wanted, too.”



He frowned. “Doesn’t make it any less of a grueling experience to apply, though. Are you headed for music school, too? It’s a little early for you, I guess.”



“I told you that I’m selfish, didn’t I?”



Kaveh laughed, then. “You did.”



They were still sharing a stand, for some reason. Kaveh never protested so Al-Haitham didn’t. Neither were they dealing with the stand shortage that had forced them into this predicament, but—



Some things didn’t change.












One thing that did change, however, was the fact that somehow, they had mutually agreed to let their old “rivalry” die.



Well. It didn’t die. They were too used to it, the bickering and arguing and fighting each other over stupid inconsequential nonissues, but Al-Haitham no longer got the sense that Kaveh talked to him begrudgingly. Or that he shared the stand not out of spite but for the possibility that he felt… fond over their mutual struggle.



So Kaveh was no longer giving Al-Haitham side eyes during rehearsals or staring him down for happening to get to fifth period before he could.



One thing that didn’t change, though: Al-Haitham pointing out every time Kaveh’s vibrato so much as wavered and Kaveh aggressively shaking Al-Haitham’s tuner into his face when he dipped two cents below in tune.



Another thing that didn’t change: Kaveh found out what class Al-Haitham had before band, somehow, and even though it was across campus from last year’s class, he made his way to him every single day so they could walk together.



The last notable thing that didn’t change: the fact that even though it had been several months, Al-Haitham was no less in love with Kaveh than before the summer started.



This was a problem. Not because he was in love but because it was Kaveh he was in love with. Somebody who already had dreams in places much higher than Al-Haitham had ever considered before. Somebody who was kind, even when he didn’t like someone very much. Someone who looked so good in a tuxedo that Al-Haitham had to rethink every passing thought he had about attraction before.



Somebody who was leaving in only a few months.



One misunderstanding that Al-Haitham had about high school love was that it was supposed to run its course, and then he would be through. That’s what he saw on television, anyway, and heard from all his classmates who had different crushes depending on the day of the week. You weren’t supposed to fall in love in the 

forever

 sort of sense, not when you were in high school. And nobody told Al-Haitham that.



So how was he supposed to remedy this particular issue? It’d be nice to be able to sit in band and not be hyper-aware of Kaveh to his right at all times. Or walk the hallways and not have his heart speed up in anticipation of Kaveh coming up behind him to inevitably talk his ear off about whatever homework assignment was giving him trouble that day. Or lay in bed and close his eyes and dream of uncharacteristically romantic arrangements in his head instead of the more traditional classical music he’s used to writing.



The first thing he considered was avoiding Kaveh, which he quickly dismissed because it was impossible. The second thing was to associate some bad memory with him so that he would be turned off when he thought of him, but the first thing to come to mind was the flute and music in general, which he was really quite fond of, so that wasn’t going to work.



The next thing he thought of stuck with him. The idea that maybe if he just got it over with and confessed, he would lose all his feelings. Because Kaveh would inevitably reject him and then without the foolish but persistent thread of hope in his chest, Al-Haitham would eventually lose his interest and then forget that he had ever been in love with Kaveh. Like a purge. Or a juice cleanse.



One uncommonly known thing about Al-Haitham was that he was a coward when it came to things that mattered to him. He didn’t care what people thought of him. He didn’t care that teachers would always return behavior reports with notes that said 

too quiet, needs to come out of his shell. 

He didn’t care about flubbing a solo in front of a crowd of hundreds, because at the end of it, he played for himself, and he knew when he was capable of playing perfectly and when he was not. That aforementioned selfishness.



So perhaps it is that selfishness that halted Al-Haitham from confessing his feelings. The fact that Kaveh would inescapably try to distance himself from him after the confession, and then he wouldn’t get to exist around him without the tension or the awkwardness or the threads of hurt going deep into his bone marrow. He wanted Kaveh, even if it was only in friendship.



His plan was thus—he’d wait it out until the end of the concert season, and if his feelings didn’t fade with time, then he’d get it out of his system and tell Kaveh. And then Kaveh would leave, and it wouldn’t matter anymore, and then Al-Haitham would get over it.



Easy.












Easier said than done.



“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh said, interrupting Al-Haitham’s daily reading time during the lunch break. He sat down next to him. His shoulder barely grazed Al-Haitham’s in the process, but even that minuscule bit of contact was enough to make his cheeks flush and force his eyes in the other direction.



Useless.



“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said in return. “Don’t you have other friends to go to?”



“You were the last resort, actually,” Kaveh said snidely, turning his nose up. “Well. I guess my senior friends graduated already, so the group I used to hang out with is a little barren now. It’s not the same.”



“And you came here because?”



“Because at least I get to use my brain when I’m around you, not rotting and talking about useless gossip. Speaking of which, did you listen to that concerto I sent you? What did you think?”



“I thought that it made sense that someone like you liked it,” Al-Haitham said in the sort of tone that suggested it was a bad thing.



Kaveh gasped, affronted. “Did we even listen to the same thing? Here.” He pulled Al-Haitham’s off of his head—gentle, because he was Kaveh—and then offered him one of his earbuds. The other one was already nestled in his ear. “I’ll pull it up, and then you look me in the face again and insinuate that it was anything but genius.”



And how was Al-Haitham ever supposed to get over his feelings if Kaveh kept doing things like this? Sharing earbuds with him and sitting with him at lunch and launching impassioned debates about music theory?



How is it possible for anybody to simply get over a person like Kaveh?












So now there was this strange phenomenon where Kaveh couldn’t be seen without Al-Haitham far behind. Or vice versa. The opposite would be more accurate, truthfully. Kaveh kept seeming to enjoy hanging around him. People began to associate them together.



Case in point: 



The director paused with his baton in the air and then turned to Al-Haitham. “Is Kaveh absent today?”



What Al-Haitham wanted to say was 

why are you asking me,

 but he never started trouble when it was unnecessary so he said, “Yes,” thinking of the text Kaveh had sent him that morning about not feeling well.



And another:



A girl from band shyly approached Al-Haitham at lunch, her hands behind her back. She was a freshman. He thought. He didn’t pay much attention.



“Do you know where Kaveh is?” she asked unsurprisingly. “He said he would help me with my scales during lunch.”



“He already went to the band room,” Al-Haitham said tonelessly, and then she thanked him and went on her way.



And then:



A call from his phone made Al-Haitham grapple for the device on the bed, his eyes tightly closed. He answered it.



“Hello?”



“Are you at school today?” came Kaveh’s tinny voice through the speaker. “The director is wondering. So am I. You couldn’t even give me the courtesy of giving me a heads-up? I always tell you when I’ll be absent!”



“I have a migraine,” Al-Haitham said, covering his eyes with his palm to block the light. “Goodbye.”



“Oh,” his phone said. “Well then. Wait, don’t go yet! I haven’t even wished you well—”



Click.



So on and so forth.












“You still walk home after school, right?” Kaveh asked him as their fifth period wrapped up, slowly putting all their belongings away.



“Yes,” Al-Haitham said hesitantly. “Why.”



“Don’t give me that look. Hey, can you do me a favor? Come over to my house and look over this composition I’m putting together. I’ll drive you.”



Oh.



“Oh,” Al-Haitham said. He considered it. It certainly wouldn’t help his entire plan to rid himself of his feelings if he went to Kaveh’s house and learned what the inside of his bedroom looked like because then he would be inextricably invested in Kaveh’s personal life, but that was fine. He asked him a favor, after all. “Sure.”



“Great!” Kaveh beamed, snapping his case closed with a pat. “You’re the best, Al-Haitham.”



Al-Haitham stuttered over his movements, pausing as he reached over to take his music from the stand, but thankfully Kaveh was already up and about, never as hung up on their exchanges as Al-Haitham had always been.












Kaveh’s house was small and neat. It made sense for his personality, though Al-Haitham, being in a similar situation of living alone, couldn’t imagine having the willpower to be so on top of his chores that his space could ever be this clean.



Past the initial hallway, there was the main room and the kitchen, and to the left was another hallway that branched off into two bedrooms and a bedroom. “We moved houses after Dad died,” Kaveh said as if it was nothing. Al-Haitham indexed that into the file in his brain dedicated to facts about Kaveh. “My room is the one on the right. That’s where all my computer stuff is.”



Al-Haitham followed him. It was a very standard bedroom, if a little uncharacteristically clean for the average teenage boy. A plain bed, a shut closet door, his computer set up on a desk by the window. It was sort of… bare. In a strange sort of way. Because Kaveh liked to decorate his flute case and his music binder but none of his walls held any paintings or posters, not one single vinyl or band album or even a mirror.



Al-Haitham was a very straightforward person, but even his room looked a little more lively than Kaveh’s did. Kaveh lived as if his mother was about to call him any second to pack up his things and move to Fontaine with her.



Kaveh started up his computer and started typing in his password with one hand, gesturing vaguely at his bed with the other. “Sit anywhere. You just need to be able to see the screen.”



Al-Haitham did, even though he felt a little strange about it. There was something unbearably intimate about being in somebody’s bedroom where they spent the most time. He almost imagined that he could see a faint outline of Kaveh in here, brushing his hair in the morning and dancing around with an invisible partner to a string waltz.



“Here.” Kaveh leaned back in his desk chair and tilted the computer screen toward Al-Haitham, highlighting a specific portion of the music. “I can’t tell if it’s the rhythm or the fact that I’ve chosen possibly the worst key ever to write this in.”



Al-Haitham leaned as close as he could, squinting at the screen. “Could you play it for me first?”



“Oh!” Kaveh darted to his mouse and clicked his way over. “Yes. That would probably be more helpful. Here.”



It was only a computer-generated ensemble, as all composition programs offered—the sort of generated, auto-tuned awkward sort of orchestra that users had to suffer through to prototype what they had written. There was no life to any of the sound. That was what Al-Haitham had the most trouble with when he was writing music; he couldn’t tell what it would sound like when played live, and it wasn’t as if he could call up an ensemble at will to test it for him.



But Kaveh’s piece was, even though it was played entirely by a computer, undoubtedly and viscerally human. That was the sort of skill that only came from a writer who put themselves into their pieces. It takes a certain sort of person to make a robot sound emotional.



It was all swelling crescendos and swift diminuendos, spiraling woodwind runs and steady bass motifs in the background. It was grand, and it was daring. Al-Haitham winced at some of the octave skips. It was ambitious; genius. It was undeniably Kaveh. It was the most Kaveh thing Al-Haitham had ever heard.



“So, what do you think?” Kaveh said when it was all over, after Al-Haitham had taken a few seconds to absorb the sudden silence. He was biting his nails unconsciously, staring at Al-Haitham nervously. Anxious. As if Al-Haitham was anybody to judge.



“Skip performing in bars, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said honestly, sincerely. “You’re made for the stage.”



It took a moment for the compliment to sink in—Al-Haitham could see the moment that it registered in Kaveh’s face, his eyes slowly widening, his mouth parting, a sweet sort of pink settling high on his cheeks.



“You,” Kaveh said, and then he stopped. He laughed self-consciously. “You really mean it?”



“Lying is a lot of effort,” Al-Haitham said, looking to the side so he wouldn’t have to keep making eye contact with Kaveh. “I don’t do it very often.”



“I wasn’t accusing you of lying,” Kaveh said quickly. When Al-Haitham looked back at him for the briefest moment, he was smiling, biting his lips a little as if trying to reign it in. “I was just surprised, is all. You don’t say things like that very often.”



“If you don’t stop talking about it, I’ll take it back,” Al-Haitham warned.



“Aw, are you embarrassed?” Kaveh teased. “Never given a genuine compliment in your life?” But despite his words, he was still flushed, happy. Al-Haitham wanted to kiss him.



“It was horrible,” Al-Haitham said quickly to get the traitorous thoughts out of his mind. “You should redo all of it.”



“Sure.” Kaveh scoffed and twisted back in his chair so that he was facing the computer again, clicking over to one of the rhythms. “I know what you look like when you’re truthful now, Al-Haitham. That’s one card you shouldn’t have revealed.”



And he was talking as if he revealed all of Al-Haitham’s secrets, as if he knew everything that there was to know about him. The worst thing yet sat expectant and ready on the edge of Al-Haitham’s tongue, eager to spill out.



This was why it was dangerous to be in love with somebody like Kaveh, who demanded everything and more without even asking for it.



“I think I know what you were talking about before.” Al-Haitham changed the subject and pointed to the screen. “The issue you were talking about before.”



“Oh! Thank you.”



Al-Haitham clenched his fingernails into his palm, suddenly anxious. “Actually, I had one question. Do you write soloistic pieces as well?”



Kaveh looked at him, surprised. “Yeah. Flute etudes with piano accompaniments.”



Al-Haitham could see it, even now, sitting in Kaveh’s teenage bedroom in their small shared hometown. Kaveh on the stage, in that tuxedo that Al-Haitham curses so vehemently, in front of a crowd of thousands. Playing his original pieces to a dedicated fanbase.



But he can’t say any of that. So he asks another question. “Kaveh, would you… look at my music, too?”



Kaveh looked shocked, for some reason. “Me?” he said disbelievingly as if Al-Haitham hadn’t just exalted his abilities. “That would require me to go into your house.”



Al-Haitham grimaced. “That’s fine. I just need another opinion.”



And now Kaveh was smiling, reaching over to rough up Al-Haitham’s hair as if he were a little kid. “I feel so honored,” he said, “to have been able to crack your tough act. Chance of a lifetime? Who else has ever been invited to your house? I should take pictures and spread them on social media.”



“Nobody actually cares except for you, apparently,” Al-Haitham grumbled, still enduring Kaveh’s aggressive physical assault. “You’re ruining my hair.”



“It was already ruined,” Kaveh said absentmindedly. “Well. Does after school work again?”



And that was how Al-Haitham inadvertently got a round-the-clock invitation to Kaveh’s house, and vice versa.












He didn’t have the courage to ask him to come over, though, until one day Kaveh brought it up.



“Did you still want me to look at your music?” Kaveh said one day, intercepting Al-Haitham outside of his last class with his car keys glinting on his finger, and that was it. That’s how easy it was.



“You keep your room so messy,” Kaveh said the minute he walked into Al-Haittham’s room, his nose wrinkled. Al-Haitham rolled his eyes. Even he had the decency not to point out the obvious lack of decor in Kaveh’s own house, but it seemed as if he wouldn’t be treated with the same courtesy. Kaveh absentmindedly began to fold the pile of clothes on Al-Haitham’s bed. “You keep dirty laundry on your bed?”



Al-Haitham shot him a dark look. “It’s not dirty. It’s straight out of the dryer. I just didn’t fold it.”



Kaveh sniffed, judgmental. “Lazy.”



“You’re not here to do my laundry, you’re here to look at my music, right?”



Kaveh put the clothes down, though Al-Haitham appreciated the gesture.



Apprehensively, Al-Haitham pushed play on the program and let the computer run through the composition. After having listened to it for so long, he could point out all of the flaws and the awkward points that sounded off to him, and he almost felt ashamed playing his own work in front of somebody more experienced than him as Kaveh. That was even though he was normally fairly confident in his skills.



Similar to Al-Haitham’s own experience, Kaveh sat in silence for a few seconds before he commented on the piece. It was terrifying. As Al-Haitham had said that one time, writing music was like another more personal form of language to him. He was fine with his person being judged, but music was different. That was his own selfishness.



“Would you be willing to have a collaborator?” Kaveh said suddenly, surging forward. His eyes stared straight into Al-Haitham’s, intent. He was uncharacteristically serious. “I want to write a piece with you. Or at least work on something with you involved in the process. You’re very talented, Al-Haitham, and I don’t know when I’ll get to work with someone like you again.”



Al-Haitham blinked. “Huh?”



“Don’t 

huh

 me,” Kaveh said, poking him in the chest. “You heard me. There’s this motif in here that I can just hear overlaid on one of my previous projects… it’d be perfect. I’m not going to say it again.”



“If you want to, then yes,” Al-Haitham said, “though I’m sure you’re going to be able to find a million others like and better than me the second you go to college.”



“I actually hate you,” Kaveh said, sitting back in his chair and tapping one finger against his chin. His eyes, still brightened from adrenaline, were wide. “But yes. Let’s do it. Please.”



“Alright,” Al-Haitham said, still reeling.



“This is going to be so fucking cool,” Kaveh said, his eyes glittering, and once again, Al-Haitham was helpless. Slowly, he could start to feel some of that infectious energy seep over into his own body.



And this was, again, probably not a very good idea for Al-Haitham’s soon-to-be-broken heart.












It had been so long since Kaveh had last mentioned college that Al-Haitham forgot that was even an impending part of his future until he brought it up again.



“You know, it’s rumored that my top college is supposed to release their decisions today,” Kaveh said out of nowhere, staring straight ahead. “The Akademiya.” Al-Haitham stared at Kaveh back, not sure what to say.



They were on the bus to go to their second concert of the season. They had already started moving, the subtle movement of the vehicle a steady sound in the background. “Today?”



“Yes,” Kaveh said, still not looking anywhere but forward. His fists were rigid against his lap. “And I told myself that I wasn’t going to hinge too much on the decision, but I’m getting nervous.”



“Does that mean that you’ve already gotten offers from other schools?” Al-Haitham asked, wondering how long this had been going on before Kaveh thought to mention anything. Not that he was obligated to, of course. It had just come out of nowhere, and it was a stark reminder that he only had this one concert season left before Kaveh would be gone for good. They hadn’t even gotten very far on their piece, their responsibilities taking precedence.



“Only my safeties,” Kaveh said. “And some others that are good, just not as good as the Akademiya. You know, my dad was an alum from there. That’s why I want to go so badly, not just because it’s one of the top-ranked in the nation.”



“Oh,” Al-Haitham said, looking at Kaveh again. He wasn’t sure what he should say. Or whether he was supposed to say anything at all. That he was sure Kaveh would get in? He was certain, but on the off chance that he was wrong, would it have been worse to assure Kaveh that he would make it? Or was it better to have Al-Haitham’s confidence in him regardless?



“I’m going to try to forget about it,” Kaveh said, forcibly loosening the tight hold of his hand. “It’s just a little unfortunate that it had to be today when we have a performance.”



“It’ll be fine,” Al-Haitham said, not sure if he was talking about the festival or the college decision.



Kaveh laughed. “Your confidence is cute,” he said, and then he moved on.












“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh whispered on the way home, uncharacteristically awake. His eyes were bright in the darkness, ruby red shining out among the shadows.



“Kaveh.”



“The email arrived during the performance. I had my notifications off, but I just saw it.”



Al-Haitham felt his heart stop and start in anticipation for Kaveh. “Are you—are you going to open it now?”



Kaveh shook his head vehemently. “Absolutely not. What if I get rejected? I don’t want to do that in front of the entire band. I’ll do it in my car. Al-Haitham, will you sit with me while I open it?”



Al-Haitham, speechless, could only stare at him for a little while. “You don’t want to be alone?”



Kaveh shrugged. “It’d be nice to have somebody with me regardless of the outcome, right? And besides, you’re probably the person I’m closest to out of everyone here right now. Which. Disgusting. Not my choice. But now you know.”



Al-Haitham said yes, because how could he say no?



In Kaveh’s car, the overhead lights started and faded so that the only light was the blinding phone in Kaveh’s hand. His thumb hovered over the top email, nervous. Al-Haitham watched in anticipation, gripping his own shirt in nerves. It wasn’t even his email. He wasn’t sure why he was so anxious.



“I’m scared,” Kaveh said after a few moments of nothing. “I don’t know if I want to know.”



“Yes you do,” Al-Haitham said dryly. “Hurry up. I want to go home.”



“I’ll drive you, don’t worry,” Kaveh said, giving him a dirty look. “It’ll be faster than if you got out and walked home right now, I swear. …If I open the email.”



“Do you want me to do it?”



“I can do it.”



Despite his words, they sat there for half a minute more before Kaveh finally inhaled, his thumb shaking. “I’m going to do it.”



“Finally,” Al-Haitham said, his heart thrumming.



Kaveh clicked the email. The screen went white first, and then there was a small loading symbol, and then—



Kaveh dropped his phone into the cupholder with a yell, throwing his arms up in the air triumphantly. “I got accepted! Al-Haitham, I got in!”



Al-Haitham touched the overhead lights so that they could finally see more than each other’s faint outlines and the phone in the car now that the suspense was over. “I didn’t expect anything less,” he said honestly.



Now that he could see the other, Al-Haitham could see that Kaveh was shaking slightly and that his eyes were shiny, though he didn’t comment on it.



“I’m going to the same school as my dad,” Kaveh said, eyes staring into nothing. “I did it. Oh my god, Al-Haitham, I did it.”



“You did,” Al-Haitham said, his lips curving into a smile even though he seldom let his emotions show, despite the fact that the biggest thing Kaveh loved to tease him about was his reluctance to let his face crack, although the fact that Kaveh’s acceptance marked the beginning of the end for everything they have come to create in the last year and a half. “I’m proud of you.”



Kaveh laughed, a little hysterical. “I’m proud of myself, too. Oh my god, I need to call my mom. Can you wait a few minutes more?”



So as Kaveh called his mom, Al-Haitham wondered why part of him felt so disappointed at the news. Because he knew that Kaveh had already been accepted to other schools, and he knew that no matter what, he would have left. Al-Haitham had said it for himself, before—Kaveh was meant for so much more than local taverns and smelly bars. And that meant leaving behind their small hometown.



Which meant leaving Al-Haitham behind, which really was the root of the problem, wasn’t it? Al-Haitham and his damned selfishness? Al-Haitham and his pressing need to hold onto everything he has ever held dear and not let go for as long as he humanly can, whether that be people or his worn-out headphones or even his pursuit of music?



That cursed greed. His wretched conceit.



“Let’s go get shakes, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh said, hanging up and turning to him with excited eyes. “Celebratory shakes. Oh, is it too late? You mentioned wanting to go home.”



“That was more to force you to view the email more than anything,” Al-Haitham said, shaking his head. “Let’s go. I’ll treat you.”



Kaveh hummed a small tune, something that Al-Haitham didn’t recognize. Probably something he had been working on in his own spare time. “I’m so excited. Al-Haitham, I’m finally getting out of this city. Isn’t that exciting? Isn’t that simply exhilarating?”



Al-Haitham only stared at Kaveh from the side, unable to lie. Because he’d said it once, and it’s always been true—Al-Haitham doesn’t make a habit out of lying.



“I’m happy for you,” he said instead, because that was the truth, and that was something he could say. “What flavor are you getting?”



“Oh, I’ll have to think about it,” Kaveh said, backing out of the space. “What about you?”



“I don’t know either.”



And watching Kaveh’s teeth flash brilliantly in the dark, his smile glued to his face and beautiful and radiant, Al-Haitham felt the last puzzle piece slide right into place. The approximation of the end.












They did get around to their collaborative piece. Eventually. It took snatches of time between extra after-school rehearsals and navigating around performance meetings, but it did come together over time.



It started with a melody that Kaveh already had written down, and naturally, Kaveh sort of took the lead after that. Which Al-Haitham was okay with. He didn’t mind taking the backseat, and besides, he was treating it more as a teaching moment to glean from more than an actual serious collaboration.



Apparently, Kaveh didn’t agree, because he kept pushing Al-Haitham to take more responsibility. Which he was—it was just that he wasn’t as central to the composition as Kaveh was, and besides, it was a flute piece. The nature of the structure they initially worked out made more sense like that instead of trying to twist it into a duet to support both a flute and an oboe.



“You’ve been consulting me on every part of this, anyway,” Al-Haitham argued, one arm crossed over his chest, one hand palm up in the air. “And I wrote a big portion of the piano backgrounds. So you’re not doing too much.”



“I just feel like collaboration implies that we both had an equal part in writing it, though,” Kaveh said, frowning. He was lying on his back, starfished in Al-Haitham’s bedroom. “And it’s leaning more toward me.”



“And I told you that I don’t care about that,” Al-Haitham said, leaning closer to him as if that would prove his point further. “And it’s not possible to make the split equal for both of us, so you may as well take the lead on this project. You have more experience in the first place.”



“But—”



“You need to learn to be more selfish sometimes, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said. “Learn from me. And I told you that I hardly lie, so consider that, too.”



“Well,” Kaveh said, faltering. “Oh. I guess.”



“And there’s always the next project. And the one after that.”



A beat of silence. And then Kaveh was grinning up at him, his smile threatening to split his face. He looked ridiculous like this, his hair spread out in one way and the other on the floor, his arms and legs flopped all over the place. Al-Haitham instinctively winced away. “What.”



“The next project,” Kaveh said, still beaming. “So you do like working with me. And you want to write more music together. You want to write more music with me for the rest of forever, is what I hear. You 

do

 love me.”



“Get your facts straight,” Al-Haitham said embarrassedly, looking away to avoid looking into Kaveh’s eyes. It’s difficult for him to lie. “I didn’t say anything of the sort.”



“Sure,” Kaveh said skeptically. “Even though you find me such a huge inspiration and a great teacher and you want to collaborate even more than we already are. Sure.”



“If you don’t want to, then just say so,” Al-Haitham said.



Kaveh blinked. “Now you’re the one who needs to get his facts straight. I do want to work with you, or else I wouldn’t have brought it up in the first place. I’m not a masochist. It’s a little too late to back out.”



“Good to know.” And it was good to know. Because Al-Haitham still hadn’t quite puzzled out all of Kaveh’s quirks and habits—they’ve only known each other for a little over a year, now, which is awfully odd to think about—and he didn’t want to make assumptions.



“So don’t worry, idiot,” Kaveh said. He patted Al-Haitham on the calf since he was still lying on the floor. “It’s a promise.”



A promise. Al-Haitham liked the sound of that.



“Can we work on the coda, then?” Kaveh said, hefting himself up. “I still feel weird about the way I resolved it. It feels incomplete.”



“Perfectionist,” Al-Haitham muttered under his breath, but he got up and trudged over to the computer anyway, helpless to Kaveh’s requests.












What Al-Haitham hadn’t told Kaveh about his future projects is that he was composing his own piece, in secret.



Well. Not a secret. He just hadn’t told Kaveh about it, and he didn’t plan to, because the melody had floated half-formed into his head when he was trying and failing to fall asleep the night of the second concert, a half-drunk milkshake on his bedside table and his mind torn with the realization that Kaveh was really, truly leaving.



It was a longing piece, made of grief. It was a composition that said more than any of Teyvat’s languages could ever put into words, despite being made of drawings and scribbles on a page. It was several sheets of music that were, even to the unbiased listener, very obviously a love piece.



So. The type of composition that Al-Haitham could never show Kaveh, at least not until he’d already confessed or they had both moved on from their high school entanglements.



He buries the file in his computer—names it something innocuous and ridiculous, a key smash that can’t be easily identified—and tries his best not to think about it when he’s not actively working on it, which does not turn out. He thinks about it. Constantly. Because it’s a more innocent thing to think about over the fact that his romantic feelings for Kaveh felt more like he was taking advantage of their friendship than harboring a high school crush.



He doesn’t think he’ll ever play this piece for Kaveh. Or play it for anybody, for that matter. Some things are made to be written and savored in the middle of the night, viewed only by the moon through the window and its creator. Some things are meant to be kept sacred.



Al-Haitham goes back one night, and he renames the file to 

Kaveh.mp3.













After the band returned from the third concert, Kaveh turned to Al-Haitham on the bus and asked him if he wanted to go get milkshakes again.



Al-Haitham tilted his head to the side. “What are we celebrating?”



“Nothing. Well, being halfway through the concert season? I don’t know. I just feel like it. It’s almost spring.”



And, well, it’s not as if Al-Haitham has many other friends that would take up his time with plans and hangouts, so he says yes. Then it becomes a tradition. Al-Haitham and Kaveh go out after concerts to get milkshakes and talk about nothing in Kaveh’s car, wasting time and wasting gas and wasting the night.












As time went on, Al-Haitham started to realize that he wasn’t the only one who felt the pressure of time pressing down on them, accelerating every single day they had left and increasing the stakes. Kaveh kept asking him if he wanted to go out, after concerts and on the weekends and sneaking out during lunch breaks in the school day, and whenever Al-Haitham asked why, he would only shrug and say, 

I don’t know, what else are high schoolers supposed to do, anyway?




So Al-Haitham wasn’t the only one holding on to every minute that passed like sand slipping through his fingers. He wasn’t the only one who felt as if there was a giant clock over his head, counting down each day until the summer officially began, which didn’t symbolize summer more so than it did the end of their youth.



Al-Haitham’s high school years were not even half over, but it didn’t feel like it. It felt as if Kaveh’s remaining time was now Al-Haitham’s. As if his own youth was rapidly approaching the end, even though he was two years younger and two years dumber and had two more years to reach fruition.



And time was only more precious the lesser of it there was, no? What else could make every dreaded rehearsal feel more like a precious commodity? Kaveh, who used to lament over the fact that they would have weekly after-school rehearsals once concert season came over them, now complained that their sectionals didn’t last nearly long enough.



It was on one of these days that Kaveh dragged Al-Haitham out of the house on a random weekend that he asked him if Al-Haitham would miss Kaveh.



Al-Haitham opened his door to the distinctive knock at the door—he would have known it to be Kaveh even if he hadn’t long since memorized his greeting because nobody else would drop by his house without so much as a warning—and Kaveh was there on the other side, keys spinning around his finger.



“Want to go to the gas station?”



“Sure,” Al-Haitham said, already locking the door behind him and heading down the walkway, hands in his pockets. “Let’s walk.”



“What?” Kaveh ran a little to catch up to Al-Haitham. “It’s hot. Summer’s starting soon, and my car has air conditioning for a reason.”



Al-Haitham shot Kaveh a look. “The gas station is down the street. Save your gas money for your college tuition.”



“I’m already getting a pretty sizable scholarship, but whatever,” Kaveh said, turning his nose up. He put his hand to the back of his neck, frowning. “Aren’t you sweating?”



“Good things come to people that wait?”



“God, you’re infuriating. Why do I hang out with you again?”



“Because you hate yourself. Let’s grab drinks and then work on that new project you wanted to start.”



High schoolers were a common sight in the gas station. The cashier barely batted an eye as he rang up their bottled sodas and packaged popsicles silently.



“It’s already melting,” Kaveh complained, holding up his ice cream. “This will be liquid by the time we make it back.”



“Then stop walking so slow,” Al-Haitham shot back. “You’re taller than me, no?”



“Barely,” Kaveh grumbled, catching up to him. “You need to stop growing. It’s unnecessary.”



“Some things are out of my control.”



Kaveh laughed. “You’re right about that, I guess.”



Neither of them were talking about height at that point.



Back at the house, Al-Haitham quietly booted up the program while Kaveh made his way to the floor, which quickly became his favorite spot in Al-Haitham’s room. He hummed a little bit, his finger in the air. “I want to see if you could build something off of this central theme.”



“Sure.” Al-Haitham leaned back in his chair.



“I already have a bit of an idea of where this could go,” Kaveh said, lifting himself up and peering over the desk. “But I don’t want to take over yet another project—”



“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said, point blank, “you’re leaving soon. If we want to get anything done, we’ll have to agree to disagree.”



Kaveh stared at him, his face twisting a little as if his soda was bitter on his tongue even though Al-Haitham knew that it was the unwelcome reminder that summer was rapidly approaching, and so was the next year, when Kaveh would move across the nation.



“About that,” Kaveh said. “My mom asked me if I want to go visit her in Fontaine for a couple months. Like, more than half the summer.”



Something shriveled unpleasantly inside of Al-Haitham’s chest, but he kept his face perfectly still to not reveal anything to Kaveh, who was looking at him carefully. “So?” he said, his voice sounding as if it were coming from someone else across the room. Somebody that wasn’t him. “You should go. You haven’t seen your mother in a while, right? Fontaine is supposed to be nice in the summer.”



“Yeah, but.” Kaveh bit his lip. “This is my last summer here. Not my last but the—you get it. It’s symbolic. By the time I come back in a year, everyone will have already forgotten my face, and then it won’t feel like my city anymore. Because I’ll go around to all of the usual shops and nobody will realize that I left or that I came back.”



“It’s your mother, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said, even though he wanted to ask Kaveh to stay for the entire summer, to keep him company for only a few months more. He wanted to be selfish. “Have you ever been to Fontaine? You’ll have fun. She’ll show you around and you’ll eat good food and you’ll come back with so much inspiration that you could write an entire album based on your travels.”



“I just don’t know,” Kaveh said, tucking his knees under his chin and staring into the wall. Then his eyes flicked to Al-Haitham. “Would you miss me, Al-Haitham? Not just in Fontaine, but when I go to university. Don’t you want me to stay?”



Al-Haitham swallowed in his suddenly dry mouth. What was he supposed to say? The truth, even if it could hold Kaveh back? “You should go,” he said, avoiding the question. “You’ll regret it if you don’t.”



“Oh. Okay.” Kaveh didn’t look or sound as if he was particularly pleased with Al-Haitham’s response, his eyelashes fluttering and falling and his gaze darting away. “I guess we have more of a time limit on our projects, then. So you should start on that.”



“Okay,” Al-Haitham said too, even though he felt like a thousand other things were going unsaid between them. Things that needed to be said before too much went under assumption between them. He turned back to his program, and then that was it.












It was only a couple concerts before their band season was truly going to come to an end before either of them realized that they had yet to record the first piece they wrote together, even halfway through their second.



“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh said, pulling Al-Haitham up by the elbow one day during rehearsal when their director was absent for the day, and all the students were instructed to hold their own sectionals for the day. “Let’s record our piece. We should name that, maybe.”



“I’m practicing,” Al-Haitham said, gesturing at his stand. “You should be leading your section.”



Kaveh waved a nonchalant hand. “They can practice on their own. They know they need it. Come on, we won’t have a lot of opportunities to do it. The practice room is built for this; it has great acoustics. It won’t be the same in one of our bedrooms.”



“Um,” Al-Haitham said, and then Kaveh was already pulling him up and away to lock themselves in the practice room away from everybody else.



“Okay,” Kaveh said, moving stuff aside so he had enough room to sit on the floor. “I assume neither of us have actually recorded the piano accompaniment.”



“No.”



Kaveh grimaced. “That’s fine, but not ideal. I can do it, anyway. Can you make sure the room is in the right settings? I’ll pull up the music.”



Al-Haitham did as he was told, fiddling with the pad on the wall. Kaveh shifted from side to side on the ground, bringing his flute to his lips and playing a quick preparatory scale. He looked up at Al-Haitham expectantly, one earbud attached to his phone playing a metronome in his ear. “Ready?”



“Wait,” Al-Haitham said, dropping his hand to dig for his phone in his pocket. “I’ll record this on the phone, too. So we can have it in a more accessible form.”



Kaveh nodded, and then once Al-Haitham had it pulled up, raised his flute to his lips once more. Al-Haitham pressed record, and then Kaveh began after a few seconds.



This wasn’t the first time that Al-Haitham heard Kaveh play this piece. They’d run through it plenty of times, sitting in front of the computer and testing the rhythms out for themselves, and he’s sure that Kaveh has played it on his own plenty of times in preparation for this day. They’d just agreed to officially record it in a controlled environment such as this.



But it was the first time that Al-Haitham had heard it in a place like this, specifically built for music to resound with its sound-proof walls, and the first time that Kaveh was taking it more seriously than he had in the past now that this was a more “official” playthrough.



Al-Haitham could close his eyes and lose himself completely in the sound of Kaveh’s playing. There was a reason that he had always gotten first chair for every band he auditioned for and was automatically singled out as one of, if not the most, talented and dedicated players in each ensemble. 



And that was because Kaveh was the sort of insane that meant he lived, breathed, and slept in music. It was his life. It was the only thing he had ever taken for himself since he was a child. It was the first thing that was his, even if he inherited it in a way from his father. It was the first thing that Kaveh took for himself and made to represent him as a person.



Insanity recognizes insanity. Other people wouldn’t understand—the people in band for the easy grade, the people in it to fulfill their graduation requirements, even the people who took lessons and dedicated significant time to their instrument but had no intention of continuing with it after high school.



But Al-Haitham did, which was probably why they were inherently drawn to each other. Which was why Al-Haitham thought that he could never have fallen in love with anybody else who didn’t speak the musical language the way he did.



He could hear it in Kaveh’s playing, not just now, but every time he lifted his instrument to his lips.



Then there’s a sixteenth note run that Al-Haitham had heard countless times since they began working together, bursting out of his chest. He ached to play alongside Kaveh. This piece wasn’t made for it, but he wanted to have the distinction of playing a duet with a musician like Kaveh one day.



Kaveh took a quick breath after it, looking up for half a second to make eye contact with Al-Haitham, then continued on. And then, no less than ten measures later, one of his fingers slipped off a key and he played an E♭instead of a C, and Al-Haitham’s eyes shot straight to Kaveh at the same time that Kaveh looked right at Al-Haitham.



He could see the way Kaveh’s instinctive response was to laugh, so he fought the urge himself, but Kaveh never had the same emotional control that Al-Haitham did, and his mouth twisted out of embouchure and he went sharp and gave up.



Truly laughing now, Kaveh put the flute down and waved in Al-Haitham’s direction, his eyes turned up in amusement and his laughter resounding through the entire room. It was more beautiful than anything Al-Haitham had ever heard him produce on the flute. Stunned, Al-Haitham could only watch.



“Al-Haitham, stop laughing,” Kaveh said around a laugh, and it startled Al-Haitham enough to quickly stop the recording. “Whoops. My fingers got a little sweaty there at the end.”



Al-Haitham opened his mouth to respond, but then there was knocking at the door, and through the thick slab of glass they could both see one of Kaveh’s underclassmen flutes waving to get their attention.



Al-Haitham stayed put, but Kaveh shot him a dirty look and gestured for him to open the door.



“Kaveh,” she said the moment the door cracked open, “we need your help in the sectional.”



Al-Haitham fought the urge to roll his eyes because then Kaveh would get upset at him, but the sentiment was there.



“Can it wait for five minutes maybe?” Kaveh said.



The girl looked to the side and then looked back, an uneasy expression on her face. “Also, the sub was looking for you… asked where Kaveh was. We told them that you were in the bathroom, but if you take any longer, you’re going to get marked absent, so…”



“Oh!” Kaveh scrambled to his feet, putting a placating hand on Al-Haitham’s shoulder as he moved past. Al-Haitham looked to his side sharply, memorizing the feeling of the contact before he lifted his hand back off. “You could have led with that. Al-Haitham, I guess you get your wish to practice after all… We can record it again another day, right?”



“Yes,” Al-Haitham said, standing there because he wouldn’t argue about this, and let Kaveh go. Once he was gone, though, he looked back at his phone and the partially completed recording on his phone, and he saved the file as a smiley face.












They didn’t get around to recording it again. Al-Haitham didn’t realize this until summer was half over.












Even with both of their attempts to halt the passing of time, the last official performance of the season soon came to a head.



“Are you nervous, Kaveh?” Al-Haitham said. Not because he thought that Kaveh was the type to get overly anxious over a performance when it was unneeded, but because both of them knew that this was Kaveh’s last chance to make a mark as a high schooler in this ensemble.



“No,” Kaveh said thoughtfully, looking up to the ceiling. “I don’t think so. It doesn’t really feel real, you know? It doesn’t feel like this is the last one. This is the last time I’m going to have to look at high school music, technically. Isn’t that exciting?”



“A blessing, probably,” Al-Haitham agreed. “Don’t mess it up. This is your last chance to be a role model.”



“You’re great at this inspiring thing,” Kaveh said, rolling his eyes, but he was smiling, so Al-Haitham thought that he understood it, anyway.












It was over before Al-Haitham even registered that it had begun, their entire setlist melting away in a matter of seconds. This was also his last chance to see Kaveh in concert attire in person, he realized, as they were walking off of the bus in front of their high school. This was the last time they would come back from a performance together.



It was bittersweet. Kaveh was happy if the peaceful smile on his face suggested anything. Al-Haitham tried to be happy for him.



“I feel fulfilled, I think,” Kaveh said into the night air, looking up to the stars with one hand in his pocket. He looked at Al-Haitham, a smile on his face. “That was strangely satisfying, considering that it’s only high school, and I’ve seen far better bands even in our own division. I was happy not being the best. I think, even, that I wouldn’t mind it lasting for another year or so.”



“You’re going to take back that sentiment as soon as the next school term starts,” Al-Haitham said wryly, kicking a rock along the asphalt as they walked. “And then you’ll be glad that high school was over as soon as it passed.”



Kaveh laughed. “Probably! And you’ll still be stuck here, which is just so tragic for you. You have to endure all of this for another two years.”



“Don’t remind me.” Al-Haitham pushed Kaveh lightly, who swayed a little with the movement but didn’t let it shake the smile from his face.



“So?” Kaveh turned to Al-Haitham expectantly. “Milkshakes? Last time, best time?”



Al-Haitham hesitated. They were in front of Kaveh’s car, now. The rest of the students were already in the band room or were packing up their things to their own cars, hitching rides and laughing in the night. The last concert feeling ran through everybody’s mind, apparently.



He hadn’t forgotten the promise he made to himself at the beginning of the year. That if Al-Haitham were still as pathetically in love with Kaveh as when they started, then he would do something about it. Take action against his own feelings.



Letting it run through his system clearly didn’t work, since they were both standing here on the precipice of summer, and even the promise of the sun couldn’t chase away his wretched love. Distancing himself or trying not to think of Kaveh in that light would never have worked from the beginning. Which left the only remaining solution that he had outlined for himself; confessing his feelings to Kaveh at the last concert of the season. Close enough to the end of their time together that he wasn’t risking losing too much.



“Al-Haitham?” Kaveh prompted again. He probably took more than a second to recollect his thoughts.



Al-Haitham looked up, his hands hidden behind his back to hide the fact that they were sweating. He swallowed hard, trying his best to choke down his anxiety. He was never very nervous about anything. It just wasn’t in his nature.



When it came to Kaveh, it was a different story.



Kaveh was looking at him strangely now. “Are you oka—”



“I’m in love with you, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said. He swallowed.



Kaveh’s eyes were wide, wider than Al-Haitham had ever seen them. At least, if anything, Al-Haitham thought wryly to himself, he had finally figured out how to truly shock him. Not that it mattered much anymore.



“You’re…” Kaveh raised a finger slowly and pointed it to himself. “In love with me?”



Al-Haitham knew how this was going to end. He took a step back, something twisting terribly in his chest. He could hardly hear anything outside his pounding heartbeat and the vague approximation of Kaveh’s voice. “I’m not going to repeat myself.”



Kaveh’s eyes were so impossibly wide, his mouth parted. In the dark, the only light above them was the streetlamp, spilling out a sickly sort of yellow over their heads. Al-Haitham wondered if he looked nauseous to Kaveh.



“Wait,” Kaveh said, taking a step further. And then, almost as if he were stopping himself, he took his foot back. “But you’re my best friend.”



Al-Haitham was silent.



Kaveh shook his head a fraction, a movement that Al-Haitham wouldn’t have picked up on if he weren’t staring so intently at Kaveh. “Al-Haitham, how long?”



“That’s not important,” Al-Haitham said, and then he said no more. He felt that if he tried to speak again, he’d say too much. Reveal too much. More than a confession already warranted.



“I wasn’t expecting this,” Kaveh said helplessly. “Al-Haitham, what am I—what am I supposed to say?”



“Stop asking me questions,” Al-Haitham said, turning half on his foot so that Kaveh could no longer see his entire face. “I already know your answer. You don’t need to say anymore.”



“I’m sorry,” Kaveh said, because he was Kaveh, and of course he would blame himself for his feelings, or lack thereof. He was never anything but generous—with his music, with his smiles, with his apologies, even when the other party didn’t deserve them.



“No, I’m sorry,” Al-Haitham repeated back to Kaveh, and then he took another step back. It was probably one of the first times he’d ever said those words and truly meant it. “Go home, Kaveh.”



“Wait,” Kaveh said faintly, one hand up as if he were going to reach out and grab Al-Haitham before he could go. “You don’t want a ride?”



Al-Haitham looked up one last time at Kaveh, who looked almost as lost as he felt, and gave him a wry sort of smirk. “I think I’ll walk home this time.”



And then he left the parking lot alone, leaving that pool of streetlamp light that was theirs, Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s, for those few, costly minutes, and walked home from a concert for the first time in a year.



He didn’t hear Kaveh move an inch as he left, but he didn’t look back to check, either.












It didn’t need to be said that things were never quite the same between them after that. How could either of them just move on from that, after all? Al-Haitham with his burden of a heart, Kaveh with his endless apologies swimming in his eyes.



It felt, abruptly, as it was back when Al-Haitham first joined the band and he and Kaveh didn’t know how to act around each other. Tension filled and taut and straining.



Al-Haitham was glad that he waited for the last concert, at least. Now that the seniors no longer had any more performances to prepare for, they were free to go during the band period while the rest of the juniors and underclassmen had to practice 

Pomp and Circumstance

 for the impending graduation ceremony. Kaveh was gone, either off in other parts of the band building or wandering around the school campus with his senior friends.



Needless to say, all plans to continue any more collaborative projects dried out. Al-Haitham never opened the files on his computer again. The only completed ones were the first piece that they had finished and attempted to record and the composition that Al-Haitham had secretly written for Kaveh.



But Kaveh was too kind to just completely cut off Al-Haitham, even after that bombshell of a confession, and Al-Haitham was too selfish to end it where it was and let Kaveh move on.



“I’m going to Fontaine after all,” Kaveh said one day after school had just let out.



Al-Haitham stared up at him, expressionless. “I’m sure your mother will be happy.”



“She is! She is.” Al-Haitham started to walk off, and then Kaveh paused a little before he hastened to catch up. “And my orientation is somewhere in the second half of summer. I move out a few weeks after that.”



“Nice.”



Kaveh stopped even as Al-Haitham kept walking, his head down. “Al-Haitham.”



Al-Haitham didn’t stop. “Al-Haitham!” Kaveh cried out loudly, frustration straining his voice. He paused.



Kaveh hurried to get closer to him, glancing around at the other people who were looking at him after he shouted his name. “Al-Haitham,” he said again, quieter this time. “Is that all you’re going to say?” He looked angry, a little defeated. His arms hung at his sides. “Do you really just not care?”



“Say the real question you want to ask,” Al-Haitham said daringly. He was tired. “Ask me.”



Kaveh bit his lip. “You—fine. Is that it, Al-Haitham? Is our friendship over just because you’re in love with me and I don’t feel the same way? Is that all it was to you?”



The words hurt. Not just because this was the first time Kaveh explicitly said that he didn’t return his feelings, but because he was right. Al-Haitham was too used to thinking of only himself that he hadn’t considered it from Kaveh’s perspective.



“It was always more than just my feelings,” Al-Haitham said finally. “I wasn’t your friend because I was in love with you. I wanted to be your friend before I knew that about myself, and I want to be your friend even if you don’t return my feelings. I don’t care. I didn’t think you would, anyway.”



“Then act like it,” Kaveh said, but it was less fierce than any of his previous words had been. He sounded defeated. “Call it selfish, but I treasure your friendship, and I don’t want to lose it.”



Talk about selfishness.



Al-Haitham pressed his lips together and looked him up and down. “Consider that sentiment returned. Sorry I was a dick.”



He’d been apologizing a lot more than he’s typically used to, hadn’t he?



“You were a dick,” Kaveh agreed, but he looked a lot more relieved than he had before. “Glad that you’ve finally seen the light because you’ve always been a dick, I was just too nice to say anything about it before. Does that mean you’ll let me give you a ride, now? It’s kind of miserable to walk home in this heat.”



“Sure,” Al-Haitham said. He’d long since given up, anyway, so he followed Kaveh to his parking spot and slid into that familiar passenger seat and tried his best not to regret anything he had done.












The worst part, now that they had officially made up again, was now the graduation ceremony, not the dread of having to look Kaveh in the face again after the disaster of a confession.



Al-Haitham could say that the worst part was playing 

Pomp and Circumstance

 fifty times in a row, but then he’d be lying. It was pretty terrible, though.



But the actual most awful part was hearing Kaveh’s name get called over the loudspeaker and watching him walk the stage to get his fake diploma, knowing that he was all the way across the hall and couldn’t see any of Kaveh’s joy for himself. He couldn’t even clap or cheer the way the audience could.



Kaveh’s leaving was no less of a curse than it had been throughout the entire school year. Now Al-Haitham knew he had the chance to patch up his own stupid heart and move on for good without Kaveh in the picture. That had been part of his original plan, anyway. The fact that he was going to Fontaine was only a happy coincidence.



But even still, walking up to Kaveh after the ceremony was officially over made Al-Haitham’s heart twist. He looked so happy, confetti in his hair from the celebrations. Standing by his side was a woman whom Al-Haitham had never seen before, but she looked very similar to Kaveh. They had the same sort of hair, golden and glossy.



“Al-Haitham!” Kaveh said excitedly, jumping up and gesturing for him to make his way over. “This is my mom,” he said proudly once he was close enough. “She flew in for the ceremony, and then we’re going to head out to Fontaine in a couple of days. You two finally get to meet! I know you’ve both heard a lot about each other already, so it’s like you know each other.”



“Hello,” Al-Haitham said politely. Kaveh’s mother, Faranaak, smiled broadly at him.



“Al-Haitham!” she said in the same sort of enthusiastic tone that Kaveh did. So that was another thing Kaveh had inherited from her. “He’s right, I have heard a lot about you. It’s great to finally meet you.”



“And you too.”



It was nice to meet Faranaak, and it was bittersweet to see Kaveh in his graduation robes, but that wasn’t the real reason that Al-Haitham had gone out of his way to find Kaveh among the overwhelming crowd of graduates. He hid a letter behind his back. His graduation present.



“Isn’t the bus going to leave if you don’t go right now, Al-Haitham?” Kaveh said worriedly, going on his toes to look over the people. “You should hurry and go right now.”



“First,” Al-Haitham said, pulling the envelope out from behind his back, “this is for you. Don’t read it right now. Don’t read it ever, preferably. Or maybe do it once you move in, as in across the country from me. And certainly don’t tell me if you do.”



Kaveh gaped, speechless. He took the letter with grateful hands, and when he looked up at Al-Haitham, he could almost swear that they were watering. “Al-Haitham…”



“Don’t say anything,” Al-Haitham warned, but instead of words, Kaveh reached forward and pulled him into a hug instead, the first that they’d ever shared. Not in their nature. They’d exchanged plenty of punches and digs and elbows to the stomach but nothing as sincerely fond as this. Al-Haitham couldn’t help but wrap his arms around Kaveh in return.



“Thank you,” Kaveh said into Al-Haitham’s ear, always so painfully honest. Al-Haitham felt his heart twist in his chest. “I’d say more, even though you told me not to, but your bus really is going to leave right now, so I’d run. Sprint, even.”



Al-Haitham pulled away from him, unable to hide the smile on his face properly, and then started turning, one hand in the air. “Congratulations, Kaveh.”



“And you too!” Kaveh said, cupping his hands around his mouth as Al-Haitham started to leave. “Congrats on having gone through two years of 

Pomp and Circumstance! 

Only one more year of torture to go!”



Al-Haitham kept that smile to himself even as he ran for the bus, weaving through the mess of graduates, but nobody had to know.












Both Kaveh and Al-Haitham tried their best to keep in contact. But Fontaine was far, and the time difference was great, and even though Kaveh sent him as many pictures of the scenery as he could, Al-Haitham could only send so many of the old photos back, and eventually, that route of communication dried up.



Understandably, Kaveh wasn’t very productive in terms of music creation either while he was gone. Al-Haitham imagined that there was a lot more over there to distract him. But he was still playing, which Al-Haitham knew because he would send him excerpts. Al-Haitham would send snippets of himself playing back.



The summer was long without Kaveh. It was even longer because there was hardly anyone to talk to with him gone. He had meant it when he said that he’d be in Fontaine for over half the summer—in the time that he was absent, Al-Haitham had already polished the composition he made in his honor and had started several other more personal projects.



Their collaborations still went unfinished. The first piece they created lived only on Al-Haitham’s phone and in the practice room, half-played and tattooed by their shared laughter.



By the time Kaveh came back, he was so busy packing and shopping for college that he couldn’t really go to Al-Haitham’s house, and Al-Haitham could only sit in his room on the floor watching him try to fit his entire dresser into one suitcase for so long before he felt like dead weight for not having anything to contribute.



And then summer was over, and then Kaveh moved into college for good, and their texts really, truly dried up. And Kaveh stopped reaching out, so Al-Haitham stopped reaching out, and he tried his best not to listen to the damned file on his phone that immortalized the time in their past when they could laugh freely.



And he never found out if Kaveh read his letter, which was good, Al-Haitham supposed. After all, he asked him not to tell him.



But still, wouldn’t it be nice to know?



]



Notes for the Chapter:
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3. Chapter 3

Notes for the Chapter:gargling them like mouthwash





“I asked if you had an extra room,” Kaveh says politely as if Al-Haitham didn’t hear the first time. His wheeled luggage shifts a little across the floor. “I, uh, need a place to stay.”

“What,” Al-Haitham says again, but he opens the door fully anyway and lets him in. Kaveh’s luggage crunches against the packing peanuts on the floor. “I just moved in, which explains the mess. How do you even know where I live?”

“Oh, Tighnari told me,” Kaveh says vaguely, waving one nonchalant hand. “This is nice.”

Al-Haitham needs to have a talk with Tighnari. “You couldn’t tell me? What happened to your phone number?”

Kaveh winces. “I disabled my old one, and… I forgot your number. Sorry. There’s also the chance that you changed numbers.”

“It’s the same,” Al-Haitham says dumbly. “I’ll write it down for you later.” He still has Kaveh’s number memorized. Stupid. After all of these years, some things haven’t changed.

“Well!” Kaveh says, turning to Al-Haitham once he’s finished surveying the space. He gives him a smile, the fake sort of kind that Al-Haitham recognizes from all of his interviews. At least, the interviews from five years ago, since he hasn’t remotely appeared in any media for that long. “It’s been a while.”

“It has,” Al-Haitham says, closing his door and crossing his arms. “And you’re not going to tell me why you’re here?”

Kaveh considers it for a moment. “No. Unless you’re going to kick me out, which would be cruel because I have nowhere else to go. So you shouldn’t.”

Al-Haitham sighs, considers all of his options, and then proceeds to hate himself for the decision he is about to make. “You can stay.”








【┘】
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Al-Haitham didn’t quite do it on purpose, but when his own senior year rolled around and it became his turn to start applying to colleges, one that made it onto his list, inevitably, was the Akademiya.

It was there for multiple reasons. For one, it was one of the top music schools in the country, so it would obviously be on his radar. For another, his obsession with music, if you could call it that, had only grown since his sophomore year. A campus devoted solely to musical progression seemed to be the best fit for Al-Haitham.

And, of course, Kaveh went there.

That wasn’t the only reason why Al-Haitham applied, because even he recognized that it would be stupid to make future-altering plans based on somebody who he hasn’t spoken to in two years, but it was a… hefty consideration.

As Al-Haitham has learned, along with his preoccupation with music, it seems that his other fixations do not easily pass, either. Which is to say that even though it has been two years, Al-Haitham would be lying if he were to say that he does not still have the slightest bit of feelings for Kaveh.

That’s what they say about your first love, right? That it sticks with you forever, especially when you’re in high school and don’t know any better? And how could he not, when he still has folders of music dedicated to Kaveh and that one cursed file on his phone of the singular recording they made together?

So Al-Haitham applied to the Akademiya and he got in. And then he confirmed his enrollment, and then he went to the orientation, and then he ended up—

Standing right in his very own dorm on the Akademiya campus as a music and composition major, enrolled for the next four years.

Which was all fine and well, except for the fact that he had a roommate, which wasn’t exactly Al-Haitham’s ideal living situation, but he would take what he could get.

Luckily for him, it seemed that he arrived here before the roommate did, so Al-Haitham chose his side of the dorm and started unpacking.

He’d only been there for a few hours before his roommate showed up, almost complete with his things. Al-Haitham didn’t have much in terms of decorations, so most of his time was spent trying to fit things underneath his bed and inside the wardrobe and in the drawers of his desk.

It was the notable sound of footsteps at the door that first alerted Al-Haitham to the newcomer, poking his head out of the wardrobe to stare at the door. His roommate, or who he presumed to be his roommate, at least, was a shorter guy with a sort of bowl cut, frowning as he surveyed the room.

For a second they both stared at each other, and then the other stepped into the room.

“Who are you?” he asked brusquely, which ruffled Al-Haitham’s feathers right from the get-go.

“Al-Haitham,” he said back equally as shortly, crossing his arms over his chest. “You must be the roommate. Sc—”

“Scaramouche,” the other said, looking on and walking past him as he spoke. “This room is smaller than I thought it’d be. Make sure you don’t go over your designated half of the space.”

Al-Haitham already didn’t like this guy. “What, you bring a measuring tape or something?”

Scaramouche gave him a dirty look. “You can use your eyes, can’t you?”

“Okay,” Al-Haitham said, giving up, and then he turned right back to sorting out his things.

“Scaramouche,” a woman’s voice said from the doorway. Al-Haitham turned again and saw two older women peeking into the dorm room, one with purple hair and one with pink hair. Al-Haitham blinked. Unless these middle-aged women just happened to enroll as freshmen later in life, then they must be—

“Go away, Mom,” Scaramouche said angrily, scurrying to the door and wrapping his head around into the hallway. “Just leave my stuff out there, I’ll get it eventually.”

“Okay,” the woman with purple hair said amicably, and then she stepped into the room anyway, squinting at Al-Haitham. “You must be the roommate.”

Al-Haitham raised one hand in greeting.

The other woman pushed her way into the room as well. It was starting to get very cramped. “Don’t be so mean to your mother, Moomoo,” she said sternly. “Ei just wants to help you.”

Al-Haitham looked sharply at Scaramouche.  Moomoo? he mouthed.

Scaramouche looked profoundly embarrassed. If Al-Haitham were to look up the word humiliated in a dictionary, he would show up as a visual example. “It’s because of my name,” he hissed back. “The -mouche. She’s making fun of me, don’t listen to her.”

“I’m not being mean,” he said to everyone, then, louder. “I’m just saying that I can take care of this myself.”

“Well,” the woman Al-Haitham assumed to be Ei said, “if you say so.” She looked a little bit hurt about it, however. “You’ll call if you need anything, right?” She started backing up.

“Yes, Mom,” Scaramouche ground out between his teeth.

“And you’ll make sure to set your alarms, right? Don’t forget that we packed Clorox wipes into the lining of your suitcase, and there’s pepper spray in your bag.”

“Okay, thank you, Mom,” Scaramouche said, staring up at the ceiling as if trying to hold onto his patience.

“Don’t stay up too late! I’ll be looking at your screen time!”

“Goodbye,” Scaramouche said pointedly, starting to close the door.

The other woman stuck her head through the doorway before he could get it shut, smirking. “And remember to wipe twice after you shit—”

Scaramouche slammed the door closed. Even though his back was turned to him, Al-Haitham could see that his torso was rising and falling with deep breaths and his fists were clenched at his sides. All of a sudden, he thought that maybe he would make an interesting roommate.

“So,” he said, and then Scaramouche turned and pointed a threatening finger in his face.

“Don’t say a word,” he said through gritted teeth, and then he stomped off to finish unpacking his things. Al-Haitham reassessed his initial assumption of him and categorized him as a harmless if a little grumpy, person. A little like a cat.

Al-Haitham turned and leaned against the desk with his arms still crossed, looking over at Scaramouche. “What major are you?” Theoretically, he could have known more about his roommate barring just his name if he reached out sooner through the roommate matching service provided by the university, but he wasn’t interested in it at the time. Besides, it made this interaction a little more interesting.

Scaramouche looked over his shoulder. “I’m a jazz major. I play the piano.” He fiddled one hand around as if mimicking playing the instrument. “And you?”

“Music and composition. Oboe.”

For some reason, Scaramouche laughed out loud at that, and then he didn’t stop. “Oboe?” He turned and gave him a scrutinizing look from head to toe, still guffawing. “I see.”

“You see what.”

“Oh, nothing. It’s just funny. Silly little duck instrument.”

“Somebody whose own mother calls them  Moomoo  shouldn’t be talking.”

Scaramouche shot him a dirty look. “It’s not necessary to bring up things you’re not even supposed to know. Leave me alone. Nobody else calls me that but Miko, and she only does that in front of other people to piss me off.”

“I like her,” Al-Haitham said thoughtfully. “She’s funny.”

“No, she’s not,” Scaramouche grumbled, turning back to his luggage to unpack. “Are you just going to stand there like an idiot and watch me? Don’t you have your own things to do?”

“The term doesn’t start for a few days,” Al-Haitham pointed out, “so, no.”

“Great.”

And so began Al-Haitham’s freshman year.










The ensembles at the Akademiya were, understandably, all audition based. And since it was a music school, there were inevitably several tiers worth of bands and orchestras to accommodate all of the students who attended.

Al-Haitham, being Al-Haitham, went for the highest possible ensemble that an undergraduate could get accepted into, and made it into the band. And, well. It’s not as if he had anybody to tell that to, but he was quietly pleased with himself.

As he said before, it was a big school, one with a lot of national attention. As such, Al-Haitham had applied with Kaveh in mind, but he didn’t actually have expectations of ever seeing him again. He considered pulling out his phone and texting him to tell him that he had ended up in the same place, but he discarded the idea after seeing the last date that they had texted and getting discouraged. Besides, it’d be weird to dredge up old relations when he wouldn’t even be surprised if Kaveh had forgotten about him at this point.

So when he showed up to the first day of rehearsal, quietly lugging about his things, he shouldn’t have been surprised to see Kaveh there the moment he stepped into the room as if there was a beacon shining about his head.

Oh. His eyes widened unconsciously, and he stopped for barely a second before he realized he was blocking the doorway. “Sorry,” he muttered, beelining straight for a corner to hide himself away in.

Al-Haitham didn’t care much if people viewed him as a loner because it was true. He didn’t concern himself with making friends because he generally viewed other people as distractions and there were very few exceptions to this rule. Namely Kaveh.

But in comparison to Kaveh now, who was surrounded by people laughing and talking, Al-Haitham felt the difference keenly. It wasn’t as if he could just go up to him and introduce himself—he wouldn’t have done that even back in high school when they were more familiar with each other. He would have waited for Kaveh to come to him first. But Kaveh doesn’t see him now.

Gradually, as more people started to arrive, the band started to set up the room to begin rehearsal. Being an oboe, it was only natural that Al-Haitham would have to run into Kaveh. It shouldn’t catch him off guard. He shouldn’t be caught off guard.

Except the last time he heard Kaveh call his name was on a recording from high school through a tinny cell phone speaker, back when his voice was higher pitched. Back when they pictured their whole summer in front of them like a sprawled landscape.

“Al-Haitham?”

He turned slowly.

It was Kaveh, which he knew even before he set his eyes on him but it was still a shock to see him only a few paces away, surprise painted all over his face. Al-Haitham hadn’t gotten a good look in the beginning, but now he could see Kaveh clearly—his skin was more golden, he had more freckles, scattered all over the bridge of his nose, and his smile lines were more pronounced. Al-Haitham imagined him throwing his head back in laughter and wondered if joy looked the same on him as it had two years ago.

“Kaveh.”

“What the fuck?” Kaveh blurted as if he still couldn’t believe his eyes, and then he took a few steps closer. “What are you doing here?”

“Joining the band,” Al-Haitham said dumbly, not knowing what else to say. “Obviously.”

There was a sort of wry smile on Kaveh’s face, and then he laughed, now even closer. “You haven’t changed. Wait, you didn’t tell me you got into the Akademiya? Unless you did and I missed the message—”

“Kaveh,” someone called, pulling Kaveh’s attention away from Al-Haitham.

Kaveh turned for a second, and then Al-Haitham felt as if he could breathe again. “One moment, Tighnari.”

The other guy—Tighnari, apparently—gave a meaningful look to the director’s stand and then jerked his head back to signal him over.

Kaveh bit his lip and looked at Al-Haitham again, his eyebrows furrowed. “Find me right after rehearsal,” he said insistently. “Okay?”

“Um,” Al-Haitham said, but that was all he could say before Kaveh was rushing back to his own spot and everyone else began to settle into their seats, so he did the same.

He could feel Kaveh’s eyes on him a few spots down. He shouldn’t be surprised to find out that Kaveh was first chair even here, too. He’d expected nothing less, given Kaveh’s drive and talent.

There were only a couple of oboes, but this ensemble was set up differently than it was in high school, so he and Kaveh weren’t seated together. Even though he could tell that Kaveh kept looking at him, he didn’t dare whisper across the several people separating them.

A few moments more passed before somebody walked out to the front of the ensemble. For a second, Al-Haitham didn’t look at her closely because he figured that she was another student, but then there was the light screech of something dragging across the floor. When he looked up again, he saw a girl who looked to be about half of his height pulling a large stool, which she then set behind the director’s stand and clambered onto.

“I’m Nahida,” she announced to the quiet ensemble, brushing off her clothes. She picked up a baton. “I’m a graduate student studying instrumental conducting, and I’m going to be your conductor this year.”

Al-Haitham looked at the stool, her feet poking out underneath the stand, and the baton that seemed to be longer than her arm, and he thought,  Okay. 

Maybe this was normal and he just wasn’t used to it. After all, this was his first year here, so who was he to judge?

By the time the rehearsal was over, Al-Haitham had already made up his mind that he wasn’t going to wait longer than two minutes for Kaveh to find him again if he even remembered. It had been long enough that he no longer knew how to talk normally to him anymore.

Besides, Kaveh was taking his time packing up and talking to the girl on his left, another sweet-looking flute with red hair, so Al-Haitham figured that he was plenty preoccupied and turned to leave.

He was almost at the door before a hand reached out and grasped him by the elbow, causing him to turn his head sharply. It was Kaveh, because of course it would be.

“Wait, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh said. He looked a little confused. “Did you want to—I don’t know, get coffee? Or something?”

He looked hopeful, which made Al-Haitham’s stomach churn. When he glanced past Kaveh, he could see the girl that he was talking to before looking over at them along with the other guy he had called Tighnari earlier. It inexplicably made him feel sick. He didn’t want to keep Kaveh from his other friends.

“I have plans with my roommate,” he said awkwardly, gently shaking off Kaveh’s hand.

“Oh.” Kaveh leaned back. “You’re a freshman again, huh? Stuck in the dorms? Well, your number is the same, right? I’ll text you.”

That was even worse. Al-Haitham wasn’t sure if he could handle that either. “Okay,” he said anyway, because Kaveh kept looking at him  like that  as if he was looking forward to it and it was doing strange things to his gut.

“Okay,” Kaveh repeated back at him, rocking back between his heels and his toes, and then he flashed him a very Kaveh-like bright smile and raised one hand in a wave, turning to leave. “If you have plans, I won’t keep you any longer.”

“Right,” Al-Haitham said, finally getting his feet to move, and then he turned and left before Kaveh could say anything else to him.

So… that didn’t turn out quite the way Al-Haitham imagined it would. First off because he  hadn’t  expected it, even though in hindsight it made great sense that Kaveh would be there, and secondly because he had greatly underestimated the depth of his own foolishness.

Al-Haitham doesn’t have plans with Scaramouche. They would both probably choose to eat bricks before they agreed to hang out with each other. Willingly. But Kaveh didn’t know that, which is why he said that, even though he only said that to get out of having to face him one on one after two years of no communication.

If Scaramouche knew, he would probably rat Al-Haitham out just because he thought it to be funny. Brat.










kaveh

 


 al-haitham!! dont think ive forgotten about that coffee!! C: 


 

Al-Haitham stared at his phone. Great.

 

kaveh

 


 when r u free ? we could get coffee like i mentioned or if ur classes hve already started picking up then my favorite library is the house of daena 


 

Getting coffee alone with Kaveh felt a little too date-esque in nature, so Al-Haitham went for the second option.

 

Me

 


 library sounds good 


 

kaveh

 


 its been two yrs and thats all u hve to say?? no “hey kaveh, how r u doing” ?? 


 

Me

 


 how are you doing 


 

kaveh

 


 well thats just not the same if i told u to do it 



 u free tmrw afternoon? 


 

Me

 


 see you there 


 

kaveh

 


 :thumbs-up: :confetti: :smile: 











The next afternoon came faster than Al-Haitham’s liking. It wasn’t the idea of seeing Kaveh that was making him feel so weird and nauseous but more so the fact that Al-Haitham had no idea how this Kaveh worked—if he still liked his coffee the same, if he had the habit of braiding his hair unconsciously when he was anxious, if he still laughed at the same jokes.

He would learn. The only thing he could do now was actually go meet him.

Al-Haitham showed up at the library—the House of Daena, according to both Kaveh and the campus map—and walked inside, heading past the endless shelves of books and the yawning arches, reaching up tall, tall ceilings. Toward the back, according to Kaveh, was where all of the tables were located and where they would meet.

Kaveh saw him before Al-Haitham did, jumping out of his seat and waving him over vigorously so he wouldn’t miss him. There was hardly anybody here, even though the sunlight streaming through the windows made for a serene studying location, and Al-Haitham could see why Kaveh preferred it here above other places. The study area was tucked behind a wall, quiet and confined.

Only a few of the other tables were occupied, but Kaveh dropped his voice to a whisper anyway, running over to meet Al-Haitham. He wasn’t ready for it; not the bright smile on Kaveh’s face or the glint of his golden hair in the afternoon light, the dust motes highlighted by the windows or the way Kaveh reached out immediately to grab Al-Haitham by the elbow to pull him over.

“Al-Haitham!” Kaveh said in a joyous whisper, leaning over before Al-Haitham could think of an excuse and wrapping his arms around him. Al-Haitham blinked, his mouth falling open. He could have sworn that Kaveh used the same cologne as he did back in high school; or at least, it smelled similar to their high school afternoons spent burning gas around town, cruising in Kaveh’s car.

“It’s been so long,” Kaveh said, letting him go and then holding him by the arms as if to scrutinize him properly. “You’re—Al-Haitham, did you get taller?”

“Did you get shorter?” Al-Haitham shot back, which made the expression on Kaveh’s face that he now identified as unease break into something more familiar, something a little more like relief.

“No,” he said, rolling his eyes. “You got taller. You’re taller than me. That’s so unfair. People are supposed to stop growing at some point, you know.”

“You’re immature in more ways than one,” Al-Haitham said, biting back a grin. So this was the same, even after all these years. It was easy to slip back into the banter, the ease of it all. It was almost nostalgic.

“And you haven’t changed. Come, sit down. We have the entire table. You need to tell me how you ended up here at the Akademiya, anyway.”

Al-Haitham wasn’t about to tell Kaveh that  he  had been a sizable consideration when he was applying to colleges, so he just shrugged. “It’s a good music school.”

“Right.” Kaveh stared at him. “And that’s it?”

“And I got a good scholarship,” Al-Haitham said. “I’m a music and composition major.”

Kaveh lit up. “Composition! Well, that makes sense. It’s nice to hear that you still write music. I do, too, if a little sporadic—but I’m proud to say that I still have a hefty portfolio! I’m looking into actually doing something with it, like performing or recording or something. I don’t know if you remember this, but you used to say that I would skip all of the bars and head straight to the stage. I haven’t even made it to the bars yet.”

“You still write music?” So Kaveh was taking it seriously. That’s good. Al-Haitham could still see him going far, even if he didn’t know the state of his work now. “Is that what you’re doing after you graduate?”

Kaveh laughed again, if a little more reserved. “Please don’t ask me what I’m doing after graduation. I have no idea. I figured that I have two more years to figure that out, so I’m not going to think about it. I’ll probably end up living out of my car.”

Al-Haitham hid a smile. “And your major is?”

“Performance,” Kaveh said. “A lot of the same things I’ve been doing, actually. So I’m having a great time with it. There’s a lot of other people here that I’ve connected with, since about everyone has the same mindset when it comes to music—I think even someone like you would like them.”

“Someone like you,” Al-Haitham repeated. He wasn’t sure whether to be offended by that or not. “I see.”

Kaveh laughed and hit him lightly with the back of his hand in a teasing touch. “You always take things so seriously. Actually, I told them that they could stop by, if that’s alright with you. Like, right now.”

“What,” Al-Haitham said.

Kaveh winced. “They’re behind you. Hold on—Tighnari! Nilou! Come over!”

Al-Haitham felt conflicting sentiments of  oh good, it’s no longer just me that Kaveh’s gaze is trained on  and  I have to share Kaveh’s attention with his friends. 

But he didn’t get to think about it for very long before Kaveh’s friends had already approached, easily drawing up chairs and filling out the table. There were more of them than Al-Haitham had thought.

“Tighnari, Nilou, Cyno, Dehya, Candace,” Kaveh said, pointing to each of his friends in conjunction. The last three, Al-Haitham didn’t recognize, but he remembered the first two from yesterday’s rehearsal. “And this is Al-Haitham.”

 “This  is Al-Haitham,” Tighnari said, one eyebrow raised, in the type of tone that suggests that all the rest of them are supposed to know who he is. Even though this is the first time they’ve met. “I see. So that’s why you were like that before rehearsal, Kaveh.”

Kaveh was smiling straight at Al-Haitham and blatantly ignoring Tighnari. “Anyway,” he said, “that’s all of them. I told them that I was going to be meeting you today and then they wanted to meet you too, so sorry that it’s a whole thing.”

Al-Haitham squinted at him. Was it a whole thing? He didn’t think that his reappearance was significant enough to warrant Kaveh reporting it to his friends, but if they hung out all of the time anyway, then it made sense that they would know. It was less clear why they wanted to meet Al-Haitham of all people. “It’s fine. I don’t know anyone, anyway.”

“Except for your roommate,” Kaveh suggested, and Al-Haitham abruptly remembered that he told him that he had plans with Scaramouche and that was why he was unavailable. Oh. “What did you guys get up to?”

Al-Haitham thought back to last night, when he lay in his bed with his noise-canceling headphones turned all the way up and staunchly attempted to ignore Scaramouche in the next bed over hunched over a gaming computer and yelling insults to twelve-year-olds on an online server. “We played cards.”

“Oh.” Kaveh blinked. “For hours?”

“…Yes.”

“So you get along, then, which is good,” Kaveh said, even though he probably now thought that Al-Haitham was a total fucking shut-in (he was right) and now he was gravely mistaken on the nature of Al-Haitham and Scaramouche’s relationship. Al-Haitham couldn’t have the two of them ever meet.

“Cards?” the guy with white hair on Kaveh’s side said, turning to face the two. “Like Genius Invokation TCG?”

“Like Go Fish,” Al-Haitham tried. The other guy looked away, clearly disinterested.

“Shut it, Cyno,” Kaveh said, elbowing him in the side. “So, Al-Haitham, what classes are you taking?”

And it was… nice. Even with Kaveh’s friends around them, talking and laughing and decidedly not studying. Because Al-Haitham was talking primarily to Kaveh but he didn’t feel as much pressure as he did when they were alone. He wasn’t studying, either, even though they agreed to come here for that very reason and Kaveh had his folders spread out in front of him, but it was something about that early term rush in his chest; that grasping, lingering feeling that they had the entire year ahead of them already, and that they would never run out of time.










Al-Haitham learned a lot that day. Kaveh, Tighnari, and Cyno all leased the same apartment together, and the girls were in the same building, only down the hallway. He’d been getting good grades and managed to hold onto his scholarship. In his freshman year, he slacked off on preparing for his jury exams and barely got by with the skin of his neck.

In return, Al-Haitham told Kaveh about his applications, the state of their high school band, and his upcoming coursework. His dorm building, and then after further prodding, his exact hall and room, so that Kaveh could stop by whenever he wanted to bother Al-Haitham. A fitting return to their high school habits.

“Are you free tonight?” Kaveh asked him right before he was about to leave, stopping Al-Haitham in his tracks. “Or do you have more plans with the roommate?”

“Um,” Al-Haitham said. “No plans, but I don’t know if he’ll be in the dorm. He probably will be.”

Kaveh tilted his head to the side, thinking. “Well, what about on Wednesday? I’m nosy. I just want to drop by and snoop around, really. I don’t need to stay for long.”

And even though Al-Haitham  really did not want Kaveh to meet Scaramouche, he agreed, because what else was he supposed to do? What else was he supposed to say when it was Kaveh asking him?










Somehow, by some cosmic twist of fate, Al-Haitham got locked out of his dorm on Wednesday.

He doesn’t know where his keycard is. It could be buried in his backpack or in his instrument case or dropped down the sewer grate, but the point is that he can’t find it. It’s more unfortunate that he’s been spending as much time as possible out of the dorm to avoid having to speak to Scaramouche by camping out at the library. On the plus side, he’d been getting a lot of work done these days.

Scaramouche texted him like, three hours ago, but Al-Haitham went on  do not disturb  and continued working. Because he didn’t want to be disturbed, and Scaramouche was the definition of disturbance, according to Al-Haitham.

So when he came back to the dorm, making it into the building by entering the doors just as someone else left the building, he couldn’t find his keycard in any of his pockets or his bag. It wasn’t a big deal. He’d just have to actually text Scaramouche and then deal with his side-eye the entire time.

What he wasn’t expecting, however, was Scaramouche sitting outside their dorm room, slumped against the wall with his arms crossed. He looked angry.

“Al-Haitham, finally,” he growled when Al-Haitham walked down the hall, scrambling up to his feet. He got close enough to grab him by the collar of his shirt, lips pulled back in a snarl. Then he let go, walking backward and pacing. “Check your phone, dumbass. I’ve been waiting here for three fucking hours, and my phone is on five percent—”

Tuning the rest of his rant out, Al-Haitham pulled his phone from his pocket and checked his notifications.

 

roommate

 


 dont have my keycard. can you come let me in 



  hello???????? 



 al-haitham im going to piss in that potted plant you keep on the windowsill 



 dude 



 what is your fucking problem its been thirty minutes 



 thirty two now 



 WHY ARE YOU ON DND???????????????? 



 ????????????????????????????????????????????????????? 



 i have ten percent battery left 



 im going to end your life 


 

Oh.

Al-Haitham repocketed his phone, making sure to control his face from contorting at all. “I don’t have my keycard. I lost it.”

He watched Scaramouche speedrun the five stages of grief in a quick cycle before he returned and settled on rage, stomping around as if that would cause an earthquake that could unlock their door. With his height, he’d barely make a dent on the Richter scale. Maybe.

Al-Haitham felt his face morph into a grimace and gave up on trying to change it at all. “Why didn’t you call the RA?”

“My phone is dead,” Scaramouche said, over-enunciating each word. “What do you think.”

Silently, Al-Haitham pulled his phone back out and shot a text to the RA, only for it to stall and then pop up as  not delivered.  He showed it to Scaramouche.

“Housing department.”

Al-Haitham only made the call because he couldn’t imagine himself spending one second extra with Scaramouche, not because he was listening to any of his orders, but he wasn’t happy about it. It wasn’t his fault that his roommate decided to waste all of his phone battery probably playing Tetris instead of trying to get a replacement keycard.

“It’ll be a couple of hours,” Al-Haitham reported, pocketing his phone. “Or something. By the end of the night, at least.”

“I cannot believe this,” Scaramouche muttered, and then he stomped right past Al-Haitham and out to the main room, flopping onto one of the sofas set there. Al-Haitham followed for lack of another option and sat down on the other side of the couch from him.

There was a palpable silence while Al-Haitham contemplated whether he would be able to get any work done if he pulled out his folders or if he should scroll on his phone before realizing that he wouldn’t be able to do anything in peace with Scaramouche watching him spitefully only a few cushions down.

“What,” he said flatly, looking up at him.

Scaramouche blinked back. “My phone is dead,” he said again as if that made it obvious. “I’m bored.”

“Oh,” Al-Haitham said, and then he looked back down.

There was a long, drawn out sigh, and then Scaramouche pointed to the chess set on the coffee table in front of them. “Entertain me.”

Al-Haitham raised one eyebrow. Who did Scaramouche think he was? “Do you play chess?”

“No. I can figure it out, though.”

Al-Haitham, who had gone through his own chess phase, was suddenly much more interested in beating Scaramouche in the game than doing homework, so he only scoffed and then brought the set closer, setting up the pieces. “Good luck.”

“I won’t need it,” Scaramouche snapped, crossing his arms.

Al-Haitham raised one eyebrow.

They were halfway through the game (read: Al-Haitham kicking Scaramouche’s ass, who didn’t even know the individual roles of the pieces) when Al-Haitham’s phone lit up with a text from Kaveh, which immediately made his stomach sink.

He forgot that he told Kaveh he could stop by, which meant he forgot to tell him that they were currently locked out of their own dorm because they were idiots. Which meant that Kaveh would soon be very face to face with Scaramouche.

 

kaveh

 


 im here! n_n 


 

Me

 


 i forgot to tell you but we’re actually locked out of our dorm right now 



 sorry for making you walk all the way here 


 

kaveh

 


 hello??? 



 what??? 



 let me in al-haitham, i know how to pick locks 


 

Al-Haitham stared at the last text, his cursor blinking.

 

Me

 


 what 



 the housing department is supposed to call us back 


 

kaveh

 


 theyll take foreverrrr im doing u a favor. just come let me in 



 its cold outside 


 

It was more out of concern for Kaveh that Al-Haitham heaved himself off the couch, ignoring Scaramouche’s questions and begrudgingly making his way to the front door. He really would rather not let Kaveh in, but if he wasn’t going to leave, he had no choice.

It was made a little bit worth it when Kaveh smiled wide when he saw Al-Haitham approaching, jumping from side to side on his feet. “Hi,” he said when Al-Haitham opened the door. Then, without any prelude, “What kind of idiot gets themself locked out of their own dorm?”

“Why do you know how to pick locks?” Al-Haitham countered instead of answering.

“Oh, you know,” Kaveh said, waving one vague hand. Al-Haitham didn’t know. “Which room is it?”

“I’ll lead you,” Al-Haitham said, walking into the sitting area and hoping that Scaramouche would let him go by without saying a word. His hopes were immediately dashed.

“Is that the guy from the housing department?” Scaramouche asked, leaning against the sofa cushions with his arms crossed. “Took you long enough.”

“It’s not,” Al-Haitham said shortly.

“Who is it, then?”

Al-Haitham chose not to answer, sweeping past him and ignoring Scaramouche’s protests.

“The roommate?” Kaveh asked, looking behind him curiously. “You didn’t, uh, answer his question.”

“He’ll be fine,” Al-Haitham said. “It’s this one.”

Kaveh surveyed the door for a moment, and then he slid a hair clip out of his hair and did something with it in between his teeth, twisting it a little in his mouth, and Al-Haitham felt his tongue grow dry. The swath of golden hair that had been previously held up by the clip swung loose against his back and whatever it was that he was doing with his teeth only brought attention to his lips.

Al-Haitham looked away then, and only looked back when Kaveh announced that the job was done, standing proudly with his hands on his hips.

“Thank you, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said, relief flooding through his veins. “You can go in. I’ll just tell Scaramouche really quickly.”

Back in the sitting room, when Scaramouche gave him an inquisitive look, Al-Haitham shot him a deadly glare back. “Don’t go in the dorm for a while.”

Scaramouche, probably picking up that this was a sensitive issue for Al-Haitham, smirked. “Why? I’m paying my own share for housing, too.”

“My friend is hanging out for a little bit, but he’ll be gone soon. Is it too much to ask for a little privacy?”

“Friend, you say,” Scaramouche said slowly in a tone that immediately had Al-Haitham on the defensive. He gave him a look up and down. “You don’t have friends. Who is it.”

“Nobody you should worry about,” Al-Haitham said, grabbing his bag. “Stay put.”

“Hey,” Scaramouche said, hopping to his feet, “I don’t take orders. That’s not just a friend, is it. What’s his name? Do I know him?”

“He’s a junior,” Al-Haitham ground out. “And we are just friends. Barely. Stay.”

“I’m not a dog,” Scaramouche said, but he sat back down anyway, crossing his legs lazily. He had a smirk on his face that Al-Haitham didn’t like, which probably meant that he was going to hold this over Al-Haitham’s head regardless of what he knew about Kaveh or not. “But sure. I’ll say hi as he leaves.”

“Don’t do that either,” Al-Haitham warned, and then he left.

“Your room is so boring, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh said the moment he re-entered the dorm. He turned, frowning. “And it’s a mess. You should learn to clean up after yourself now that you’re in college, though you think you’d know that since you’ve been living alone for a while, but alas.”

“Did you come here to open the door or assign me chores?” Al-Haitham said, leaning against his desk.

“Neither, actually,” Kaveh said. He looked around a little bit, standing in the middle of the room, so Al-Haitham gestured for him to take a seat on the bed and then joined him, albeit a little hesitantly. He didn’t want to get too close. For some reason, he felt that if he got within a certain proximity of Kaveh, then he would just know. Somehow. Magically.

“Why do you know how to pick locks anyway?” Al-Haitham wondered aloud. “Are you a criminal? Should I move dorms now that you know where I live?”

Kaveh hid a smile but Al-Haitham caught a glimpse of it before he turned away, swallowing. “It comes in handy sometimes. You wouldn’t imagine what college kids can get up to while drunk, even at a place like this. There are a few parties. Not a ton, but they exist. Anyway, how have you been since I last saw you? There’s not much opportunity to speak during rehearsal, and you always leave so fast right when we’re done.”

So Kaveh has noticed. “I’ve been okay,” he said. “Studying. Practicing.”

“You’re a bit of a loser,” Kaveh said. “That hasn’t changed much, I guess. Do you do anything?”

Al-Haitham swallows his words because he hasn’t actually done much besides their designated study session and going to rehearsal, outside of going to the library to avoid Scaramouche, but that would only prove Kaveh’s point. “What is there to do, anyway?”

Kaveh squinted at him. “A lot? It’s college. You and I could go get dinner in the college town and leave campus or go into the city or… there’s a lot. Where are you even practicing, anyway? It’s kind of a struggle to the death to get practice rooms here.”

Al-Haitham shrugged. “Got lucky, I guess.”

“Pro tip,” Kaveh said, “go to the building down by the smoothie shop because hardly anyone knows it exists—wait, I’ll make a note for you. I go there with my friends.”

“Okay,” Al-Haitham said, wondering what else Kaveh and his friends haven’t already done here. He doesn’t like the idea of just tagging along with the group because he doesn’t know anyone else, especially if Kaveh’s friends aren’t keen on him either. They don’t know each other. Besides, it wouldn’t feel as if it were an Al-Haitham and Kaveh thing if that made sense—something that belonged to them, like running to the convenience store on summer afternoons and getting milkshakes after concerts and falling asleep on the bus ride home.

Maybe what Al-Haitham really missed was high school. Maybe he just longed for a time when the only person that Kaveh had was Al-Haitham, and the only person that Al-Haitham had was Kaveh. Two equally rotating points of selfishness centered around the same magnet.

The only person who had changed was Kaveh, because Al-Haitham didn’t have anyone else, but that was to be expected.

“How have you been adjusting?” Kaveh asked once he was done, swinging his legs off the side of the bed. “It’s a little different.”

Al-Haitham thought about Scaramouche and grimaced. “It’s fine.”

Kaveh laughed, light and airy. “You don’t have to lie. I can tell when you do. If you want, you should come to my apartment. The others aren’t there all of the time, so they shouldn’t bother you if that’s what you’re worried about.” For some reason, when Kaveh said this, it was almost as if he was hoping Al-Haitham would accept his offer. Perhaps he missed their friendship as much as Al-Haitham did.

“Okay,” Al-Haitham said, slow but sure, and Kaveh grinned and wrote down his address alongside the practice room location.

“I want to hear your music again, too,” Kaveh said offhandedly, tilting his head in the direction where Al-Haitham was sitting. Whether it was unconscious or not, the proximity was making his heart flutter. “Your new stuff, if you want. Or whatever you’ve written that I haven’t heard yet. I want to hear all of it.”

That shouldn’t make Al-Haitham fold as much as it does—if he were a different, more sentimental person maybe he’d say that he melted at the words, but the only thing he did was look down at his own lap and wish that the churning in his stomach would stop.

It’s unfair, being around Kaveh. His whole deal. His entire personality. Al-Haitham wasn’t sure if he was destined to act like this forever around the other or if he’d ever grow out of it. Hasn’t he done enough growing? Hasn’t he spent enough years like this already?

“I’ll show you what I’ve been working on,” Kaveh said, his gaze drifting now, no doubt thinking about all of his future plans. Al-Haitham wanted to know them all; his dreams, his hopes, each spare melody he had written down on wrinkled napkins and grocery store receipts and notes app chords. He had so much to learn about Kaveh. He wasn’t sure if he ever wanted to stop.

“Okay,” Al-Haitham said again, looking at Kaveh. That’s all he’d been doing. Agreeing and agreeing and looking and looking and complicit. Strange, for a person like him. Devastating, for a man of his nature.

“You should let your roommate back in,” Kaveh said, a little wryly. He hopped off the bed and Al-Haitham followed suit, trailing behind him to the door. “Tighnari and Cyno will wonder where I am, anyway. I had good timing, didn’t I? Now you owe me one. Whatever I want. You’ll have to carry it out.”

“There should be some boundaries to that,” Al-Haitham said. “I won’t do anything.” He’d do a lot, though.

Kaveh only laughed, which meant that he was already thinking of things to hold over Al-Haitham’s head, and he couldn’t even pretend that didn’t make his face twist. How nice it was to be back in such easy company again. Banter like a second tongue.

For a second, Al-Haitham forgot about Scaramouche. Rookie mistake.

“What’s your name?” he heard Scaramouche say to Kaveh, and then he sped up to meet them in the sitting room. “I’m Scaramouche.”

What the hell. “His name is Kaveh, and he’s leaving,” Al-Haitham said.

Kaveh looked back and frowned at him. “Kaveh,” he said again, reintroducing himself. “You must be the roommate. Nice to meet you! Good luck on that chess game, I hope you win.”

Al-Haitham looked down at the board. That wasn’t going to happen, but Kaveh could hope.

“Oh, I will,” Scaramouche said, with a little too much cocky haughtiness if you asked Al-Haitham, considering that he still didn’t know how the rules worked. He was half-certain that he’d begun stealing pieces straight off the board.

Kaveh laughed. “Glad to see you bring the same sportsmanship to both Go Fish and chess.”

Scaramouche tilted his head to the side. “Go Fish?”

Oh. He forgot he told Kaveh that. “Goodnight, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said pointedly, walking out to the front door and hearing Kaveh hurry to follow.

“So fast to kick me out,” Kaveh said, a funny twist to his mouth.

“It’s late,” Al-Haitham said lamely. It wasn’t much of an answer.

“It is,” Kaveh said, and that was all he said as he walked outside, Al-Haitham watching him go, and then before he left for good he raised one hand in farewell and shouted out a  goodnight,  and Al-Haitham looked on until the building blocked his view and he had no more excuses to keep staring out into the empty night space.

“So,” Scaramouche said, right behind Al-Haitham the moment he turned around. He almost jumped, except he had better self-control than that. “You have a crush.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Al-Haitham said, sweeping right past him to go to their dorm. “You’re making things up, and if you keep doing it then I’ll lock you out of the room. Where’s your keycard, huh?”

“No you won’t,” Scaramouche said, surprisingly agile, though it made sense considering his lithe figure. He also had an extremely strong kick, as Al-Haitham’s ankles soon found out. He limped into the room, absolutely scowling at Scaramouche. He had such a  dick  of a roommate. “Kaveh, right?”

“I know his name,” Al-Haitham grumbled, settling onto his bed. “Goodnight. Don’t speak to me again.”

“It’s almost cute,” Scaramouche said thoughtfully, ignoring Al-Haitham. “You’re like. A goner. Why else would you care so much to make sure I didn’t intrude on your precious bonding time? Thanks for kicking me out of my own room, by the way. You’ll pay for that.”

“I’ll tell your mommy that you’ve been staying up until four am every day playing games on that computer,” Al-Haitham said vengefully.

“I already threatened to piss on your plant,” Scaramouche said, waving it away. “I don’t have much more dignity to lose.”

“God, you’re such a loser.”

“Look who’s talking. Anyway, what did he mean by Go Fish? Unless that’s some sort of reference, I don’t get it.”

Al-Haitham decided that he would not endure the humiliation of telling Scaramouche about his excuse from the other day and pulled his noise-canceling headphones over his ears. Blissful silence.

Until Scaramouche ripped them off his head. “Anyway,” he continued, “I just wanted to make it known that I have dirt on you now. Watch your back. Also, I think it’s funny because you have that entire act or persona or whatever, but I know what you are. Don’t expect to come to me for any sort of consultation, though. I’m a busy guy.”

Al-Haitham snatched his headphones back. “You’re a four foot asshole. Watch your step.” And then he put them back on, staunchly ignored Scaramouche’s offended face, and turned toward the wall so that nothing could come between Vivaldi and his sweet, sweet peace.










Al-Haitham was pretty sure he made Kaveh regret ever telling him about the practice rooms, because the next time that he actually has the mind to go check them out, apparently he chose  Kaveh’s  practice room. Which is stupid, since the rooms are public commodities and are meant to be shared. It didn’t have Kaveh’s name on it, but you would have thought otherwise with the way Kaveh acted over it.

Kaveh was banging on the door, mouth moving in unintelligible shapes. Al-Haitham watched him, blank-faced, from within the room, his oboe on one knee. It was only when his flailing movements started to get actually distracting that he got up and cracked the door open a little bit, poking his face out into the hallway.

“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said as a greeting.

“This is my room!” Kaveh said indignantly, ignoring him. “When I told you to come here, I didn’t mean this one. And now all the others are filled.”

“That’s too bad,” Al-Haitham said, already starting to close the door. Kaveh stuck one foot between the door and the wall, not letting him shut it.

“Surrender it,” Kaveh insisted, “it was mine first.”

Al-Haitham raised an eyebrow. “It belongs to neither of us. I just happened to get here first.”

A vein on Kaveh’s forehead twitched. “The line at the coffee shop was longer than usual. It delayed me.”

“You shouldn’t be drinking sugary drinks before you practice, anyway, so you can wait.”

“Insolent,” Kaveh said, his eyes fiery. Al-Haitham liked this, having Kaveh’s attention on him in this way—impassioned and emotional as if he couldn’t wait to get each word in. “I do what I want. You still owe me for the entire door thing, you know. I can use my favor for this.”

“There are better things to use that on,” Al-Haitham said disinterestedly, “and you know it.”

Kaveh considered this. “I’m not agreeing with you. But I’ll shelve it for later. Al-Haitham, you know that you got more annoying since high school, don’t you?”

Al-Haitham bit back a grin and leaned against the doorway. He knew. It wasn’t on purpose. It was only that he liked seeing Al-Haitham with his eyebrows furrowed in anger and mouth all twisted up. It was good for Kaveh, probably. He hardly ever let himself get mad at anyone else.

“And you’re meaner,” he said easily, and then he opened up the door. He didn’t plan on letting Kaveh stay outside for that long in the first place. “But we can share.”

“Generous,” Kaveh scoffed, but he entered anyway, dropping his things off on the floor. “Your irritating oboe sounds are going to divert my focus.”

“You’re welcome to leave.” Al-Haitham was brought back to the last time they shared a practice room together—an entire four years ago, though that one was smaller and a lot more cramped, and they were forced together under different circumstances. Kaveh’s hand over his mouth, Al-Haitham’s eyes trained on him even in the darkness, a telling swoop in his stomach and a misstep in his feet and the unmistakable pull of gravity.

Al-Haitham shook himself out of it. This one was brightly lit and significantly cleaner, though probably used for some more unsavory ministrations just as high school practice rooms were.

Sure enough, Kaveh didn’t leave, but he gave Al-Haitham plenty of side glares while he was at it. It was somewhat reminiscent of high school, being forced to share because they were both too stubborn to concede, fighting over space and engaging in needless banter. And that phenomenon was theirs.

And Al-Haitham had to pretend that just the first sound from Kaveh’s flute wasn’t enough to make him shake. They’d played in an ensemble together, of course, but in a group setting like that, he could hardly pick out individual voices when everything meshed together. In private, Kaveh’s playing was that much more ground shaking. Revelatory. Al-Haitham had never longed for something as much as he did then.

But he didn’t say anything. That was just how they were. Hoarding compliments and praise close to their chests, carefully handed out only at the most opportune of moments, sooner to lash out than they were to be kind. So Kaveh didn’t make a mention of Al-Haitham’s playing, and he wasn’t sure if it was because it didn’t elicit the same sort of reaction it did in Al-Haitham or if it was because he was also fighting to keep his cool.

And their mutual agreement to keep sharing the same practice room became, yet again, just another Al-Haitham and Kaveh thing. They’d learned nothing from high school.










Al-Haitham learned that Kaveh’s friends… weren’t so bad. He liked them, actually. They were fun and always laughing and cut out of the same cloth—that is to say, as dedicated to music as he and Kaveh were. And they didn’t hate Al-Haitham, which was the important part, because he wasn’t sure if he could handle being close with Kaveh if all of his other friends were judging him greatly for it.

The important things he kept in mind: Tighnari and Cyno were dating, and even though Cyno made horrible jokes, Tighnari would stay with him all while making faces as if he were smelling rotten fish instead of being subjected to substandard comedy. Candace and Dehya were the other couple in the friend group, and they were the type where it was immediately obvious that they were dating even though they didn’t shove it in anyone’s faces.

For a little bit, Al-Haitham even considered if Kaveh and Nilou were dating, rounding out the even number of people, but then it became apparent that they were just very, very close friends. Because once Nilou mentioned something about lesbianism, and then Kaveh wasted no time teasing her about someone named Layla, and she turned so red that there was no question about it that their relationship was solely platonic.

They’d all met because of the ensembles here, apparently. And as the concert season went underway and the time that Al-Haitham spent with them increased exponentially, they began taking him under their wings as well. Kaveh seemed pleased about it, always looking for ways to include Al-Haitham.

One of their favorite things to do was meet in the guys’ apartment and play board games while taking shots. Al-Haitham found himself roped into that, too.

Tighnari got really heated over Uno. They all did, actually, their faces turning red under the influence of the alcohol and reaching over the table to punch each other on their shoulders. Al-Haitham sat on the far end of the table, too new to be officially inducted into the heated competition but still susceptible to Kaveh, who sat at his side and glared at him every time Al-Haitham added cards to Kaveh’s deck.

Kaveh was three shots in and it made his body heavier than it was sober, or at least it seemed that way, because he alternated between slouching against the table to leaning against the couch behind him to slumping against Al-Haitham’s arm, his cheek pillowed on his shoulder. Al-Haitham could clearly see his cards.

He spent the most time there, but Al-Haitham figured it was because he was more attracted to his body heat than anything. He counted his blessings that Kaveh was inebriated, or else maybe he would’ve picked up on the way his heartbeat picked up every time they made contact. Leave it to a musician to be keen on tempo.

The rest of the group had all had several shots as well except for Cyno, who, as Al-Haitham found out, was enough of a lightweight that it only took one shot to turn him into a different person.

Al-Haitham, on the other hand, had consumed no alcohol. In some kind of an extended bit, the rest of the group insisted that he was too much of a baby for them to consciously encourage underage drinking, even though half of them were underage and the other half openly admitted to drinking at his age. He wasn’t even that much younger than them.

At the very least, it allowed him to have the clearest senses, and he attributed his sobriety to the reason why he swept everyone in Uno, placing his last card down on the pile triumphantly.

“You’re so unfair, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh grumbled, giving him the dirtiest look yet as he threw his remaining cards down on the table. The others groaned similarly, setting their decks down and lolling their heads back. Nilou, on the other side of Kaveh, elbowed him in the side.

“Don’t be a sore loser, Kaveh,” she chided, sneaking Al-Haitham a wink.

“My two closest friends, betraying me,” Kaveh said, holding his head in his hands, which only made Nilou laugh, her cheeks rosy with the alcohol. He liked Nilou. He liked her a lot, and he could see why Kaveh considered her one of his closest friends.

Al-Haitham, on the other hand, was still stuck on his own distinction, this being grouped with Nilou .  Was that really how Kaveh viewed him? Even after two years of absence? He had no idea that Kaveh would consider him in the same way that Al-Haitham did Kaveh.

Maybe high school wasn’t quite as fleeting for Kaveh as Al-Haitham had originally imagined.

The downside to remaining sober is that he didn’t have the same excuse to wave away the flush on his face, and when he looked to the side, he saw Tighnari looking at him knowingly. Tighnari knew too much, probably. He was smart, even with alcohol in his system, but he didn’t say anything about the look on Al-Haitham’s face, only giving him a gentle smile and looking away. He was being merciful. Al-Haitham has seen the way he’ll rip into Kaveh without a second thought.

But he liked all of them, Tighnari and Cyno and Nilou and all the rest of them. He’d never felt as if he belonged, truly. Al-Haitham had come to this school expecting that to change, considering that all the other students enrolled are most likely as passionate about music as he is, but he only really has Kaveh to thank for this. This group of friends, a place to spend the evening. A handful of friends that he could play cards with.










The concerts were fun. It wasn’t the same as in high school in the sense that they weren’t shepherded around everywhere they went; they were granted a little more freedom as long as they showed up where they were supposed to at the designated time. They’d spend their time in the audience, judging their competition without admitting that they were criticizing the other schools.

Afterward, instead of driving around town, they’d crash in one of their apartments and order takeout and drink cheap liquor, even despite the exorbitant delivery costs. Al-Haitham would feel more guilty about not being in his dorm more, for the sake of Scaramouche’s potential loneliness (ugh) if he wasn’t sure that Scaramouche had another friend whose place he was always staying at. A boyfriend of some sort, he thought. He wasn’t completely sure.

The concerts also gave him a forced break from his coursework, taking him out of the moment. And he got to see Kaveh happy, floating. He never looked livelier than when he was playing, after all, and as first flute, he had no inconsiderable amount of solos, moments when Al-Haitham could watch him play without coming off strange for it.

It tugged something in Al-Haitham’s heart. In his weakest moments, he would think that he wanted Kaveh to love him as much as he clearly loved music. For Al-Haitham, it was nearly the same. Kaveh and music were inseparable, synonymous with each other. He couldn’t think of music without thinking of Kaveh, the two irrevocably intertwined in his mind.

And with every composition he put together with a certain someone in mind, pieces centered around the floating feeling in his chest, the two became even more difficult to disconnect. He’d been changed irreversibly—with every inked quarter note on the page, a little bit more of Kaveh was etched into his bones.










“What band are you in, anyway?” Al-Haitham asked Scaramouche abruptly one evening when they were both back in the dorm at the same time.

Scaramouche paused, clearly trying to think of whether Al-Haitham wanted to use the information against him in some way. In all honesty, he was only curious. He wasn’t very involved with the jazz scene, nor did he know much about it here at the Akademiya.

“The jazz ensemble,” he said shortly.

Al-Haitham rolled his eyes. “There are multiple.”

“The heavy band. The A band.” Seeing that those terms meant nothing to Al-Haitham, he looked to the side. “The top one.”

Al-Haitham stared at him. “Really? You?”

That instantly made Scaramouche’s hackles raise. “What, you didn’t think I could?” he snapped, crossing his arms defensively over his chest. “Aren’t you in the top band for your area of music?”

Al-Haitham wasn’t about to say that he didn’t think someone as tense as Scaramouche was exactly the best fit for jazz. He shrugged. “Yeah. Okay. When’s your next concert? Is it concert season for you too?”

That earned him a stranger look than his original inquiry. “Next Saturday,” Scaramouche said slowly. He was obviously still trying to figure out whether Al-Haitham was about to pull something, which. Insulting, but perhaps not far off, considering the state of their relationship. “It’s on the official Instagram.”

“Okay,” Al-Haitham said, and then he slipped on his headphones. He’d only asked out of pure interest, but now he wanted to see the performance. He’d drag Kaveh along with him.










Kaveh didn’t put up much of a fight at all, jumping at the opportunity to go. Al-Haitham didn’t mention inviting any of the others along—while not a vindictive move, he sort of missed traveling out to town with Kaveh alone—and Kaveh didn’t comment on it either. So it was just an Al-Haitham and Kaveh thing, though it was sort of a Scaramouche thing if he really thought about it.

He didn’t like thinking about it like that.

The performance venue ended up being relatively close by and the tickets to enter were cheap. Kaveh looked excited, peeking at the door as they passed. The wooden walls weren’t enough to contain the explosive sounds, a lot different than what they were used to, even though classical music had its moments. Jazz was a different form entirely.

“According to the schedule,” Kaveh whispered, both of them huddled around his screen out in the lobby, “the Akademiya’s heavy band is supposed to go on after this band. So we can enter in between sets.”

Soon enough, the noise quieted, and they entered through the doors. The jazz band was filing onto the stage, and if he really squinted, he could see Scaramouche in a tuxedo making his way to the piano on the other side.

“Oh, your roommate,” Kaveh said knowingly. “That’s why we’re here.”

“I don’t know why we’re here, really,” Al-Haitham admitted, walking around to the middle of the seats so they would have a good view. Luckily for him, he knew that the lights on the stage made it impossible to make out the faces of the audience, so Scaramouche wouldn’t know that Al-Haitham was there. Until he intercepted him outside, that is.

“I’m glad we are,” Kaveh whispered into Al-Haitham’s ear, making him shiver imperceptibly. “I think it’s important to expand your horizons. Also, it’s kind of nice, just you and I, isn’t it?”

Al-Haitham made eye contact with Kaveh’s bright gaze and felt something squeeze deep in his gut. He’d say these things and not mean it in the way that Al-Haitham wanted him to. Not in the way that Al-Haitham felt for Kaveh.

“It is,” he said back, focusing his gaze back onto the stage, even though Kaveh’s blond hair in his peripherals served as much of a distraction as if he were in front of him.

The noise all but stopped, the shuffling of the audience members and the whispering coming to an end, and then the director snapped his fingers for a few beats and then the band exploded into sound.

It really was different from what Al-Haitham was accustomed to. All brassy sounds and frantic saxophone runs and the deep blasting of the trombones. It was loud, too, a wave of sound that dipped and ebbed with the contours of the lines, hitting hard with each impact. At some points the first trumpet with its high notes sailed over the entire band, pinning Al-Haitham to his seat.

The biggest department from classical wind ensemble music was improvisation. For a moment, Al-Haitham imagined trying that out for himself, only given a few chords and then free reign to play as he wanted with those few constraints. Composing on the spot. He didn’t know if that sounded more terrifying or freeing.

But the biggest surprise of them all was when the wind instrument solos came to a close and then even the drums went quiet, and as the stage light focused toward the piano, Al-Haitham realized, with no small amount of delight, that Scaramouche had a solo.

He couldn’t even pick out something to hold against him, though, because he wasn’t skilled enough to recognize any flaws or mistakes, and it was only impressive if he was being honest. Except for the fact that it was Scaramouche.

The song moved on, and so did the rest of the set. By the time it was over when Al-Haitham looked to his side, Kaveh looked amazed. “That was so cool,” he said, grasping onto Al-Haitham’s sleeve. “There’s so much expression—so much to experiment with—all of a sudden, I really want to write.”

“We can leave,” Al-Haitham said, tipping his head to the exit. “I want to catch Scaramouche, anyway.”

Kaveh nodded, and the two of them got up. When Al-Haitham looked back to the stage, he could see the band packing up their things from their stands and the rhythm section getting their belongings together. Interestingly, Scaramouche paused right by the bass player, a guy with white hair, and then he reached over and grabbed the sheet music from his stand for him, leaving the stage but not before brushing one hand over the bassist’s shoulder.

Oh. Al-Haitham felt his eyebrows raise. So this was what he came here for—the thing he’d been seeking to hold over Scaramouche. Finally. He knew too much, what with the entire Kaveh-meeting-Scaramouche thing, but now that he’d seen this…

Kaveh and Al-Haitham filed out of the auditorium and out to the lobby. “You’re catching your roommate, right?” Kaveh said. “Does he know you’re here?”

“Nope,” Al-Haitham said.

“Oh,” Kaveh said, nodding, though Al-Haitham could see that he didn’t really get it.

They only waited a few more minutes before the band came through the hallway leading out to the stage and into the lobby, standing around as they waited for their director. Al-Haitham saw Scaramouche’s distinct haircut, and then his arm, which was attached to someone else’s hand. The white-haired bassist. So this was the boyfriend. Victory.

Al-Haitham smiled triumphantly.

“Um,” Kaveh said next to him.

“Scaramouche,” Al-Haitham said, sauntering over to him.

The unbearable expression on Scaramouche’s face that could be described, uncharacteristically, as gentle melted off as soon as his voice registered. “You,” he said, turning on his heel. He had half of a snarl on his face. It was amusing how much he disliked Al-Haitham.

“Nice performance,” he said. Probably shocked by the sincerity in his voice, Scaramouche’s face slid into shock.

“Thank you,” he said through gritted teeth. “What are you doing here.”

“You told me where you were performing,” Al-Haitham shrugged. “It was practically an invitation. You haven’t introduced me.”

He gestured to the bassist, who was watching them interact with a polite expression on his face. “Oh,” he said, startling. “I’m Kazuha.”

“Al-Haitham,” he said in return and then watched as Kazuha’s face formed into something like recognition at the name. It made sense. If this was Scaramouche’s boyfriend, then he must have heard plenty about Al-Haitham.

“I see,” Kazuha said, now amused. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Al-Haitham dipped his head, and then he turned to Scaramouche. “See you in the dorms.”

“I hope I don’t,” Scaramouche said as he began to walk away. “I don’t know what you hoped to achieve with this. Don’t forget what I know, Al-Haitham. You even showed up with your boyfriend.”

 Not my boyfriend, Al-Haitham would call back, except he’s not a child and he doesn’t like raising his voice and most of all, he doesn’t want Kaveh to hear, so he just walks away, back to Kaveh, so they can leave.










“So, Kazuha,” Al-Haitham said, lying stomach-up on his bed. He could hear Scaramouche freeze, the rustling of his bedsheets stilling.

“What is wrong with you,” Scaramouche said into the dark.

“He looks nice.”

“Fuck you.”










“Are you going back home, Kaveh?” Al-Haitham asked him one day when they were studying for their finals in the library. They divided their time between here and the practice rooms, practicing for their jury exams.

“Hm?” Kaveh took his head back out of his papers, tilting to the side as he considered it. “Maybe. Only for a few days, though. I’m working out here with an instructor, Faruzan. Tighnari and Cyno and I agreed to lease the apartment through the summer since we all have obligations around this area.”

Oh. Al-Haitham hadn’t gotten his hopes up that Kaveh would come back, not exactly, since he hadn’t visited any of the previous years between college terms, but he had thought that maybe he would take a break. It made sense, though, if he was trying to pursue a professional career. There were more options here than back across the country in their small hometown.

“I see,” Al-Haitham said, and then they both withdrew back to their studying.

“What about you?” Kaveh said.

“I’m going back,” Al-Haitham said, already dreading long, sticky afternoons laboring over the computer in his bedroom. “I’ll get a job for the summer, probably. Maybe the gas station down the street.”

Kaveh looked up, his eyes sparkling. “Maybe I will have to visit, then. Take some photos of you hard at work. I’ll have to justify buying the plane ticket, though.”

But Al-Haitham was already shaking his head. “Stay here. You’ll be busy.”

Kaveh chewed on his lip, staring at him, and then he said eventually, “Check your phone often, okay? While you’re gone?”

Al-Haitham smiled down at his textbook. “Okay.”










So all in all, Al-Haitham’s freshman year was nice. More than he expected out of college, even though he had a shitty roommate and he had to share his shitty small dorm and even though it had been years, he was still knee-deep in love with someone who didn’t love him back. He wondered about that, sometimes, about whether Kaveh ever thought about that confession late at night in their high school parking lot underneath the sickening light of the street lamp. If he did, then he didn’t bring it up, which was best for the sake of their relationship.

There were more friends than he expected, which was also nice. And now that he’d gotten a lot of his entry-level classes out of the way, he could look forward to studying only music in the following years.

The plane ride back home was okay. He fell asleep all the way back, and when he stepped off into the warm airport air, he felt almost as if he’d left a part of himself back at the Akademiya, even though the only thing he hadn’t brought back with him was Kaveh.


Notes for the Chapter:
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4. Chapter 4

Notes for the Chapter:folding them inside dumpling wrappers






Kaveh fits in surprisingly well with the rest of the apartment, just him with his luggage standing amidst the packing boxes and the foam peanuts scattered across the floor. They stare at each other for a little bit, both of them unsure what move to take next, and then Al-Haitham sighs and uncrosses his arms, making his way to the kitchen.



“You want anything to drink?”



“No,” Kaveh calls back, immediately. “Where do you want me to put my things?”



“Anywhere you want,” Al-Haitham says, busying himself by pulling a plastic cup out of a box and filling it with water. He hadn’t unpacked any of his glassware yet. He closes his eyes as he drinks in the hopes that when he opens them again, the sight of Kaveh won’t shock him to his very core again. It doesn’t work.










【┘】










Al-Haitham’s sophomore year of college plans started with an apartment lease.



It was within his best interests to finally move out of the dorms and get another roommate, and even though he’d prefer a private room, he wasn’t as willing to fork over the money. So roommate it was.



As long as it wasn’t Scaramouche. That was the nice thing about the apartment thing—it was highly likely that he would get a lease with that Kazuha boyfriend of his, which left Al-Haitham a peaceful and Scaramouche-free year. The chances that they would run into each other again were, thankfully, now extremely slim.



He let the system randomly match him up again, knowing that there wasn’t anybody he’d want to room with and that the rest of his friends were already set up in their own apartments. And then he forgot to check who his match was because it wasn’t high on his list of priorities when he was texting Kaveh and writing music and packing up to move back again.



Once again, Al-Haitham arrived at the apartment before his mysterious housemate did, so he went ahead and started unpacking in the quiet. It was nice. For a few hours, he could pretend that he was going to live alone here.



Almost.



Considerable stomping up the stairway had Al-Haitham pausing and listening, something in his gut telling him that was his roommate. They were loud. A little angry-sounding. Then there was the sound of keys fiddling in the lock.



“Hello?” they called, a little terse, and it almost sounded like—



Al-Haitham poked his head out of his door and looked to the front door. There was absolutely no way.



“You?” he said through barely veiled disgust.



Scaramouche gaped back. “Get out of my apartment,” he said.



“This is mine,” Al-Haitham said, his mind still spinning. “Why aren’t you rooming with Kazuha?”



“The matching system sucks ass here—” Scaramouche punctuated his words by dropping the box in his hands with a heavy thud, “—so when we got rejected, I went with the randomized matching. Now get the fuck out of my apartment.”



“My apartment,” Al-Haitham said curtly. “Get a new lease.”



“Do you ever—”



“Are you talking to your roommate, sweetie?” a female voice called, and then the same two women that Al-Haitham vaguely remembered from a year ago stepped into the apartment, looking around curiously. “Hello! Are you—last year’s roommate? Al-Haitham, right?”



“Ah, yes,” Al-Haitham said and tried not to sound pained.



The pink-haired woman looked at Scaramouche. “I thought it was random—I mean, isn’t it so sweet that you two requested each other again? You two must get along so well.”



Going by the rotten look on Scaramouche’s face, she knew just how he felt about Al-Haitham but said it anyway just to rile him up. Al-Haitham liked her even more than last year.



He could only nod stiffly, not about to lie in front of two actually respectable people. Besides their spawn, who happened to be the most insufferable being to walk the planet, which was saying a lot. Al-Haitham had met a lot of trumpet players, but even Scaramouche had them beat.



“Moomoo, go on down to the car and bring up the rest of your things,” she continued on. Al-Haitham thought that Scaramouche had called her Miko last year.



“You only call me that in front of other people,” Scaramouche complained loudly, but he left the apartment anyway to follow her request. Then it was just Al-Haitham and Scaramouche’s moms.



“If you two managed to make it out of last year alive then I’m sure you’ll survive this year,” Miko said with a wave of her hand. “Though it might be difficult. Invest in some headache medication while you’re ahead.”



“But never mix it with alcohol,” Scaramouche’s other mom piped in suddenly. “Make sure to remind him of that as well. I know what college kids get up to, and while I don’t mind a little bit, make sure to indulge mindfully.”



Al-Haitham nodded.



“Oh, don’t give him the whole checklist too, dear,” Miko chided softly. “Only Scaramouche needs to suffer through that one.”



The other woman gave her an injured sort of look. “Suffer?”



Scaramouche showed up then with a rolling luggage, breathing a little heavily. “There’s nothing left. You two are free to go now.”



“So quick to dismiss us,” Miko said, her hand over her heart. “You wound me.” The other woman was giving him sincerely hurt eyes.



“I’m a college sophomore, I can deal with it,” Scaramouche complained, and then Al-Haitham ducked back into his room. He didn’t need to take part in their farewell conversation. “I can buy my own groceries.”



“Oh, make sure to use the credit card that gives us the reward points when you shop.”



“The only really important thing you need to know is how to get over a hangover quickly.”



“Miko—”



“What? I’m being realistic!”



Their voices began to fade, and Al-Haitham imagined that they were leaving now at Scaramouche’s behest.



“The 

actual

 important thing is to brush your teeth every day—”



“And eat less dessert!”



“Don’t discourage children from eating sugar, Miko, that’s unethical.”



“Just because you have a massive sweet tooth, Ei, and you haven’t managed to lose all of your teeth—”



Then the door shut, and all was silent. And then—



“Al-Haitham.” Scaramouche stood in his doorway, looking brooding. So he hadn’t changed much since Al-Haitham saw him last. “If you don’t try to kill me, I won’t try to kill you.”



And while that may be a difficult task, it was probably the only one they could agree on, and so he shrugged and agreed and they both moved on under the silent but mutual agreement not to disturb the rest of each other’s nights.



An inauspicious start to Al-Haitham’s sophomore year, maybe.












It turned up for the better quickly, however, because soon he saw Kaveh. As it turned out, the other didn’t end up visiting during the summer, so Al-Haitham spent it very bored, alternating between working behind the register of the gas station store counter and writing as much music as he could possibly scrounge out of his brain.



It’d been a while since he’d seen any friends in person besides his grandmother—Kaveh video-called him a few times, insisting that Al-Haitham keep him company some nights—but that wasn’t the same.



“Al-Haitham!” Kaveh said when he opened the door, the day after Al-Haitham moved in. “Finally out of the dorms, huh?”



“Out of the dorms but couldn’t escape the roommate,” Al-Haitham muttered, leading him in. “I still can’t believe it.”



“Where is Scaramouche, anyway?”



“I think he’s visiting Kazuha. Or avoiding me. Or both.”



Kaveh hummed. “I think it’s funny that I thought you two had a more amicable relationship in the beginning. Well, there’s always next year, right? Third time’s the charm.”



That seemed more far off than Al-Haitham could imagine, even though he knew that it would pass in the blink of an eye. It filled him with the same sinking dread that graduation had back when they were both still in high school, but now it was even worse because he had no idea where Kaveh would go from here. He doubted Kaveh knew either. At least after high school, he knew what school he was at. Kaveh’s future, from what Al-Haitham theorized, was unpredictable. It would take him to places he had never dreamed of and people he’d never met before. A life that didn’t have much room for old college friends, most likely.



A life that didn’t have much room for Al-Haitham, unless he figured out some way to keep up.



“It’d be funnier if you got matched with him a third time, actually,” Kaveh said, which made Al-Haitham scowl.



“You have a skewed sense of humor.”



“I have a fantastic sense of humor, actually. So is this where the apartment tour ends? Aren’t you going to show me more?”



It was always like this with Kaveh. Al-Haitham didn’t know if he could ever get enough of it.



“My room,” Al-Haitham said around the other rising feelings in his chest, the confessions he wanted to unload that he now knew were entirely unwelcome.



Because if there was one thing that was true about both Al-Haitham and Kaveh, it was that they were both disgustingly stubborn and unrelentingly persistent—and each ugly and beautiful thing Al-Haitham had ever thought about his relationship with Kaveh was matched in its ferocity. It’d been too long since the first time he ever met him, and still, he had never managed to shake off that stupid obsession.



But perhaps that was what it meant to be Al-Haitham—to want something to such great intensity and focus that once he set his gaze on it, he’d never truly let it out of sight. As was music. As was Kaveh. As was his recurring selfishness.



Al-Haitham almost wished that he had gotten over Kaveh sooner, or at all, because sometimes it felt as if everyone around him had already gone through several people and flings and relationships and Al-Haitham was still here, stuck on the same person. In a way, it deprived him of opportunity. A high school romance he could scoff at twenty years into the future. A college hookup to regret in the morning. Maybe he would be better off if he shed it the same way that Kaveh had clearly moved on from his confession three years ago.



But he looks at Kaveh now and the small, pleasant smile on his face as he surveys the apartment, the quiet way he had taken off his shoes the moment he stepped into the room because they were both accustomed to the same traditions, the faint trail of his cologne when he brushes by, and he thinks that if there were anyone he had to be stuck on for the rest of the life, he would be lucky if it were Kaveh.



Besides, Kaveh didn’t ask for any of this, so Al-Haitham’s selfishness was meant to stay a hidden secret. It wasn’t his fault, per se, that he was so easy to fall in love with and then stay there for an unreasonable amount of years. Perhaps that was just the law of the world. Everyone who met Kaveh fell a little in love with him. And Al-Haitham had always been a little special in these regards—a little too obsessive, a little too persistent, too used to lingering and holding on that he no longer knew how to let go.



It probably didn’t help that Kaveh was now so carefully integrated into his life. The motifs in his music. The jar of origami stars that sat on his desk. The recording on his phone that he couldn’t help but listen to over and over again. The afternoons spent in the House of Daena and in his apartment and each concert that he could recall.



If Kaveh were a scale, then everything that Al-Haitham did would be in that key, in those same chord tones. It was unfortunate that so much of his life was now steeped in 

Kaveh

 because now it would be that much more difficult to get over him. To listen to any piece in the same key as their one and only composition and not think that it falls flat in comparison.



And now Kaveh was in Al-Haitham’s room, the first of their friends to visit his newly-christened apartment, and it made Al-Haitham’s chest hurt in a very strange way. He wanted to see him splayed out on the bed. He wanted to see him with his back to the floor and his feet kicked up against the wall talking shit about the people he had to sit next to in rehearsal. He wanted to see him with his legs sticking out of the office chair at his desk at odd angles, puzzling over a difficult rhythm.



Al-Haitham already had that, he supposed. But he wanted Kaveh in every available capacity, even the ones that he wasn’t supposed to want from someone who is to remain only a friend. It was difficult to remember that, sometimes. That Kaveh was a friend and would only ever be that. Sometimes it felt as if they were close enough that some of the things they’d do for each other could pass for two people in a relationship, a flickering sort of border that moved every day. Transient.



“You have a terrible sense of decoration,” Kaveh said, taking Al-Haitham out of his thoughts and reminding him that he could be horrible sometimes.



Al-Haitham frowned. “I just moved in. Unless you’d like to help me unpack this is all you get to see.”



“I’m just saying,” Kaveh said skeptically. “Your bed isn’t even properly made.”



“Because I slept in it,” Al-Haitham said, feeling weirdly insecure about the wrinkled sheets. “You try moving back in.”



“Sounds like a problem for somebody who visits home,” Kaveh said lightly. “Anyway. Did I ever tell you about when I first moved in with Tighnari and he unpacked all of his millions of tiny potted plants—”












“You’re surprisingly idiotic,” Scaramouche told him one day when he was working in his room, entirely unwarranted. He even had to open the door to say it.



Al-Haitham stared at him. “Excuse me?”



“Just wanted to let you know.”



“What is this about?”



Scaramouche waved a vague hand in his general direction. “Oh, you know.” And then: “Kaveh. You look so pathetic when you’re next to him.”



Okay.



Al-Haitham turned back to his work. “I thought you told me last year that you explicitly would not counsel me on this particular issue.”



“I’m not providing counsel, I’m pointing out the obvious,” Scaramouche argued, crossing his arms over his chest. “It had to be said. Goodbye.”



“Close the door,” Al-Haitham called, irate, but of course Scaramouche didn’t. Because it was Scaramouche he left it open a crack, just enough to piss him off if rudely sticking his head into his bedroom to interrupt his study time and call him names didn’t do the trick already.












“So no one has approached you to hit on you, ever?” Nilou said, tilting her head to look at Al-Haitham. “That’s surprising to me.”



Al-Haitham and Nilou were in the back of the House of Daena bookshelves, sitting on the ground; they’d both applied to be a volunteer to shelve books and took advantage of the time instead to hide away from sight and gossip. It was a side effect of becoming close again with Kaveh, this entire friendship with Nilou.



Not that Al-Haitham was complaining. He could see why Kaveh considered her his other closest friend—she was sweet and easy to talk to and an excellent flute player on top of that. Plus, it was better to talk to her about more sensitive topics than it was to talk about it with another guy, who always came with some degree of emotional repression. Today, they were talking about hookups.



Nilou lightly squeezed Al-Haitham’s biceps. “You have these, after all. People find those attractive, don’t they? This doesn’t make sense to me, by the way, since all you do is pick up that oboe and sit in front of your computer, which I wouldn’t say is exactly conducive to being built. Good for you, I guess.”



“Thank you?” Al-Haitham said. He pretended to pick up a book and check the spine to shelve it by the author even though he had no intention of getting up. “And I suppose I don’t go out much, so it makes sense. Besides, people don’t like talking to me.”



“I do!” Nilou said, all indignant on his behalf, which was endearing. That was only because she was so kind, though, and therefore Al-Haitham had no choice but to be kind to her in return. Other people retained their impression of him as prickly and unapproachable. The cockblocking kind of unapproachable, apparently.



Not that Al-Haitham would be very interested, anyway. Not unless it was Kaveh.



Nilou was still on the topic of Al-Haitham. “You just have that aura,” she was saying, gesturing vaguely at him. “Like you don’t want people to talk to you.”



“I don’t.”



She looked at him exasperatedly. “If that was true, you wouldn’t be sitting here with me.”



Al-Haitham hesitated. “I only talk to very specific people.”



“That’s why you don’t get any action!” Nilou punched him lightly in the arm. “People would be all over you if you let them.”



“I don’t want them to be,” Al-Haitham said. “Is it normal to get with a lot of people?”



“Depends on your circle, generally,” Nilou said. She hurriedly picked up a stack of books when the sound of footsteps approached and only relaxed when they faded, peeking out the other side of the shelf. “It’s fine not to.”



Al-Haitham abruptly felt a sick sort of feeling sink into the pit of his stomach. “Does Kaveh?” he asked before he could think better of it. “See a lot of people.” If anyone were to know, it’d be Nilou. But maybe she would wonder why Al-Haitham even wanted to know. He wouldn’t have a satisfactory answer for her.



Nilou paused, and for a split second, Al-Haitham regretted even asking. He didn’t know if it was worse knowing or not knowing.



“I don’t think so,” she said eventually. “He’s dated here and there. Stayed late after some parties. Nothing too serious, though, and certainly nothing long-term. I think he’s been more concerned with his career than anything else.”



Al-Haitham shouldn’t have been surprised. Kaveh was magnetic; it was only natural for him to find someone of interest and for them to kindle mutual attraction. Things like that happened when people were put in close proximity and bonded over shared interests. That was how he and Kaveh got to become friends as well. It was Kaveh, so it made sense, and yet Al-Haitham’s stomach turned at the thought.



How did it feel to have Kaveh, even if it was only for a month or a few weeks or even a night? Did Kaveh ever fall in love? Do any of his exes ever think about him and what they had lost? The one that got away?



Al-Haitham stopped thinking about it because it was making him think about good luck kisses on the cheek before performances and pulling each other into bed and holding hands while they waited in line for coffee and it made him uneasy. Almost seasick.



“Have you dated anyone, then?” Nilou asked, tilting her head to him. “I’m thinking no, given what you’ve said. And that’s totally fine! I haven’t either. Tons of people our age haven’t had so much as even their first kiss.”



“You’re correct,” Al-Haitham said, grateful that she changed the topic off Kaveh, whether she realized it or not. “I thought you might have.”



“Nope,” Nilou said. “Nobody interests—interested me.” The correction of her words was telling; the slight flush on her face was more so. Al-Haitham was perceptive and he had a good memory. He remembered a mention of a girl, sometime last year—so it seemed that perhaps she’d been nurturing feelings for the same person for a while. Al-Haitham could relate.



“Is it the same person from last year?” Al-Haitham said after a moment of studying her.



“Who is what?” Nilou said, feigning ignorance. She looked to the side as if pretending to look out for the librarian again.



“You used past tense,” Al-Haitham pointed out. “And I remember Kaveh teasing you about somebody last year. Don’t worry. Who would I tell? We’ve already established that I don’t talk to many people.”



“Fucking Kaveh,” Nilou muttered under her breath. “Of course. It’s—well, she’s the same girl, but nothing’s going to come out of it.”



Al-Haitham looked at Nilou and sincerely doubted that, given the fact that she was Nilou. “Right,” he said skeptically. “Okay.”



“I’m not just saying it,” Nilou said, her face flushing more presumably at the thought of her person of interest. “She’s really focused on school. She hardly has time to sleep, so I doubt there’s time at all to date.”



Al-Haitham thought about the way that it had always been easier for him to fall asleep in Kaveh’s apartment bedroom late at night when he wasn’t supposed to be sleeping anyway, but if Nilou had her mind set then there was no changing it.



“What’s she like?” Al-Haitham asked.



“You’re just like Kaveh,” Nilou said, shaking her head a little bit. “You don’t seem like it but you’re so nosy.”



Al-Haitham bit back a smile. “I’m being a good friend.”



“You’re being a meddlesome one. You go first. Who is it that you’re hung up on?”



Al-Haitham swallowed. The hollow sound of his heartbeat suddenly started pulsating in his ears. How did she know? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”



Nilou leaned forward so that her hair fell around her face in waves, her piercing eyes trained on Al-Haitham. “You’re grumpy,” she said, “but not with him. And you two talk as if you can’t stand each other, but when he’s not looking, you have this look on your face as if you’ve been in a drought and he’s the first storm to grace the land in years.”



Al-Haitham stared at her, the pit in his stomach only growing. “Nilou…”



“Don’t worry,” she said, seeing the look on his face. “I don’t think anyone else knows. I only know because I was looking for it, at which point it became pretty obvious. That’s only the conclusion I came to.”



Al-Haitham wanted to melt into the floor and never be perceived again. Maybe he should drop out. If Nilou could tell, then maybe even Kaveh could tell, who knew that Al-Haitham was in love with him in high school. Perhaps he realized that he was still in love with him. How humiliating.



Nilou ducked her head down, mouth twisting a little. “Sorry. I wasn’t sure if I should bring it up, but I know that sometimes it’s just nice to have somebody to talk about it with, you know? You shouldn’t keep things all locked up being that aloof face of yours. You’ll only make yourself unhappy.”



Al-Haitham knew that Nilou would never have talked about it to be malicious or make fun of him. “I know,” he said, brushing his fingers lightly against her arm. “Thank you, Nilou. If I need to, I’ll talk to you.”



Nilou looked at him then, a strange sort of smile on her face. “It’s nice to know someone like you,” Nilou said, bumping him on the shoulder. “You’re so much different from the personality you exude, which I guess I should count myself lucky enough to be able to dig out from underneath all that ice. If I were Kaveh, I wouldn’t take your friendship for granted.”



Kaveh probably didn’t think about his relationship with Al-Haitham very much at all, not nearly as concerned with the future trajectory of their friendship as Al-Haitham was.



“Tell me about her,” Al-Haitham said, changing the subject. “You owe me.”



Nilou giggled, rolling her eyes and conceding. “I do. I’ll start at the beginning, then. We met because we had the same music literature course…”












“You still write music, right?” Kaveh said absentmindedly, laying on his back on the bed and fiddling with the clasps of his flute case. “I assume so since you said you do and you’re a composition major and everything. Can I see it?” He flipped over onto his stomach so that he was facing Al-Haitham again, his legs sprawled out behind him.



They’d reverted back to their high school habits of wasting time at each other’s places whenever they didn’t have other obligations to take care of—Kaveh insisted on studying in Al-Haitham’s apartment since he claimed that Tighnari and Cyno were too sickening to be around by his lonesome all of the time, even though Scaramouche was in the room over furiously playing video games hunched over at his desk. Sometimes Kazuha would be there, but at least he was usually quiet. Usually. Sometimes he and Scaramouche would get up to things that Al-Haitham didn’t really want to think about, which was when Al-Haitham went over to Kaveh’s place to escape.



So they’d developed a neat sort of system. Equal time spread between their two apartments, concentrated afternoons at the library tables, the occasional game night with everybody when their schedules happened to align. But always together. It was comforting to think that even though Kaveh kept threatening to bash his head over with a stand or throw his electric keyboard into the shower, he still enjoyed spending time with him as much as Al-Haitham liked spending time with Kaveh.



“I do,” Al-Haitham said slowly. “You want to see?” The file named after Kaveh, buried deep in the bottom of his folders, burned in his mind. He doubted Kaveh would go that far down, but its mere existence in proximity to Kaveh was making him anxious. There had been a number of pieces inspired by Kaveh, an entire series, but none of them were named quite as explicitly as the first. They were undoubtedly romantic in theme, however, which would tip Kaveh off.



He clicked onto a few more innocuous compositions then got out of his chair to stand at the desk while Kaveh gleefully took the vacant spot, leaning forward to take in what Al-Haitham was willing to show him.



There were several long minutes while Al-Haitham watched Kaveh go through his work, fingers drumming against his thigh as he watched him read. He was confident in his compositions, or else he would have chosen a different major, but there was still something unbearably personal about showing his music to Kaveh versus showing it to his professor for critical review.



“It makes me sick how good you are at this,” Kaveh said eventually, settling back into the seat and fixing Al-Haitham with a glare. “I hate geniuses.”



“Only a jealous man would say something like that,” Al-Haitham said, a part of him immeasurably relieved to hear Kaveh’s words despite the surface-level mockery.



“I hate you,” Kaveh said again, and then he gestured for Al-Haitham to lean down so he could look at something on the monitor. “This key; you’re sick.”



Al-Haitham held back a laugh. Their faces were so close that he would definitely feel it if he exhaled, so he tried not to breathe too intensely. Kaveh leaned forward then, squinting at something else somewhere down the page, and Al-Haitham looked at him, away from the computer, drawn to him as a compass needle pulled north.



“How did you—” Kaveh started to say, turning again to Al-Haitham, only to cut off suddenly when he realized how close they were to each other. Al-Haitham had meant to turn away from him before he’d been caught, really, but the smattering of freckles across the side of Kaveh’s cheek captured him and begged for him to count each one of them, stars smeared against the sky. Now with his face turned completely to Al-Haitham, he could see the entire galaxy painted on his face.



“Oh,” Kaveh said, or he mouthed the word, air barely leaving his mouth. The approximation of an exhale. Al-Haitham swallowed, his eyes finding Kaveh’s eyes, impossibly wide and a kind of scarlet that he didn’t think that even artists would be able to replicate. Bands of ribbon and velvet.



Al-Haitham backed away suddenly, and not a moment too soon, because if he stayed there in Kaveh’s orbit for too long then he’d be lost forever. When he blinked, he saw the print of Kaveh’s freckles against the back of his eyelids. If he dwelled on the moment for too long, then maybe his stupid longing would do something inadvisable, like urge Al-Haitham to lean forward and take Kaveh by the lips.



Unforgivable.



Kaveh blinked rapidly and Al-Haitham stood back up, putting distance between the two again. He wasn’t sure if it had shaken Kaveh the same way the proximity had shaken Al-Haitham, but what he did know was that he couldn’t get that close to Kaveh again without making the yearning in his chest exponentially worse.



“What were you talking about?” Al-Haitham asked once an appropriate amount of time had passed. Once he had regathered his bearings. He gestured toward the screen and then focused his gaze there.



“Oh,” Kaveh said again. “Here.” He leaned back and then brought the cursor over to indicate what measure he had been referring to, but Al-Haitham could swear that he still felt Kaveh’s eyes on him, even though he didn’t look in Kaveh’s direction again for the rest of the afternoon.












“I know you’re in love with Kaveh or whatever,” Nilou said one afternoon when she and Al-Haitham were shelving books in the library, actually this time, sharing a cart between them, “but did you want to go to this party with me this weekend? Nothing has to happen there. Just expanding your horizons.”



“Well,” Al-Haitham said, and then he actually stopped to consider it. If confessing to get it out of his system back in high school didn’t work, then maybe putting space between Kaveh and him would do the trick. “Maybe. Don’t get your hopes up.”



“Great!” Nilou said brightly, who knew at this point that it was as much as an acceptance. “I’ll get you the day of.”












And then:


 


nilou c:


 



okay, so unexpected occurrence





kaveh asked me where i was going tonight and then asked me to tag along since it’s usually our thing to go to parties together usually?? so he’s here fyi





we’re outside your door btw



 


Me


 



what













And then he opened his door. Whatever Al-Haitham had been expecting from the party, it sure hadn’t been Kaveh, but he’s here outside of his apartment anyway so he’ll just have to go with it.



“Hello!” Nilou said cheerfully the moment he opened the door, and then as they both stepped into the hallway, she took the chance to lean forward and mouth 

I’m sorry 

while giving him wide eyes, and all he could do was give her a grim nod before Kaveh looked up expectantly. “Are you ready?”



“No,” Al-Haitham said, but he followed the two of them all the way anyway to a crowded frat house spilling with people. He could hear the bass of the speakers booming all the way from the sidewalk before they even entered the doors, and he could immediately tell that whatever he was looking for, whether that be closure or a new fixation or something to distract him, he wouldn’t find it here. Certainly not with Kaveh tied to his side now.



He should have brought his noise-canceling headphones and a portable charger, and then he could sit in the corner and make sure his friends were alright without having to do anything. He should’ve known that an event like this would require more extensive planning.



Inside, it was simultaneously too dark and too bright and there were too many people around him. The air felt thick and sticky. Al-Haitham was immediately disgusted. There was something sticky on the floor under his right shoe. “Let’s go home,” he said.



“Remember the mission,” Nilou said determinedly, grabbing him by the hand and pulling him through the throng of people. As soon as a space opened up between the grinding bodies, it was immediately filled again by a new person, and Al-Haitham had to elbow his way through to keep up with her.



“Mission?” Kaveh repeated faintly behind him. Al-Haitham pretended that the word was lost among the dizzyingly loud music and swallowed against the uncomfortableness swelling in his throat. His heart stopped momentarily when Kaveh reached out and took his other hand until he realized that he was only hanging on so that he wouldn’t get lost as well, Nilou and Al-Haitham and Kaveh forming a human chain.



Nilou seemingly found an empty corner and pulled the three of them into there. Coincidentally, it was the spot farthest from where the alcohol was being distributed.



“This was a horrible idea,” Al-Haitham said. “I don’t know why I agreed to this. You’re usually sensible, Nilou.”



“That’s because you’re Al-Haitham and you’re allergic to having fun,” Kaveh said. “Get some alcohol in your system and stop thinking about how sticky the walls are and you’ll have a better time.”



“Aren’t you the one who pointedly prohibits me from drinking alcohol in your presence because you get joy out of making fun of the fact that you’re older than I am?” Al-Haitham asked. “How you’ve changed, senior.”



“Senior,” Kaveh repeated mockingly. “You only ever call me that when you’re making fun of me. And it’s a party, the alcohol is kind of unavoidable. You should be upset at Nilou for bringing you to such an immoral environment.”



“But she’s Nilou,” Al-Haitham said. Kaveh shrugged and nodded. Nilou had an angelic smile on her face.



“I agree with the alcohol thing,” she said. And then she gave Al-Haitham a pointed look and said, “And stop thinking about it. Loosen up.”



Al-Haitham knew what she was referencing and made a grimacing face at her. She pulled a face back and then backed away a little toward the source of the pounding music. “Go dance with someone random,” she said over the din of the crowd. “They’re all faceless strangers anyway. You won’t remember any of them; they’re just here to serve a purpose.”



The thought of that made Al-Haitham shudder. “Says the dancer,” he said. “Have fun.”



“I will,” she said pointedly, giving him a look over her shoulder. Al-Haitham wondered how much of that was true and how much of it was her attempting to rid her mind of her own crush the way she instructed Al-Haitham to get over his own.



And then it was just Al-Haitham and Kaveh alone, which was exactly what he was trying to avoid but also it was fine. It would be fine.



Kaveh leaned close to yell something into Al-Haitham’s ear and suddenly it wasn’t fine because Kaveh was so much closer than they usually allowed themselves to get to each other, and every word that he spoke brushed against the skin of Al-Haitham’s ear. He suppressed a shiver.



“You’re not going out there, are you,” Kaveh was saying because he knew Al-Haitham almost as well as Al-Haitham knew himself. “What about a drink? We could just sit here and not do anything.”



Al-Haitham abruptly felt unsettled at the very idea; he wasn’t sure if he could handle being squeezed up close to Kaveh for lack of space, skin against skin for very much longer. He was warm against Al-Haitham’s arm. An addicting kind of burn.



The alcohol probably wouldn’t make it much better, and given the fact that he’d never been so much as tipsy before for lack of interest, he wasn’t sure how much control he’d be able to hold onto if he were to drink. So he declined, eyes trained out toward the crowd. Al-Haitham thought he could see the flash of red hair somewhere out there and then Nilou’s distinctive outfit.



“Well, I’ll get something then,” Kaveh said, disentangling himself from Al-Haitham and peeling out of the corner. “It’s the only way I can stand these parties.”




Then why did you come?

 Al-Haitham wanted to ask. From the sound of it, he and Nilou hadn’t gone out to party since at least before Al-Haitham arrived at the Akademiya. If he didn’t even enjoy it, why would he be here tonight?



Maybe Kaveh was here to find someone to take home tonight. Which Al-Haitham didn’t want to think about it, so he didn’t, watching Kaveh’s slender form make his way through the crowd instead. Before long, he disappeared, and then it really was just Al-Haitham standing in the corner awkwardly without even a drink in hand.



Would Nilou and Kaveh be mad if he just… left? Or were they counting on him to make sure they got home safe? Al-Haitham suppressed a sigh. He should’ve known not to make any decisions because of Kaveh.



Ten minutes later, Nilou resurfaced again before Kaveh came back. She was sweaty and breathing heavily, her hair a little mussed. “You’re not coming out, are you,” Nilou said critically, a repeat of what Kaveh had said earlier. “It’s fine. I didn’t know Kaveh would come along, so I’m sorry about that. I guess tonight didn’t turn out the way either of us thought it would, huh?”



Al-Haitham stared at her a little before he responded. “Was this about her too?” he asked eventually.



Nilou flashed him a wry sort of smile. “Yes. But nothing was the same out there, and it didn’t feel right, so when this girl tried to kiss me, I just slipped away.”



So they were both in the same boat. Al-Haitham figured that even if he tried getting lost in the crowd, it wouldn’t do anything for him either.



“Where is he, anyway?” Nilou said, going onto her toes to look over the crowd. “Alcohol?”



“Yes,” Al-Haitham said, leaning against the wall. He no longer cared about the sticky substance on it. “How much longer do we have to stay?”



Nilou shrugged. “I’ll get a drink, too. Might as well get something out of today.”



“I’ll be here,” Al-Haitham said because he really didn’t have anything else to do. He should have stayed in. Listening to Scaramouche blow up on a voice call over a shooter game was probably preferable to this because at least he could drown him out with his headphones. Here, he was specifically deprived of that alternative, and as the cheering of the beer pong game in the room over got increasingly louder, he regretted his decisions even more.



Maybe this is what the alcohol was for. Nilou and Kaveh were smarter than him in that regard, then.



Al-Haitham leaned his head against the wall and crossed his arms, closing his eyes. He hoped no one would talk to him and then he could get through the night relatively injury-free. His ideal night out started and ended with Nilou and Kaveh.



It wasn’t very much longer than that before Kaveh came back around, which Al-Haitham could only tell with his eyes closed because no one else had dared to step that close to him. “Is Nilou still out there?” he asked. When Al-Haitham opened his eyes, Kaveh was searching the crowd.



“She went to get a drink like you did,” Al-Haitham said.



Kaveh nodded and glanced around. The liquid sloshing in his cup was bright red. “Is she here because of the whole—” he gestured vaguely with one hand, “—thing? You know what I mean.”



Al-Haitham did know what he meant. “Yes,” he admitted, slouching back against the wall. “Didn’t seem like it was working, though.”



Kaveh hummed. “A pretty inefficient way of getting over someone, I’d think. Not that I have much experience in that regard but—is that Nilou?”



Al-Haitham straightened out and looked over in the direction that Kaveh was squinting, somewhere out among the crowd. It seemed as if she hadn’t quite made it to the alcohol before she got caught up with someone—another girl, it looked like, someone with blue curls cascading down her back.



“That’s her girl,” Kaveh said absentmindedly, unconsciously taking a sip of his drink. “I didn’t think Layla would show up here of all places—oh. Nilou is…”



As they both watched, Nilou made some indeterminable action, and then it looked as if she was dragging Layla out by the hand toward the exit, similar to how she had tugged Al-Haitham and Kaveh along when they first got here. As she passed by them, looking over a clump of people, she peeked her head up and flashed them a broad smile and a wink—it seemed as if someone here tonight had something good happen to them, at least. If it couldn’t be Al-Haitham, at least it was Nilou.



“Well,” Al-Haitham said after a second.



“Well,” Kaveh repeated in agreement. “She’s taken care of for the night.” He turned to Al-Haitham again, and even through the dim lighting and the haze of smoke, the point of his scarlet gaze still pinned him down at the chest. “If you’re just going to stand here the entire night then I’m going to go off.” He pointed somewhere over toward the dancefloor where Nilou had previously disappeared.



Which left Al-Haitham alone in the corner again, and since he’d gathered that Kaveh had a low tolerance to alcohol in general, that meant he had to stay. In the corner. Alone. He should’ve brought a book.



And even when Kaveh split off and disappeared into the throng of grinding bodies, almost as if he were a beacon, Al-Haitham could still see him among all of the people, his golden hair standing out among the fog. He couldn’t look away, nor could he convince himself that he was only watching Kaveh to make sure he was safe.



Part of Al-Haitham wondered what it would be like to enter the crowd with Kaveh if he were more the type to engage in socialization. Pressed up against Kaveh by the wave of people. Kaveh’s sweat on his arm and his breath against his neck. Some people didn’t have to imagine—they bumped into Kaveh unconsciously, unaware that in their tipsy daze, they had brushed up against someone who was practically an angel walking on Teyvat.



But Al-Haitham wasn’t that type of person, and he wouldn’t do something he didn’t want to do, not even for a boy. Which meant that as he watched Kaveh make his way through the crowd, he was the unfortunate witness to seeing another boy—one with black hair and glasses and a wide smile that must have been at least twice the size of Al-Haitham’s smile on a good day—sidle up to Kaveh and begin to dance against him.



And Al-Haitham knew that this guy was basically a nobody, someone who wouldn’t have even crossed Kaveh’s radar if he hadn’t happened to be here at this minute, slightly tipsy in a too-warm frat party, but seeing Kaveh not just decline to push him away but actively dance back in deliberate movements made something twist in Al-Haitham’s stomach, like milk that had been left to curdle and go sour.



Kaveh did something with his chest, threw his head back, and put his hand too close to the other’s face. The black-haired boy placed a hand on Kaveh’s waist, and it was then that Al-Haitham felt bile rise up the back of his throat and had to force his gaze away, eyes trained at the ceiling. He felt awful. He couldn’t do this sober.



Perhaps it was a bad idea for Al-Haitham’s first brush with alcohol to be a lovesick-induced act of desperation at a sticky college party, but the damage was done. His mind was made. It was better than watching Kaveh, anyway.



Al-Haitham elbowed his way through the crowd, not caring about the other people around him—they were probably already tipsy, and Al-Haitham was very, unfortunately, fucking not, and he needed to be as soon as possible.



He chugged an entire red Solo cup of punch in one go. It tasted sweet, overly so. He didn’t particularly like it.



Al-Haitham drank another one anyway.



It was only after the second one that he remembered that he was supposed to make sure that Nilou and Kaveh got back home safe, except Nilou was with Layla which was theoretically fine and it seemed that Kaveh cared less about who he was surrounding himself with. Anyone would do, apparently. Just not Al-Haitham.



That was definitely the drink talking. He should go back to his corner, and maybe sit this time so that he couldn’t use his height to look over the crowd and track down Kaveh again. Then he could avoid seeing any other unsavory ministrations.



Sitting was nice. The bass was still too loud, pounding so much that it was starting to give Al-Haitham a headache, so he put his head on his knees. Then he definitely couldn’t see Kaveh. The plan now was to just wait it out until someone inevitably came to collect him, be it Kaveh or Nilou.



After a while, the vague smell of weed was making Al-Haitham feel nauseous, and he was genuinely contemplating going into the crowd and pulling Kaveh out so that he could leave, plotting optimized routes throughout the people. But perhaps it had been longer than he thought because Kaveh ended up coming to him before Al-Haitham could go to Kaveh.



“Um,” Kaveh said somewhere above him, or at least Al-Haitham thought it was Kaveh from the familiar scuffed shoes on the floor in his peripheral vision. “Are you alive?”



“Yes,” Al-Haitham said to Kaveh’s shoes, “unfortunately.”



Kaveh made some kind of disapproving noise. “I can’t hear you, but you better not be dead before you publish your first composition. Anyway, Nilou texted both of us to go ahead and go home whenever.”



Al-Haitham made an indistinguishable affirmation and then thought about having to stand up and face Kaveh, whose hair was probably mussed and his lips swollen from that black-haired boy with the glasses. Maybe Kaveh wouldn’t question it too much if he walked five steps in front of him the entire way back to their apartments.



“There’s no way you fell asleep here, right?” Kaveh said wonderingly, and then he leaned down and grabbed Al-Haitham by his elbows to tug him upright, lurching sideways with the movement. It made Al-Haitham dizzy, but he regained his bearings enough to send Kaveh a half-hearted glare without actually looking at him.



“Have you ever considered that maybe you talk too much and I have to tune you out for my sanity?” Al-Haitham grumbled and then used the wall to properly get to his feet and head out.



Kaveh scoffed exaggeratedly somewhere behind him, though he could barely hear it over the din of the crowd. “Have fun walking home by yourself.”



There were more people here than there were when they had first arrived, so it was even more difficult for Al-Haitham’s addled mind to make sense of the layout. He could barely keep his head up enough to find the exit again, and it didn’t help that people kept darting out in front of him and that the crowd kept moving in one solid mass seemingly to keep him from leaving.



This was so upsetting. He just wanted to go back to his apartment and lie down on the floor. He couldn’t stop thinking about that guy Kaveh was with, though—Al-Haitham couldn’t even remember what he looked like now that he had seen so many indistinguishable faces in a row, but he remembered the twist in his stomach as if someone had grabbed his gut in a vice grip.



“Are you drunk?” Kaveh said suddenly, right by Al-Haitham’s ear and closer than he remembered Kaveh being. He grabbed onto Al-Haitham’s ear, slowing them to a stop.



Al-Haitham stiffened. “No,” he said, feeling like a child caught stealing candy.



“You are,” Kaveh said accusingly, taking Al-Haitham’s chin and forcing him to meet his gaze. To Al-Haitham’s surprise, all of the evidence that he had been fearing wasn’t present on his face, no smeared lip gloss or red mouth. “Did someone give you it?”



“No, I went and got it,” Al-Haitham said, shaking off Kaveh’s arm and trying to march forward again. “I was bored.”



“Were you,” Kaveh said, standing still, and when Al-Haitham looked back again, he was standing and staring at him with an unreadable expression on his face. Seeing him, he moved forward again and firmly took Al-Haitham’s arm despite his protests. “You shouldn’t have done that if you don’t know your tolerance yet.”



“I’m fine, aren’t I?” Al-Haitham grumbled. He gave up and let Kaveh tug him along, focusing all his energy on not stumbling over his own feet. Being drunk was nothing like how they romanticized it in the movies.



“That’s a generous word for it.” Al-Haitham could hardly hear him but he could recognize his sarcastic tone any time.



Apparently, Kaveh was not nearly as drunk as Al-Haitham was, or he knew his limits better than Al-Haitham knew his own, which was more likely because with Kaveh in the lead, they got out much faster than Al-Haitham could have taken them.



The fresh air was a relief. Al-Haitham had almost forgotten what it was like to not smell weed and sour alcohol every time he took a breath in. There were less people here, too. Al-Haitham didn’t realize that he had felt caged in until he escaped from the party.



Which made the chance of him ever going to one of these functions again close to zero, even if Kaveh was the one asking. He didn’t think Kaveh would ask again, though, because he was still frowning at Al-Haitham as if he were personally responsible for Al-Haitham’s newfound inebriation. Al-Haitham supposed he was, though in a more roundabout way that Kaveh certainly wasn’t thinking of. After all, he would have never tried to drink if he didn’t see Kaveh with that—



Ugh.



“Bored,” Kaveh repeated again, dragging the limp Al-Haitham across the lawn. The grass tickled his ankles. “If you were really bored, you would’ve left.”



“You offered to get me alcohol,” Al-Haitham said mutinously. “I don’t see why it’s such a big deal now.”



“It’s—” Kaveh looked back at Al-Haitham, and whatever he saw on his face made him sigh and relent, lessening the almost furious pace they were taking out of the house. “Nevermind. You’re going to need to drink a lot of water when you go back. Maybe I should stay with you.”



That was a terrible idea. “That’s a terrible idea,” Al-Haitham said out loud.



Kaveh clicked his tongue in disapproval. “I’ll have you know that I’ve never had a terrible idea in my life.”



“That’s a lie,” Al-Haitham said, slumping down over Kaveh’s shoulder and resigning himself to his fate. “Last term, when you pulled an all-nighter right before the midterm—”



“I passed,” Kaveh said. “I’ll sleep on the floor. Do you have extra pillows?”



“Scaramouche is going to be an asshole,” Al-Haitham said, trying to wrangle his way out of Kaveh’s grasp and failing because all of his limbs felt like absolute mush. “Tighnari and Cyno will wonder.”



“No, they won’t; they have my location on Life360,” Kaveh said, continuing to haul him away. They’ve made it to the sidewalk now, but not without some considerable protest on Al-Haitham’s end. “Tell me more about these terrible ideas. Maybe you’ll complain all of the alcohol out of you.”



“In high school, you thought we wouldn’t be late to honor band rehearsal if we stopped for McDonald’s on the way, and then we walked in by the time everyone had already gotten to their seats.”



“Have you always had this good of a memory?”




Only when it comes to you, 

Al-Haitham doesn’t say. He closes his eyes, reminiscing, before he remembers that he’s supposed to be walking. In front of him, Kaveh exhaled heavily, pulling him with a tremendous exertion of force.



“You tried to challenge Cyno to Genius Invokation last weekend as if you stood a chance.”



“Terrible is a very subjective word, is what I’ve learned,” Kaveh said. “What about your bad ideas? You should start with the time you tried to have the middle school band sightread the music your pretentious ass made.”



“They were sixteenth notes,” Al-Haitham grumbled, stung. “They can count to four.”



Kaveh laughed, and Al-Haitham smiled in spite of himself, and in the dark evening, he could almost forget that he was only deliriously drunk because he saw Kaveh dancing with that boy in the middle of the party. Talk about bad decisions. He could taste the alcohol on his tongue, sour as if it had come back up and tasting nothing like the artificial sweet punch it was masked in.



“You skipped at least several weeks of that one music literature class before you realized it was attendance mandatory.”



“I passed,” Al-Haitham says, pitching his voice up in a mockery of Kaveh’s previous remark. He stumbled a little. “Kaveh, I’m tired. Can we stop walking?”



“We’ve barely made it onto the street,” Kaveh said, but he must have been feeling indulgent because he paused and let Al-Haitham drag him down all the way so that they were sitting on the curb of the sidewalk facing the street. Al-Haitham let his head fall down so he was looking at his feet. He could feel Kaveh looking over at him, just watching.



“What about that time in high school,” Kaveh said after a moment, “when we just got back from that concert, and it was late at night, and then you convinced me to let you at least drive my car out of the parking lot and you almost crashed straight into the street lamp? And then you pretended that nothing happened after.”



For a singular, terrifying moment, Al-Haitham thought that Kaveh was going to bring up the time he had confessed to him. Because he didn’t consider it a bad decision, not really. It was the truth. It still was the truth. And Al-Haitham was nothing if not honest, so if the words needed to be said, they would be said. If a confession was to be made, he would confess it.



He did remember the parking lot incident, actually, remembered the euphoric high of being in high school and with his best friend and making a decision that was decidedly ill-advised at a time so late at night it could almost teeter into the morning. It wasn’t very Al-Haitham-like of him to make such an impulsive choice, but that was the thing about Kaveh—he made Al-Haitham someone that he didn’t quite know, not all of the time, someone who took risks and divulged secrets because he was comfortable around Kaveh in a way that Al-Haitham was not comfortable with anyone else.



So that was the thing about Kaveh that changed Al-Haitham. Not that he made him crazy or haywire or turned him into a different person entirely, but that he brought out an Al-Haitham that no one else truly had the privilege of seeing. He would take risks for Kaveh. Things that didn’t compute with the carefully curated life of safe decisions and comfort that he had become accustomed to sheltering.



Al-Haitham was drunk, and he was a little sad about that boy on the dance floor, and he couldn’t stand being next to Kaveh right now without being able to be with him in the way that he wanted.



“What about that time in high school,” Al-Haitham said finally, picking back up on what Kaveh had last said, “that I confessed to you in the senior parking lot at eleven p.m? Do you consider that a bad decision, Kaveh?”



Kaveh was open-mouthed, taken aback, confusion in his eyes. “Two years ago?” he said. “I don’t—”



Al-Haitham didn’t want to hear what Kaveh had to say next, so he made a decision that was decidedly terrible—even worse than anything Kaveh had both listed and left unsaid, right down to the time he got only two hours of sleep right before a jury exam—and he closed the space between Kaveh and him, taking him by the mouth.



His lips tasted a little like salt. Al-Haitham didn’t get any further than that, not attempting to deepen the kiss at all, leaving his closed mouth pressed against Kaveh.



Kaveh broke away, immediately jumping up and away so that there were several paces of distance between them. Al-Haitham couldn’t see his face, nor did he want to. He put one hand to his mouth and then dropped his head back down.



“Fuck,” he muttered, “I feel sick.”



“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh said, apparently having regained his voice. He tilted Al-Haitham’s face up, and he almost expected Kaveh to backhand him for what he did, but he just looked—sad, which made it a thousand times worse. “You…”



Kaveh searched Al-Haitham’s face, and whatever he saw there made his lips turn down. Al-Haitham hated it. “Oh god,” Kaveh said, “you’re still in love with me, aren’t you?”



“Weren’t we just talking about terrible ideas?” Al-Haitham said, a little cruelly. “Is this you admitting that I’ve got you beat?”



“Let’s go home, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh said, tugging him gently up by the elbow, and this was even worse than him rejecting him because he was being kind. That was all Kaveh knew how to do. Be kind and understanding and gracious even when Al-Haitham was a bit of a dick and a bit in love and miserable over the fact.



He didn’t remember how they got back to the apartment, but he was vaguely aware of being tucked into bed and a glass of water being set on his bedside, and then Kaveh was gone. So Al-Haitham was right. It would be a terrible idea for Kaveh to stay over.












When Al-Haitham woke up, it was with the vague sense that he was forgetting something important. That was then overshadowed by the incoming realization that the vicious pounding in his head took precedence, and then he found the glass of water left conveniently by his bed along with painkillers and inferred that somehow last night, Al-Haitham had gotten very uncharacteristically drunk.



He didn’t remember this, though.



When he picked up his phone, there weren’t any notifications sitting on his lock screen. Al-Haitham was used to waking up to countless texts from Kaveh, either at egregious times of the night or early morning before even Al-Haitham himself woke up. But this morning there was nothing.



Why had he gotten drunk, again? He remembered Nilou showing up with Kaveh, and then Kaveh disappearing, and then Nilou disappearing, and then it kind of blacked out from there on. Nothing about that warranted drinking enough that he would forget everything the day after, especially since he had never drunk before and he would usually be more careful about his near-nonexistent limits.



He threw his phone to the side, blinking at the bright imprint it left on the back of his eyelids, and chugged the glass of water. He wouldn’t find any answers there, apparently.



It was also later than he was used to waking up, so he had to attend his afternoon lecture hungover and more cranky than usual. Throughout the entire thing, there was no communication from Kaveh, which was even stranger and started to make Al-Haitham question what happened the night before. He wasn’t used to texting first, though, and something inexplicably made him nervous to break the inadvertent tradition.



So he turned to Nilou.


 


Me


 



what happened last night?



 


nilou c:


 



omg if this is about layla, then it needs to be an in-person debrief!!





and with kaveh!!



 


Me


 



i haven’t heard from him





what is this about layla



 


nilou c:


 



do you… not remember





okay hold on



 


And then Nilou didn’t text again, so either she got distracted or that was another dead end. There was still no word from Kaveh, so Al-Haitham moved on as he would any other day spent alone—which he had since realized decreased in frequency ever since Kaveh moved into the picture—and headed to the library to do his work while Scaramouche did whatever he did.



He didn’t expect Kaveh to be there already.



Maybe he should have, given that this is the table they usually share when they study together, but Kaveh customarily texts Al-Haitham ahead of time so they could meet up. So he wasn’t really expecting anything.



Kaveh had several sheets of paper and his computer open in front of him, but he didn’t seem to be looking at any of it, staring off into the distance instead. He had dark circles under his eyes, and from time to time one of his fingers would twitch. Al-Haitham watched him with one eyebrow up.



“Kaveh.”



Kaveh jolted at his name and turned swiftly to Al-Haitham with a strange sort of hesitance in his movements. Al-Haitham felt his face twist into—something—and he watched Kaveh force himself to relax into a more natural expression.



“Al-Haitham,” he replied, still with that air of reluctance in his body language. But he swept his stuff to the side anyway, making room for him as if it were instinctual. “I woke up swamped with work.”



“I can see that,” Al-Haitham said, giving a pointed look at the cluttered surface. “You shouldn’t have gone last night, then.”



Kaveh stared at him for a little too long without replying, his mouth open slightly before he closed it abruptly with a soft clack and leaned back. “Oh,” he said finally. “Right.”



Al-Haitham squinted at him. “What.”



Kaveh glanced somewhere behind him; the aisle behind Al-Haitham was on viticulture and he couldn’t imagine that captured his attention more than looking him in the eyes. “What?”



Al-Haitham wasn’t stupid. Something must have happened. Something that probably had to do with the fact that he woke up with no recollection of the night before and the reason why Kaveh wasn’t looking him in the face.



“What did I do last night,” he said flatly, cutting straight to the point.



Kaveh looked at him sharply. “You don’t remember,” he said. “You’re not lying.”



“I told you I don’t lie,” Al-Haitham said. “Unless it was something you did.”



“It was—” Kaveh started and stopped, clearing his throat and looking away again. That was abnormal. He wasn’t usually shy or reserved around Al-Haitham. “Nothing. You got drunk, and it was weird, and then I had to carry you all the way back, so forgive me for being a little tired. You have too much muscle on your stupid frame for someone who doesn’t work out.”



“That’s a weird way to concede that I’m taller than you are,” Al-Haitham said, and Kaveh scoffed, and Al-Haitham sat into his chair, and then it was a little more normal than it had been when they started.



But he could tell that Kaveh was lying. Something had happened last night, it was just that Kaveh wasn’t willing to tell him what it was. He wasn’t used to dishonesty, least of all with Kaveh, who had always been easy to be around. Open. This was out of Al-Haitham’s expertise and he didn’t know what to do, so he tried to forget about it and focus on his work.



Like Kaveh had been when Al-Haitham first walked in on him, he ended up unable to concentrate, staring at a dark brown whorl in the wood right by the corner of his computer instead of typing anything on his document.












The texts from Kaveh started again after that, and even though he was back to normal, or as normal as Kaveh could be, Al-Haitham couldn’t let it go that easily. He kept thinking back to that morning, waking up with his phone dead and the strange solemnity of the water left on his bedside table, the only trace that Kaveh had even been there. No text, no note, just silence.



Nilou doesn’t follow up, either, but Al-Haitham accepts that as either she didn’t know what happened once she’d left or she’d gotten busy and forgotten, which Al-Haitham has been guilty of, so he excuses it. 



Whatever it is, Al-Haitham can’t find it in him to just initiate seeing Kaveh regularly the way he used to, so in the time that Kaveh doesn’t text him first, he fills his time by either writing increasingly melancholic and scattered music in his bedroom or holed up in the library getting abnormally ahead of his coursework. From time to time, he would volunteer again to lose himself in the tedium of shelving and alphabetical order.



He heard a familiar voice from the back of the library one of those days. Nilou. She was speaking in hushed tones, but it was so quiet that Al-Haitham could tell it was her without confirming it with his eyes. He meant to only say hello before moving on, but then he heard her companion speak in a similarly faint voice, and his heart stopped when he realized that it was Kaveh.



Al-Haitham would have normally turned right around and walked away, leaving them to their own conversation if it weren’t for the fact that he was almost sure something happened that he was being kept in the dark about and that Nilou probably had some idea what it was, given that she was Kaveh’s best friend.



The book in his hand was a biography, all the way on the other side of the library, but he ignored that and walked closer to the end of the library anyway, pausing just on the other side of the bookshelf.



“Let me get this straight,” Nilou was saying, “it was after the party? After I left?”



Al-Haitham felt something cold sink into his skin. So something 

did

 happen and he wasn’t just being overly paranoid. And Kaveh wasn’t willing to tell him but he voluntarily told Nilou.



“I don’t know when you left, but it was forty-five minutes after I went into the crowd,” Kaveh said. “When I came back, he was like that, so I had him go home.”



“Drunk Al-Haitham,” Nilou said a little laughingly. “I wonder what that was like.” Al-Haitham was still on the other side of the bookshelf.



“Tired,” Kaveh recounted. “Grumpy. More than usual. A bit of an asshole, but that’s to be expected. That wasn’t the issue.”



The frame of the bookshelf dug into Al-Haitham’s spine a little painfully, but still, he couldn’t get himself to move.



“How long has it been, then?” Nilou said. “Four years? I mean, he told me how he felt, but I didn’t think it had been for that long. Or. You told me about the thing in high school, but I didn’t think that it would have been… this continuous. At the very least, you know he’s loyal.”



“Four years,” Kaveh repeated, his voice even quieter now so Al-Haitham had to focus to hear it. He sounded as if he felt sick about it. “I didn’t think…”



“Just be careful with him,” Nilou said. It sounded a little bit like a warning, a little bit like a threat. “You have a lot of power in your hands.”



“He doesn’t even remember,” Kaveh said, his voice breaking. “That he kissed—”



Al-Haitham didn’t need to hear any more to know where his sentence was going. “What?” he said, stepping out into the entrance to the bookshelf to make his presence known. But Kaveh and Nilou spun around to meet him, looking caught. “I kissed you? And you didn’t have the decency to tell me? Something as important as this?”



“I should not be here,” Nilou muttered, and then walked out the aisle past Al-Haitham, but not before laying one warm hand on his forearm and stopping there for a second before she was gone.



And then it was just Al-Haitham standing at the entrance of the aisle, his hand in a fist at his side. Kaveh, still as if he’d been frozen only a few paces away, looking at him as if his deepest secret had just been found out. As if 

Kaveh

 had been the one to apparently confess his four-year-long love again. As if 

Kaveh 

had been the one to kiss him in the euphoria of his first drunken flight.



Neither of them spoke for a long moment. Then, “I’m sorry, for the record. For kissing you. I shouldn’t have done that.”



“You were drunk,” Kaveh said immediately, shaking his head as if it would erase the fact that it happened. “Shit happens.”



“Not something like that,” Al-Haitham said helplessly. He hated the way Kaveh was the one who looked almost guilty about this when Al-Haitham was the one who crossed his boundaries. “I was an asshole for that.”



“It’s not like I haven’t kissed friends before,” Kaveh offered as if trying to lighten the mood. “God knows how many times Tighnari and I have made out while drunk before Cyno came into the picture just because we were bored and horny and had nothing to do on a Friday night. And I’m—I’m sorry for not telling you right away. It just took me off guard when you showed up with no idea of what happened, and then I had no idea how to act, but I couldn’t just pretend—”



“I get it, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham said, suddenly exhausted. “We’ve done this before, haven’t we? Back in high school? I’m sorry for saying anything again. I’m sorry for kissing you. It would be best if we just forgot about it. Both of us. Unless you don’t want to be my friend anymore, that’s enough for me. It always has been.”



“No!” Kaveh said vehemently, then winced when he realized how loud his voice echoed in the silence of the library. “No,” he said again, quieter. “I still want to be your friend. I always want to be your friend. Is that selfish?”



“You asked me the same thing two years ago,” Al-Haitham said a little wryly. “Maybe it is, Kaveh. But we’re both selfish. We’ve both taken things from each other that we can’t give back, and the only thing we can do is make peace with it and move on.”



Inexplicably, Al-Haitham thought that maybe it looked as if Kaveh didn’t want to move on. But Kaveh still said, “Okay,” in that voice of his, the one where he was trying his best to be kind, and even though it was cruelly ironic that Al-Haitham’s first kiss was one he won’t remember and taken by the one person he has ever loved who didn’t love him back, even though Al-Haitham, in all of his greed, struggled to reconcile with the fact that Kaveh was the only thing that he would never have in the capacity that he wanted him, even though Kaveh looked as if he couldn’t move on either, the circles under his eyes just as dark as they were a few days ago and the spiked punch from the party a scarlet tattoo on his lips, they left the library side by side, everything that had been left unsaid an impossible barrier between them the span of one body.












There was nobody that Al-Haitham could talk to about this, which was probably the product of his own introvertedness. And that left only one person.



Scaramouche didn’t answer when Al-Haitham knocked on his door, but to his defense, Al-Haitham didn’t wait very long before he went ahead and entered the room.



Scaramouche was sitting at his computer facing away from the door. On his monitor, he was playing some kind of shooter game and getting increasingly mad about it. The other monitor showed that he was live on Twitch, streaming to an entire five viewers. So he wasn’t too busy to not listen to Al-Haitham’s problems for five minutes.



Except he was too busy yelling at twelve-year-olds on the Internet, or something, because it took him a solid three minutes for him to realize that Al-Haitham was standing behind him silently.



Scaramouche turned and screamed very loudly. Al-Haitham stood there and took it, thinking that the decibels he reached rivaled even the drumline playing together in close quarters.



When Scaramouche was done screaming, he said, at a slightly lowered volume, “What the fuck are you doing in my room?!”



This was what Al-Haitham had been waiting for. “Well,” he started, “you remember Kaveh, right? Well, so I guess I’ve been in love with him since my freshman year of high school, which is seven different types of fucked up, and four years ago I confessed to him right before he graduated, and then we stopped talking, and then I came here, and then I met him again and I was still in love with him, and then three days ago I went to a party with our mutual friend Nilou except Kaveh found out so he tagged along when we weren’t expecting it because I was supposed to get over him and then Nilou disappeared and then Kaveh disappeared and then apparently I got drunk and Kaveh found me so he took me out of the party except he found out that I’ve still been in love with him all of this time even though it has been an insulting and frankly exorbitant number of years because I kissed him, apparently, and even though I don’t remember it, it still happened, and I have to deal with the consequences despite not intending to speak a word about my feelings again, and it just really, really sucks to be in love with someone who doesn’t love you back.”



Al-Haitham didn’t think he breathed throughout that entire thing. Scaramouche stared at him. On the screen, his character got shot down and killed.



“You interrupted my stream for this?” is all he said eventually, face scornful. “You’re pathetic. Get out.”



“I’m sure your four viewers appreciated the break from your nasally voice,” Al-Haitham shot back, bitter.



“Five, actually,” Scaramouche said as if that made a difference. “It doesn’t sound like you’re leaving.”



Something pinged on the screen with the stream, and Al-Haitham leaned forward to read a message from the chat that said 

wait hear him out ur roommate is a walking romcom lol. 

And then: 

ayyy if things with that other dude don’t work out then give me his number.




Al-Haitham didn’t know how to feel about that. “Your stream wants me here,” he said, mostly to piss Scaramouche off.



It worked. Scaramouche scowled and flipped him off. “They called you a walking joke. Only you would find a compliment in that.”



The chat pings again: 

u two have great chemistry actually. very entertaining.




Scaramouche said, “I have a boyfriend.”



“I have self-respect,” Al-Haitham added.



“Get the fuck out of my room.”



Al-Haitham left, somehow feeling a little bit better than when he got home. Maybe it was the minuscule bit of serotonin he got from antagonizing Scaramouche. Maybe it was finally unloading his feelings to an audience of two, one of whom was a stranger on Scaramouche’s sad gaming livestream.



It was probably the goading that did the trick.












If high school had proven anything to Al-Haitham and Kaveh, it was that they could both move on from the objective awkwardness and intrusiveness of Al-Haitham’s feelings and never speak of it again for the sake of remaining friends. They did a very good job of it.



Nilou was the only person who knew about what happened between them that night (besides Scaramouche, who didn’t count because he wasn’t Al-Haitham’s friend) and while she did raise some very valid concerns about their methods of ignoring their issues, it worked for them in the past, so Al-Haitham wasn’t about to face his feelings head-on if it wasn’t necessary. Besides, Al-Haitham went to Nilou to find out more about what happened with Layla, not to dissect his every thought and opinion on the current state of his relationship with Kaveh.



So, with the exception of Nilou, Al-Haitham and Kaveh did such a good job of it that no one else knew that there was something to know or that there was an elephant in the room to address, and as long as they played their individual parts, they’d both be able to forget about it as well. Maybe not forget, but not let it consume their minds whenever they crossed paths.



But it wasn’t normal, not always. Al-Haitham was heartsick and still in love despite his best efforts and sometimes it slipped when other people weren’t looking, when the only person who knew that Al-Haitham was still falling was himself.



Like this—



Kaveh, his face resting to the side cradled in his arms on the library table on one of the rare afternoons between winter and spring when the sun actually came out of hiding for a brief few hours. He stayed up too late the night before, which Al-Haitham knew because he had gotten frantic texts at four a.m. about his music program freezing before he could save his progress.



Al-Haitham, walking in half an hour late to their agreed-upon study session because Scaramouche picked a fight with him about the state of their shared kitchen while he was brewing coffee to take to-go, finding Kaveh had fallen asleep in his tardiness.



Al-Haitham softened his footsteps and inched closer to Kaveh, as close as he dared to be without waking him. Kaveh was a pretty heavy sleeper, so he wasn’t very worried. A swatch of Kaveh’s bangs had fallen down across his eyes, tickling his nose—he could see him scrunch his face up a little as it moved with the natural rise and fall of his body.



It was for that reason that Al-Haitham told himself he reached out to tuck that rebel piece of hair behind Kaveh’s ear, that golden bit of sunshine pulled into ropes and set atop Kaveh’s head, and he tried his best not to linger or brush his fingers against Kaveh’s face.



Then, in case Kaveh woke up, Al-Haitham hurriedly withdrew his hand and settled in his place across the table, the barrier between them preventing any of the things that he wanted to say from rising up his chest.












There was one concert the wind ensemble had at a fancier performance venue than the ones they typically played in, which was saying something. The seats, which were completely filled, spanned the entire length of the theater, more than they were used to seeing.



The set that the director chose contained a piece that was a flute feature—naturally, that solo was Kaveh’s. Al-Haitham listened to him lament and bemoan one particularly difficult octave skip multiple times in the practice rooms, but as it always was, Kaveh’s performance that night was spectacular. Al-Haitham would have been on his feet clapping if he weren’t on the stage.



It turned out that several big-shot classical musicians in the music world were there, listening. Scouting, basically. The director knew, but didn’t tell the ensemble until a week later, when they addressed the entire band and told everyone that exactly one person—Kaveh—had captured their attention.



But of course. It couldn’t have been anyone else. Al-Haitham thought that he wouldn’t have been happier even if it were him chosen. 



At the end of the rehearsal, a pale-faced Kaveh told Al-Haitham to wait for him outside the rehearsal hall, so he did, watching as everyone steadily filed out except for Kaveh, who was asked to stay behind to discuss what would happen next.



What Kaveh was told in the next twenty minutes would change the trajectory of his life from that point on.



One of them owned a new and rising record label that some significant, and most importantly, rich people had invested a large amount of money into. They were looking for new talent—young, unsigned musicians who intended to stay in the field and would stick with the label for a long time. Kaveh fit all the criteria.



The woman’s name was Dori, and she owned Alcazarzaray Records. Kaveh was graduating college in a few months and had no set-in-stone plans besides the half-baked idea to play at a local coffee shop on Saturday mornings. It seemed perfect. It 

was

 perfect.



Kaveh did his research—as it turned out, Dori was a cemented figure in the music world, just in the background instead of a key player. There was a considerable amount of buzz surrounding her label, and a few newly signed musicians that even Al-Haitham recognized from word of mouth and Internet sensations.



Kaveh joined the label. He was arranged to perform as a solo act, playing his own music—and Al-Haitham had known him long enough to know that he would shine like this, his genius finally recognized.



Dori was almost certainly capitalizing on Kaveh’s looks as well, this vision of him in a dark suit, golden hair, and silver flute. That, along with his pristine playing, was sure to be a hit.



This was all to happen once Kaveh graduated officially, sometime in the middle of the summer. For the time being, he still had a little while—a couple of months—before he turned his dreams of being a musician into reality.



Al-Haitham had said it all those years ago; Kaveh was made to skip the bars and breweries and go straight to the stage. It was only a matter of time before his predictions came to light.



There was a deeply selfish part of Al-Haitham that feared that with recognition, he would slowly lose Kaveh again the way they lost touch between Kaveh graduating high school and Al-Haitham making it to college. That Kaveh would get so busy between the performances and the sightings and the parading around that he would forget he ever knew an oboe player named Al-Haitham.



But it was different, now. The excitement that came with Kaveh’s new deal almost erased the tension that was born from the inadvertent confession, and Al-Haitham could spend more of his time being happy that Kaveh was finally figuring things out instead of grudgingly admitting that he was disappointed that their relationship had come back full circle to unrequited feelings.



And Kaveh kept talking about how he was going to make sure that his first ever performance was here in this very city, no more than a half hour’s drive away so that Al-Haitham could come to sit front row in specially reserved seats, and it pleased him that the idea of Al-Haitham in Kaveh’s future was so natural that he’d booked him a ticket before the idea of a tour even left the ground.



Al-Haitham could see Kaveh traveling across the world. He could see him skyrocketing to fame and going to Natlan, Liyue, maybe even back to Fontaine so he could perform for his mother the way his father was never able to. And he could see himself following Kaveh like a lovesick sort of shadow.



But he was done following Kaveh. He was done letting the rope that grew out of his heart and latched onto Kaveh’s back keep him in the vicinity of the same cities. If he released the tension, if he fed it a little more slack, then Kaveh could fly, and maybe Al-Haitham could let go of his feelings. Let them dissipate into nothing since there was no hope that they could turn into anything else.



So Kaveh worked harder and harder to the end of the year, towards graduation, and Al-Haitham’s sophomore year ground out as the time flew by, and suddenly it all felt so incredibly trivial—studying in the library and wasting time on his phone in the practice rooms and watching his friends take shots while playing Monopoly back in their apartment when it was only a few months until Alcazarzaray records was set to release the first snippets of Kaveh’s work to generate buzz.



The future seemed so sudden. Sometimes, when Al-Haitham looked into the mirror, he could almost imagine it staring back at him. The only reason why it didn’t scare him was because of Kaveh’s constant—and inadvertent, probably—reminders that he wasn’t going anywhere in Al-Haitham’s life, even if he was reaching new heights.



The future was right on the other side of the glass, and when Al-Haitham put his hand to the mirror, the space between him and his reflection shrunk every day until finals week officially started and jury exams commenced and Kaveh showed Al-Haitham his graduation gown hanging up in his bathroom so he could steam out the wrinkles.



When Kaveh strode across that stage, cap on his head and smile on his face, Al-Haitham watched him walk from the stadium’s scuffed floors and transform into a Kaveh half a year into the future, hair a little bit longer, cuffs primly tucked, and flute in hand.



And Kaveh took to the sky.



Notes for the Chapter:
forgot to mention that im not a music major in case there are any inaccuracies, i just have music major friends!! and band trauma

thank you for reading c: ♪






5. Chapter 5

Notes for the Chapter:hi i am back… sorry it took so long… life… + this chapter is a twt au !!





Kaveh puts his luggage up against the wall, and Al-Haitham is reminded abruptly of how little he must have on him—he has no idea if Kaveh’s little visit is supposed to be a one-night situation or a longer obligation, but even then, it seems like a criminally small suitcase for someone like Kaveh.

He remembers, then, how Kaveh’s bedroom used to look back when they were still in high school together. The walls had been bare and Al-Haitham remembers thinking that it looked as if he was ready to pack up his life at any moment and flee at the drop of a hat.

Which Kaveh had ended up doing, anyway, so maybe Al-Haitham should look into fortune-telling if this music thing doesn’t work out.

“You have a phone?” Al-Haitham says to Kaveh, putting his glass down in the sink. Kaveh has been carefully watching him out of the corner of his eye the entire time, waiting for him to break the silence.

“I—yes,” Kaveh says, a little confused. He brings his hand to his back pocket where his phone presumably resides.

“You have a number?” Al-Haitham says, pulling his own phone out. “Might as well add you now before I forget.”

For a second, Al-Haitham thinks that Kaveh might look a little cagey at the idea, but he eventually obliges and makes his way through the packing peanuts to type his number carefully into Al-Haitham’s phone. Al-Haitham saves the contact as a simple  Kaveh and scrutinizes the number, an area code he doesn’t recognize and a string of characters nothing like his old number, the one Al-Haitham still remembers.

Al-Haitham doesn’t need to ask if Kaveh is available on any other platforms. He already knows the truth—it was the first signal that something was wrong, all of those five years ago, and from time to time he’ll check the standard social media apps installed on his phone. There’s nothing out there under Kaveh’s name, not anymore.

Al-Haitham has long given up on trying to find any answers, not after five years had passed with zero word from Kaveh. But now he’s here inside of his apartment, so close that Al-Haitham could touch him if he tried, if he wanted to, if he didn’t think that it would scare Kaveh right back out the door and out into the city.

Something tells Al-Haitham that he’s going to get none of his questions answered, though, and only come out of this with more.










【┘】








The Teyvat Times ✓ @teyvattimes

New star Kaveh from Alcazarzaray Records “crescendos” to fame in a new clip shared on @fluteofkshahrewar Twitter page.

[video clip of Kaveh playing his flute on a picnic blanket in a meadow surrounded by flowers, eyes closed]

20.2k likes, 1.8k retweets, 2k replies

 

REPLIES:

 

shut ur fuck @eggplantemoji69

Replying to @teyvattimes

lol idk anything about the flute but i can learn

16.1k likes, 492 retweets, 23 replies

 

inside of me there are two wolves @superstarstruck

Replying to @teyvattimes

hey haha twirls hair the timeline said For You today

14.9k likes, 378 retweets, 18 replies

 

nilou ‿❀° @dancingflute_

Replying to @teyvattimes

omg I know him!! 🥹🥹🥹

2k likes, 3 retweets, 14 replies

 

cyno. @piccolourmom

Replying to @teyvattimes

nice pun.

79 likes, 7 retweets, 2 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @teyvattimes

who is this

81 likes, 8 retweets, 54 replies

 

tighnari ! 🌿 self-induced purgatory @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

Replying to @teyvattimes

who is this 

112 likes, 6 retweets, 49 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

why did you steal my tweet

8 likes, 1 reply

 

tighnari ! 🌿 self-induced purgatory @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

who are you

23 likes, 1 retweets, 2 replies










kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar 

omg hey 😳 theres a lot of u

31k likes, 1.9k retweets, 10.1k replies

 

REPLIES:

 

aleeeeeeeeex @_libraryofalexandria 

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

can i put my mouth on your flute? asking respectfully, of course.

23.4k likes, 823 retweets, 201 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

who is this

317 likes, 2 retweets, 71 replies

 

fay <3 @armadillo123

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

it’s the sexy flute guy, do u not recognize him?

693 likes, 21 retweets, 11 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar 

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

i am kaveh and i am outside of your window

5.6k likes, 217 retweets, 314 replies

 

Dango718 @dangoooooo_

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

WHAT THE FUCK???

46 likes










Kaveh’s entrance to the musical world was, expectedly, a massive hit. Alcazazaray Records already had a bit of a following because of the big names backing it up as well as a few of the people signed onto it, and though nobody knew who Kaveh was before, now his name was one spoken among classical circles by people even Kaveh had never heard of.

It hadn’t taken very much—a small remark about bringing new talent to a world dominated by older musicians, a few tasteful snippets of Kaveh’s original work—by the time they had teased Kaveh’s face, there was already significant buzz around the turn-of-the-corner that the record presumably had to offer.

It helped a lot that Kaveh looked damn good in a suit and was given over to professional makeup artists and photographers, who tried their best to fit Kaveh’s face to his talent. Which wasn’t difficult, in Al-Haitham’s opinion, but one could say that he was biased, considering the fact that he’d been in love with him since freshman year of high school. Small details.

It was a business, at the root of it, and Dori ran it well. In a world in which classical and instrumental music was going out of fashion, the best thing to do was make it new again. Kaveh was one of the most promising weapons in their arsenal that they had toward changing the public view of classical music.

He was good at social media. He was good at getting on the new generation’s good side, as well as monopolizing his good looks to hopefully get more people to listen to his music. Whenever he posted new clips of himself playing, it got a surprising amount of traction. There were just as many exclamations about his young, raw talent as there were thirst tweets, which were more entertaining.

Al-Haitham was having fun antagonizing Kaveh from behind the screen, even though he could very well do it straight to his face. The label was waiting on the success of Kaveh’s eventual record to plan out where and when he would be performing, so for now, he got to stick around in their college city and do nothing in his new apartment.

It was nice for Al-Haitham, at least, since now Kaveh had no reason to up and leave the way he had before. And Al-Haitham got to be selfish for a little bit longer, let Kaveh drop by and pretend to hate it, tell him to leave while he let him through the door, got to get iced coffees the way Kaveh liked them and show up randomly with them in hand. He got to listen to Kaveh complain about being bored and then watch him devolve into mania when inspiration struck and he started planning the next five records out in advance. He got to hear a lot more music than the label probably wanted a nobody like Al-Haitham to hear.

Well—Al-Haitham was a nobody, practically, except that on Twitter he had become something of a… sensation.

“Why do you have so many followers?” Kaveh said indignantly, staring at his phone. Al-Haitham looked up and caught a glimpse of a familiar-looking page.

“Do I?” Al-Haitham replied, poised. “I didn’t know you could check that.”

“Are you stupid,” Kaveh said, looking at him. It wasn’t really a question. “What about your notifications?”

Al-Haitham shrugged. “Turned them off.” He wasn’t going to admit that he only really had Twitter to antagonize him in his replies, and from time to time, to post snippets of himself playing original music. He didn’t even know if people were watching those because he only ever checked the app to see if Kaveh said something else.

“I can’t stand you,” Kaveh said as if he couldn’t believe Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham didn’t look up. “That’s what you have all of those Twitter followers for.”

“You’re so annoying.” There was the telltale sound of Kaveh flopping onto his back on the bed, the sheets disturbed by his sudden weight. “Anybody else would be much more appreciative of my presence.”

“I’m not just anybody else, am I?”

There was a noticeable pause. “You’re worse,” Kaveh said eventually, throwing a pillow at Al-Haitham’s head and hitting him with unfortunate accuracy.

Al-Haitham sort of liked being the worst if it meant it distinguished him from everyone else Kaveh knew.










kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar

hi im kaveh and im releasing music w @AlcazararayRecords soon :)

[video clip of Kaveh in an apartment bedroom, sitting on the bed next to an open window]

53.9k likes, 5.3k retweets, 2k replies

 

REPLIES:

 

asher ･:*ੈ♡‧₊˚:･ @cruel_summerz

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

hi im asher and I WILL BE STREAMING!!

29.4k likes, 849 retweets, 11 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

the third note was 2.3 cents flat

28.5k likes, 937 retweets, 36 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

also i just made my bed did you have to ruin the sheets

38.2k likes, 648 retweets, 314 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

“i just made my bed” no. we both know EYE did it bc ur room was an absolute mess

32.6k likes, 1.4k retweets, 218 replies

 

Jazz(y) @jazzyplaystrumpet

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

Is that a poster of the circle of fifths in the back????

93 likes, 5 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @jazzyplaystrumpet

not mine i swear!!! this is the room of a loser. i dont need to look at it every night it haunts me enough already

837 likes, 2 retweets, 14 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

why are you rude

576 likes, 8 retweets, 7 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

why are u

516 likes, 11 retweets, 5 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

why am i what

385 likes, 3 retweets, 4 replies

 

Jazz(y) @jazzyplaystrumpet

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

LOL I see XD

14 likes










Apple pie @mimi1678

whatever kaveh and al-haitham have got going on is the most interesting thing to come out of the new record label lmao

48 likes, 5 retweets, 3 replies










jungdeundan @dianxia

KAVEH HANGS OUT IN AL-HAITHAM’S ROOM? HE DOES HIS CHORES FOR HIM? GAY?

[quote retweeting @fluteofkshahrewar “‘i just made my bed’ no. we both know EYE did it bc ur room was an absolute mess”]

18.4k likes, 1.2k retweets, 173 replies










🌙🌒💫🌟 @paintedomes

average twitter experience be like: [gets into kaveh lore bc he’s pretty] [gets deeper into kaveh lore bc he has loud, public, and semi homoerotic spats w his friend (?) on twitter dot com]

42k likes, 2.2k retweets, 573 replies










sprout @_euclidean_

i’m crying WHO is al-haitham he literally doesn’t have a bio and he only follows, like, five people??

789 likes, 53 retweets, 32 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

Emma 🫶 @miffyluvs

Replying to @_euclidean_

He literally just showed updkslfjdkfsjdkfsd

137 likes, 4 replies

 

 ˗ˋˏ ♡ ˎˊ˗ @beefleaftruther

Replying to @_euclidean_

idk but if kaveh interacts w him then so will i 🤝

58 likes










joe mama @lemonlicker

If you think about it, Alcazarzaray Records is really smart for capitalizing on the Internet to push their brand. Like you would think Kaveh is a debuting idol but he plays the flute lol

4.7k likes, 945 retweets, 216 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

march ! @marchforth

Replying to @lemonlicker

they know their audience… pretty man + queerbait = lots of attention

43 likes, 8 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @marchforth

its not a queerbait if i AM queer

64.2k likes, 11.5k retweets, 2k replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

but al-haitham and i arent dating ! just wanted to make it known lol

58.1k likes, 9.7k retweets, 889 replies

 

jungdeundan @dianxia

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

SURE. AND YOU DONT PLAY THE FLUTE.

17.3k likes, 1.1k retweets, 411 replies

 

🤍🧸🍂 @tianguans

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

OH MY GODJFSLDKFJSLKDFJSLKDFJSDF KAVEH QUEER ICON CONFIRMED?

714 likes, 214 retweets, 34 replies










aia 🎧 @oikazanji

al-haitham retweeted kaveh’s tweet about being queer ohhhh it’s so over for us

23.6k likes, 2k retweets, 152 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

snoopy c: @southend_

Replying to @oikazanji

like im going insane do i smell enemies to lovers

15.6k likes, 1.4k retweets, 12 replies










kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar

it means a lot to me that so many people are here for classical music of all things… its considered a dying art to some but to me nothing else makes me feel more alive. so thank you, again

45.8k likes, 3.4 retweets, 3k replies










Alcazarzaray Records ✓ @AlcazarzarayRecords

Our new musician, Kaveh, is going to be releasing his music in three days! We look forward to seeing you all in the concert halls! Stay tuned ~ 😉

48.2k likes, 2.1k retweets, 504 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

kaveh’s wife @kavslay

Replying @AlcazarzarayRecords

idgaf about the music when are u releasing KAVEH to the public. also im joking im streaming

23.8k likes, 1.1k retweets, 83 replies

 

cyno. @piccolourmom

Replying @AlcazarzarayRecords

nice pun.

18.7k likes, 3.4k retweets, 32 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying @AlcazarzarayRecords

personally i will not be listening

15k likes, 2.5k retweets, 672 replies

 

lampy369 @12sleep3

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

wtf???? keep it to yourself??? people r so rude these days

31 likes, 7 retweets, 128 quote retweets, 238 replies

 

tangyuans @residuals

Replying to

girl check the replies 

781 likes, 115 retweets, 31 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 dying in a practice room @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

thats not what u said six years ago in high school when u wanted to compose w me lol

42.8k likes, 2.9k retweets, 2k replies

 

jungdeundan @dianxia 

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

sorry back WHEN? HOW many years ago?????????

11.9k likes, 1k retweets, 52 replies

 

sprout 🌱 @bringingglory19

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

WHAT THE FUCK IM THROWING UP IN MY MOUTH A LITTLE. WHAT THE FUCK DO U MEAN HIGH SCHOOL FRIENDS TO LOVERS

670 likes, 113 retweets, 17 replies










jay @paragayyy

HELLO AL-HAITHAM AND KAVEH HAVE COMPOSED MUSIC TOGETHER?

714 likes, 191 retweets, 31 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

sprout 🌱 @bringingglory19

Replying to @paragayyy

JAY IM LOSING IT A LITTLE

8 likes, 1 reply

 

jay @paragayyy

Replying to @bringingglory19

YEAH. ME TOO

2 likes










zary 💗 @zarzaryyy

al-haitham is such a lucky lucky man to have known kaveh for so long

1.3k likes, 51 retweets, 7 replies










milky 18↑ @galaxy_strung

the LORE

5 likes, 1 retweet, 1 reply










kaveh ♬🕺 iridescence out now!!! @fluteofkshahrewar

its out!! iridescence is an album born from high school car rides at night and early college morning sunsets, and i am so lucky to be able to finally officially share it!!! https://open.spotify.com/album/2xkZV2Hl1Omi8rk2D7t5lN?si=W2T4Z1sKQLyx9st4L0XCqw

[picture of a grainy Polaroid photo of Kaveh with his friends, laughter caught on film. Al-Haitham is to Kaveh’s side, giving him a side eye]

93.7k likes, 7.3k retweets, 5k replies

 

REPLIES:

 

feng xin lover @kavehverse

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

EVERYONE BE CALM. EVERYONE BE NORMAL

4.1k likes, 1.3k retweets, 25 replies

 

twt come back to gusu with me @hhhecking

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

guys look at the photo it’s so sweet 🥺 oh my god is that al-haitham.

15.3k likes, 2.5k retweets, 182 replies

 

dan heng microwaver @apricitous

Replying to @hhhecking

HIS FACE I CANT TAKE THIS MAN SERIOUSLY

417 likes, 31 retweets, 5 replies

 

nilou ‿❀° @dancingflute_

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

congratulations kaveh!!! wishing nothing but the best for you ٩(◕‿◕)۶

53 likes, 2 retweets, 1 reply

 

kaveh ♬🕺 iridescence out now!!! @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @dancingflute_

thank uuuu nilouuuu 😭😭😭

128 likes, 3 replies

 

tighnari ! 🌿 self-induced purgatory @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

okay i’m looking at this photo again and this is your apartment but that is MY special edition honkai star rail collab merch fu xuan blanket in the background that mysteriously vanished from my apartment… explain?

41.6k likes, 2.1k retweets, 51 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 iridescence out now!!! @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

literally who r u

38.2k likes, 3.5k retweets, 31 replies

 

tighnari ! 🌿 self-induced purgatory @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

the guy in the picture

27.8k likes, 3.2k retweets, 26 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 iridescence out now!!! @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

how did u get in my apartment?????

36.4k likes, 3.7k likes, 57 replies

 

tighnari ! 🌿 self-induced purgatory @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

alright.

34.9k likes, 2.5k retweets, 18 replies

 

cyno. @piccolourmom

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

it has been nice watching your accelerando to fame.

3.1k likes, 413 retweets, 4 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 iridescence out now!!! @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @piccolourmom

okay cool it w the music puns dude

2.5k likes, 233 retweets, 3 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

in other news, i had a three hour lecture this afternoon

54.3k likes, 5.1k retweets, 318 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 iridescence out now!!! @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

u have ur own page for a reason can u get out of my replies

51.3k likes, 2.5k retweets, 54 replies










al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

i have been instructed to let you all know that i had a three hour lecture this afternoon

17.4k likes, 4.2k retweets, 35 replies










“They’re talking about a tour,” Kaveh said around the straw in his mouth. He’d dragged Al-Haitham out for coffee right when he got out of his lecture, not even asking if he had any prior engagements first. “Isn’t that nuts?”

Al-Haitham frowned and tugged Kaveh’s chewed-up plastic straw out from his teeth so he could hear him more clearly. “A tour. You know where?” The words fell flat out of his own lips, a little bitter like his coffee. The brew was sharper than normal, settling on his tongue. Maybe the barista had burned the grinds.

“No.” Kaveh’s eyelashes fluttered when he sighed, dipping down. He dropped his head to his arms, golden hair pooling around his shoulders. “Apparently, the statistics for the record exceeded expectations. With all of their talk, no one actually expected classical music to go very far.”

“Everyone listens to it in video games and movie soundtracks, they just don’t realize it,” Al-Haitham pointed out. “It just took a more unconventional approach to get people to understand that it’s… well, conventional. Modern. Not just dead pianists.”

“I guess.” Kaveh flexed his fingers, deliberately not looking up or meeting Al-Haitham’s gaze. “It just feels a little weird. There’s a lot of eyes on me.”

Al-Haitham tore his own eyes away from Kaveh’s frame as if that would make it better, distinguishing himself from all the other strangers who knew Kaveh only by name and not by coffee order. “Is that a bad thing?”

There was a moment before Kaveh replied. “I don’t think so,” he said eventually, distantly. “I mean. It’s what I asked for, right? And it’s nice to realize the dream, especially since not many people get to see it out. Not in this field.”

“If you want,” Al-Haitham offered, “I’ll tell them all how much of an idiot you actually are, and then that’ll lessen the pressure on you.”

“That sounds less like a favor and more like a threat. Also, you’re incorrigible.” Kaveh dragged himself up back into his chair and fit the straw back between his teeth, absentmindedly gnawing on it. Al-Haitham tried not to pay too much attention to the way it highlighted the shape of his lips by taking a sip of his too-bitter coffee.

“Back to the tour,” Kaveh said. “They haven’t decided yet, but I think Dori’s planning something big. Something about kicking it off with a bang. I want to start small, local, especially since they’re selling me as a solo act. It makes me feel as if I’m letting less people down.”

“Let down is a strong name to call yourself,” Al-Haitham said. “Weren’t you just saying that you exceeded their expectations?”

Kaveh turned a weary smile onto Al-Haitham. “That just means that they’re going to set higher standards next time, right?”

“There are no limits for stars.” Al-Haitham buried his face into his coffee cup.

“What?” Even though Al-Haitham couldn’t see Kaveh’s face, he could hear the smile in his voice. Kaveh tugged at the hand holding the cup, but Al-Haitham steadfastly refused to move, eyes trained on the stained bottom of the paper cup. “Did you just call me a  star?  That sounds like a compliment if I’ve ever heard one.”

“You’ve heard wrong.”

“Uh-huh. And your cup is empty.”

It was; Al-Haitham had drunk every last dreg of it, bitterness slipping down his throat. “Don’t get used to being right,” he said eventually, setting his coffee down at last.

“You act as if it would kill you to be even a little bit kind to your deserving senior.”

“You’re chewing on straws like a child.”

Kaveh laughed then, forgetting all about the impending tour and everything else associated with it. Al-Haitham could see it slip away from the worry lines by his temples; the worry, the streams, piling numbers of people learning his name, and he wished that it was always that easy. That he could take him out for coffee all the time even though Kaveh was the one with the bigger bank account so they could forget about assignments and albums and celebrities.

But it wasn’t so easy for Al-Haitham to forget—like the taste of the coffee lingering on his tongue, it was difficult not to look at Kaveh and imagine him leaving.

If Kaveh was a star then he was the sun. And if Kaveh was the sun, then Al-Haitham was hopeless, gone.










The Teyvat Times ✓ @teyvattimes

Amid rising popularity and new releases, new star Kaveh is spotted in a coffee shop in Sumeru City, right on the outskirts of the Akademiya campus.

[one picture of Kaveh with the straw dangling between his teeth, lips stretched in a smile, and one that captures Al-Haitham’s back opposite of him]

75.3k likes, 24.1k retweets, 213 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

lilah @oikidaceae

Replying to @teyvatttimes:

ngh

17.3k likes, 1.2k retweets, 311 replies

 

Liam K @iam_tired

Replying to @oikidaceae

Ayo??

20.6k likes, 631 retweets, 11 replies

 

rysa @rysarium

Replying to @teyvattimes

help omg al-haitham is always at the scene of the crime. I LOVE THEM!!

4.7k likes, 1.3k retweets, 31 replies

 

lola loves mangos @cocogoat500

Replying to @teyvattimes

Ohhh my godddd coffee date

[picture of suspicious dog, text reads: I Know What You Are]

18.2k likes, 3.5k retweets, 21 replies

 

schmalerie @changtheninth

Replying to @teyvattimes

i’m normal about this

1.8k likes, 341 retweets, 8 replies










Koya @_papereater

Kaveh’s music has really started to make me think about classical music as a genre omg?? it’s some really nice stuff… i’ll definitely be listening to more…

15 likes, 3 replies










lilah @oikidaceae

god kavehs album is SO GOOD i need him i mean i need more music

782 likes, 191 retweets, 7 replies










Snail? @shelleydoesthings

Wait so what does Al-Haitham do exactly?

7 likes, 3 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

Mariah carey @itstiiiimeeee

Replying to @shelleydoesthings

Idk?? He’s sort of just around, I think

1 like










al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

[uncaptioned two minute video clip of him playing an original composition on his oboe, badly lit; the frame only shows his upper torso and the bottom of his chin]

35.2k likes, 2.9k retweets, 360 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

winter from aespa i need you @aesapphic

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

who was going to tell me that the alhaitham_oboe username actually meant that he plays the oboe

2.4k likes, 471 retweets, 8 replies

 

jenaissante @huuuhhh_

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

so this is why he’s friends with kaveh. i see now.

372 likes, 21 retweets, 4 replies

 

dehya 🔥 @saxytimeswithdehya

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

hey buddy you’re supposed to move the camera up a little

4.8k likes, 1.2k retweets, 7 replies

 

tighnari ! 🌿 self-induced purgatory @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

Replying to @saxytimeswithdehya

or down 👀

4.1k likes, 1.7k retweets, 25 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 iridescence out now!!! @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

ew

5.1k likes, 2.4k retweets, 5 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 iridescence out now!!! @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

omg u didnt tell me u were going to post this. im ur designated pr manager, remember?

3.5k likes, 185 retweets, 23 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

you are nothing to me

2.8k likes, 526 retweets, 41 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 iridescence out now!!! @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

ok mister “kaveh… i hate to say it but your album was enjoyable” sent at 18:11 one week ago

5.8k likes, 623 retweets, 53 replies

 

palms together high five @carrotp33l

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

yo why is he kinda…

4.3k likes, 216 retweets, 28 replies

 

alex i bet we’d look good on the dancefloor @turnmeround1984

Replying to @carrotp33l

jail??????

1.7k likes, 241 retweets, 3 replies

 

chaeryoung save me @beepboopbip

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

them putting out music around the same time is actually couple goals 😍

1.8k likes, 102 retweets, 5 replies

 

meemaw @UnderControl359

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

Does it count as an industry plant if we all know him from his very public arguments with Kaveh?

751 likes, 106 retweets, 11 replies

 

dazai STOOD UP @chuuluvr

Replying to @UnderControl359

LMAOOOO

8 likes

 

team EDWARD! @fangmebb

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

did he record this with a microwave

3.6k likes, 362 retweets, 11 replies










julian @thenewabnormal

wow kaveh and al-haitham lowkey changing the way i think about classical music

39 likes, 2 retweets, 1 reply










scaramouche @scaramoo

@alhaitham_oboe is a pretentious bastard and i hope you lose all of your twenty thousand followers.

2 likes, 9 quote retweets, 7 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @scaramoo 

you have twelve followers and one is your boyfriend don’t speak to me

11 likes, 2 retweets, 4 replies

 

i have a caffeine addiction @sav3mepls

Replying to @scaramoo 

damn does al-haitham have animosity with everyone on this app???

2 likes

 

spoilers for jjk s2 @getofucker420

Replying to @scaramoo 

omg who is this i smell al-haitham tea

3 likes, 1 reply










scaramouche @scaramoo

i stream today at four link below

https://www.twitch.tv/videos/1923468283

3 likes, 5 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @scaramoo 

no thank you

0 likes, 1 reply

 

scaramouche @scaramoo

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe 

i did not ask you.

0 likes

 

𝓼𝓬𝓸𝓸𝓬𝓱𝓲𝓮 @slurponmygurt 

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe 

CURSE OF RA 𓀀 𓀁 𓀂 𓀃 𓀄 𓀅 𓀆 𓀇 𓀈 𓀉 𓀊 𓀋 𓀌 𓀍 𓀎 𓀏 𓀐 𓀑 𓀒 𓀓 𓀔 𓀕 𓀖 𓀗 𓀘 𓀙 𓀚 𓀛 𓀜 𓀝 𓀞 𓀟 𓀠 𓀡 𓀢 𓀣 𓀤 𓀥 𓀦 𓀧 𓀨 𓀩 𓀪 𓀫 𓀬 𓀭 𓀮

0 likes

 

𝓼𝓬𝓸𝓸𝓬𝓱𝓲𝓮 @slurponmygurt

Replying to @scaramoo 

ILL DONO U SWEETIE PIE!!!!!!!!!!!!111111111

1 like

 

𝓼𝓬𝓸𝓸𝓬𝓱𝓲𝓮 @slurponmygurt

Replying to @scaramoo

[image: ]



1 like










Alcazarzaray Records ✓ @alcazarzarayrecords

We’re pleased to announce that our very own Kaveh is going to go on a global tour! We thank you very much for your kind reception, and we hope to see you in the halls. Presave tickets. Link in bio.

[photo depicting dates and locations]

129.3k likes, 12.4k retweets, 319 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

aia 🥟 @hisuakaio

Replying to @alcazarzarayrecords

WHAT.

112 likes, 2 retweets, 2 replies








kaveh ♬🕺 tour in bioooo c: ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

im going on tour!!! id love to see all of u there…. ;)

[quote retweeting @alcazarzarayrecords]

138.9k likes, 18.2k retweets, 529 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

jungdeundan @dianxia

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

oh my god hes talking to me directly i cant believe he just invited me directly to his concert 😊

1.4k likes, 82 retweets, 5 replies

 

life is like mario kart 8 @vrmvrmbitch

Replying to @dianxia

I aspire to be your level of delusional

614 likes, 21 retweets, 3 replies

 

jungdeundan @dianxia

Replying to @vrmvrmbitch

I AM NOT DELUSIONAL did u see that winking emoticon… what a flirt

532 likes, 32 retweets, 5 replies

 

bella WANTS TTEOKBOKKI @fishcakelady

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

verification mark?? kaveh checkmark era???

483 likes, 14 retweets, 2 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 tour in bioooo c: ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @fishcakelady

holy shit

631 likes, 37 retweets, 8 replies












kaveh

 


 al-haitham al-haitham did u see my tweet 


 

Me

 


 yes 


 

kaveh
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 i suppose 
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“They put makeup on me,” Kaveh said, frowning into a mirror. He lifted one finger and started picking at his cheekbone, yelping when Al-Haitham reached over and smacked his hand out of the air.

“If they did then it was probably for a good reason,” Al-Haitham said, releasing his hand. Kaveh pulled his lips down and stared at him, his gaze all dark and doing strange things to Al-Haitham’s stomach. He didn’t look much different, actually—a little bit of concealer for his perpetual dark circles, a touch of lip stain to cover where he’d bitten them to shreds in nerves, a smatter of dark eyeshadow in the corner of his eye, making them that much sharper. But he looked different. Not quite the Kaveh that Al-Haitham knew.

They—they being the makeup team—only put makeup on Kaveh because he was about to perform. The first date of his tour, actually, since that was a thing that Kaveh did now. Go on tours and whatnot. Kaveh called Al-Haitham for six hours yesterday panicking about having to perform in front of a live audience which eventually culminated in Al-Haitham agreeing to, in essence, hold Kaveh’s hand through the entire ordeal until he had to go on stage.

And now Kaveh was dressed and styled and made up, and the only thing he had left to do was warm up, but when he settled his fingers onto the instrument, Al-Haitham saw them shake ever so slightly. So even Kaveh, who had spent his entire life performing and putting on a show, could get nervous too. Maybe it was because signing a contract with Dori made it seem that much more significant.

When Al-Haitham peeked out beyond the stage, most of the faces he saw were relatively young. He assumed they were mostly Akademiya students as well, curious to see how one of their own alumni would succeed and naturally invested in the music world whereas the typical person’s knowledge of instrumental music extended to movie soundtracks.

“How much longer now?” Al-Haitham said, retreating back from the stage and striding back over to where Kaveh was still sitting in his makeup chair, staring down at his flute.

“Thirty seven,” Kaveh said without even checking his phone. He must be counting down the minutes.

“Better get to it then.” Al-Haitham nodded to his flute.

Kaveh shot him a faux dirty look. “I have been,” he insisted, but he finally brought his flute up to his mouth, blew a few customary breaths through the instrument to warm it up, and began his chromatic exercises.

Al-Haitham left once more to get another look at where he would be sitting—a seat reserved especially for him, right in the front row—and stayed around the corner to give Kaveh a little bit of privacy before he played for a more special audience than he was typically used to. He’d heard Al-Haitham warm up a thousand times before already and the sound of it was familiar, grounding, even though none of their performances had before been treated with this much grandeur. Even though it wasn’t Al-Haitham who was about to go out and play on a stage to be recorded and posted for the entire world to see.

Al-Haitham didn’t know how Kaveh did it. Kaveh had always been one of the strongest people he knew. And at the same time, it made sense that Kaveh had been the one scouted out and chosen by the label because no one else that Al-Haitham knew could possibly be up for the job. Or be more deserving of such an honor. He had always trusted that Kaveh would make it to the global stage and that it was just a matter of when.

Listening to Kaveh warm up knowing he was about to perform for hundreds of people who bought tickets specifically to hear Kaveh play was surreal. Sometimes it felt as if Kaveh was going so high and so far that he would leave Al-Haitham down in the audience among his other fans. It wasn’t even a matter of jealousy, which was easy to fall back into especially in an environment that was so musically competitive—but rather an inherent, stirring feeling in his gut. Kaveh would make it to the stars one day and leave everyone, even Al-Haitham, in the wake of his impact.

But maybe it wouldn’t come to pass just because Al-Haitham thought so. After all, wasn’t that why he was here anyway, at Kaveh’s first tour date ever? He never knew how to let go. And as long as Kaveh reciprocated—because Al-Haitham knew that a large part of Kaveh found relief in Al-Haitham as he was, above anything else, familiar—he had no intention to leave Kaveh first.

He checked his phone. Ten minutes until Kaveh took the stage. Al-Haitham found his seat, center stage, and settled in for the show.
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“Holy shit,” Kaveh said as soon as Al-Haitham stepped through the stage door to meet him. He was pacing around the room, his flute sitting safely on his case off to the side. He stopped when Al-Haitham drew up to him. “That was—that was okay, right?”

“Did you see the audience’s standing ovation or has your brief stint in the limelight already blinded you?” Al-Haitham returned. “It was passable.”

“Passable, fuck you,” Kaveh said, reaching out to smack him in the shoulder and pausing when Al-Haitham drew out what he had been hiding behind his back. “What the fuck is that.”

“Maybe you can’t see after all,” Al-Haitham said, quickly thrusting the bouquet into Kaveh’s still hands. The sound of the plastic crinkling in the now silent room was somehow more embarrassing than going out to buy the bouquet by himself before he made his way to the venue.

“Oh,” Kaveh said quietly. He reached out slowly to lift one flower out of the bunch. “Thank you.”

This was unfamiliar. Al-Haitham didn’t know what to do with this Kaveh instead of the one he was used to. “They were on sale,” he said, turning away so he wouldn’t have to watch Kaveh stare at the bouquet as if it were an alien object anymore. “Nilou told me I should get you something in her stead because she couldn’t go.”

It was a lie. Nilou hadn’t said anything of the sort, but the lie was easier to tell than the truth. Wasn’t that how it always was when it came to Kaveh?

From the look in Kaveh’s eyes when Al-Haitham dared to look back again, he knew it was a lie too. “Did she,” he said, then stopped and smiled down at the flowers. Al-Haitham felt a breath catch in his throat. “Then you should tell her that I’m very grateful that she thought of me at all and that this means more to me than any of the attention I’ve garnered on the Internet.”

“I will,” Al-Haitham managed when he got his voice back. “I’ll tell her that.”

“How long are you staying?” Kaveh asked as he set the flowers aside on a nearby chair. “I don’t know how much longer they’re going to make me stick around before I can leave and I feel like you have rehearsal tomorrow.”

Al-Haitham shrugged. He probably did. “I can wait a little longer.”

The smile that lit up Kaveh’s face was happy, and if Al-Haitham could decipher it correctly, a little relieved. “Great!” he said. “Come over here, then. Tighnari told me to call him after the performance was over and he’ll want to see you too.”

As if on cue, Kaveh’s screen lit up along with the tell-tale sound of the ringtone that Tighnari had set on Kaveh’s phone, a bright, cutesy pop song. Kaveh accepted immediately.

“Well?” Tighnari said immediately, his scratchy voice filling the room up and somehow making it feel less cold and impersonal. “How did it go—”
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al-haitham and kaveh r so yuri to me

14.8k likes, 3.4k retweets, 51 replies










Alcazarzaray Records ✓ @AlcazarzarayRecords

@fluteofkshahrewar Kaveh’s tour continues this week! Have you gotten your ticket yet? 👀

21.4k likes, 1.9k retweets, 52 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

Stefanie G. @Steph_Grant7

Replying to @AlcazarzarayRecords

Yes!!! 😍 😍 😍

2 likes

 

i do not like mayo. @land028

Replying to @AlcazarzarayRecords

Are you guys going through ticket master?

1 like

 

well shit!!! @smeagolmiiiine

Replying to @AlcazarzarayRecords

your bullshit marketing tactics dont work on me - wait. queerbait musician twitter romance???? sign me up

4.2k likes, 91 retweets, 5 replies










And then Kaveh was gone.

It hadn’t quite connected in Al-Haitham’s mind that a global tour meant that Kaveh would have to leave for months at a time to travel the world. He supposed that was the meaning of having the first tour date be in their small college town where Al-Haitham could attend—it was a sending-off of sorts. A bon voyage for Kaveh before he left to explore all on his lonesome.

The difference this time was that Al-Haitham and Kaveh were undoubtedly closer than they had been the other times that they separated. In high school, their relationship was frayed by what happened at the end of Kaveh’s senior year, and drifting apart was natural. This time, there was no fight. There was no confession or cause for conflict. Only Kaveh leaving for bigger and better things while Al-Haitham, chained down by his younger years and the indomitable ache inside of him, could not do much else but watch him go.

That was more dramatic than it actually was. In reality, Kaveh had invited all of his college friends over to his apartment where they all drank a little too much, especially considering that one of them in particular would have to deal with his hangover while traveling. Nilou baked a cake, Cyno came with cards, and Tighnari brought the alcohol.

And it was nice. It usually was with this group. It didn’t feel sudden or abrupt at all; it felt as if they were all taking the next term and this was just another weekend night for them. It didn’t hit Al-Haitham, almost not at all, not until they were all halfway through their glasses and laughing at something that would be decidedly unfunny if they were sober and he looked to his side and Kaveh was already looking at him, a faint dust of red on his cheeks and a small, quiet smile on his lips, the kind that felt as if they were for Al-Haitham and Al-Haitham only.

That’s when it really got to Al-Haitham. Because they wouldn’t have any more of these easy nights in, at least not for half a year until Kaveh was done touring and taking pictures and meeting people and living life. Al-Haitham would be stuck back here in his practice room with his oboe, making music probably.

Maybe there would be music about Kaveh. Maybe he would post it on Twitter. Who knows. None of it seemed so very, very consequential as the time of Kaveh’s flight the next day (11:25 in the morning) and the realization that getting used to two years of this was not enough to prepare him for the uncertainty of adulthood for the rest of their lives.

All of that was exchanged in the five seconds that Al-Haitham and Kaveh locked eyes, and Kaveh’s smile turned soft, sadder. For a moment, Al-Haitham thought Kaveh would say something about his leaving because he had that look in his eyes and he was always more sentimental while inebriated, but he only pressed the back of his hand to Al-Haitham’s cheek, saying, “You’re not drunk enough, Al-Haitham,” all with a laugh.

He wasn’t drunk enough. Certainly too sober to not potentially ruin a night in which they had no redo’s, so he bided Kaveh’s wishes and tilted the bottle back against his lips and let the cool liquid run down his throat, uncaring, until those eyes slid back off his face, where they did not return for the rest of the night.










kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

see u all when i land 🫡

[selfie of Kaveh in an airplane seat, throwing a peace sign and winking at the camera]

68.2k likes, 3.8k retweets, 1.1k replies

 

REPLIES:

 

zary 💗 @zarzaryyy

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

ajsdfjsdkflsLKSJDFLKSJLDKFJLKSDJF

53 likes, 5 retweets

 

nilou ‿❀° @dancingflute_

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

have a safe flight kaveh!! (⌒▽⌒)☆

127 likes, 3 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @dancingflute_

thank u nilou!!! ٩(◕‿◕)۶

157 likes

 

may <3 @small_beans 

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

Gorgeous show stopping spectacular

372 likes, 14 retweets, 2 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

make sure not to come back

27.5k likes, 1.3k retweets, 148 replies

 

tighnari ! 🌿 self-induced purgatory @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

i think you added an extra word there friend

30.4k likes, 3.4k retweets, 23 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

we are not friends

32.4k likes, 4.1k retweets, 59 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls and @alhaitham_oboe

i think this is what they call a ratio

35.8k likes, 5.2k retweets, 83 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

just say ur jealous ur not touring the world like i am and move on why cant u be nice to me like nilou is

25.8k likes, 823 retweets, 23 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

nobody can be as nice as nilou is

33.1k likes, 3.5k retweets, 18 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

true

31.5k likes, 2.1k retweets, 8 replies










The Teyvat Times ✓ @teyvattimes

Kaveh with @AlcazarzarayRecords in Fontaine!

[one picture of the star with his flute, smiling underneath the spotlights to a wide audience, and one picture of his dates in Fontaine]

47.2k likes, 3.1k likes, 639 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

kaeya @cool_it

Replying to @teyvattimes

and still no tour dates for Khaenri’ah… 😕

7.4k likes, 2.9k retweets, 31 replies










scaramouche @scaramoo

streaming https://www.twitch.tv/videos/806174370

31 likes, 4 retweets, 2 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @scaramoo

i am bored enough that i am considering watching

5 likes

 

scaramouche @scaramoo

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

do not taint my stream with your vile presence

1 like

 

𝓼𝓬𝓸𝓸𝓬𝓱𝓲𝓮 @slurponmygurt

Replying to @scaramoo

I WILL BE THERE SCUNT!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

[cat exploding gif]

1 like










kaveh

 


 ughghsdkgh 



 al-haitham im tired 


 

Me

 


 then go to sleep 


 

kaveh

 


 why r u so boring to talk to like arent u TIRED of being like this 



 anyway 



 the team has me working so hard omfg i swear i only got three hours of sleep last nite bcos they woke me at like four am for stage rehearsal :((((( 


 

Me

 


 have you considered not going to sleep at one am? 


 

kaveh

 


 ugh dont come in here and talk REASON to me thats not the point of ranting al-haitham 



 whatever 



 i can probably sleep during the taxi ride… 



 shouldnt u sleep isnt it late in ur time zone 


 

Me

 


 it’s only eight 


 

kaveh

 


 oh 



 haha 



 u know its hard to keep track of time zones n stuff when im traveling so much 


 

Me

 


 yeah 


 

kaveh

 


 wait lmflaosdifjsldk let me tell u about the cashier at the coffee place we stopped at earlier 



 so he must have recognized me right because he saw me and 











Kaveh texted Al-Haitham as if he wasn’t even touring the world and all he had to do was scroll on his phone. It wasn’t as if Al-Haitham was complaining, however. He was used to Kaveh texting him all the time, especially when he knew that Kaveh was supposed to be attending to more important obligations than his phone. If he didn’t think too hard, it was just like when they were both still attending the Akademiya and too busy to meet up for the day or even for a week.

Except it had been months.

It was somehow both a quick passage of time and the longest period of Al-Haitham’s life. He hadn’t realized how essential other people were to keep him sane during the term, especially considering that it wasn’t just Kaveh who was gone—Tighnari, Cyno, and Dehya had also graduated.

At least he had Nilou. Nilou, when she wasn’t busy exchanging life updates with Kaveh the same way Al-Haitham had become accustomed to doing or spending time with her girlfriend, began to take up most of Al-Haitham’s time. It wasn’t like how it was with Kaveh, of course, but he was thankful for it. Thankful for Nilou. In times of uncertainty and transition, it was grounding to have something familiar to ground him, and Al-Haitham found that in Kaveh and Nilou and his music.

Even if Kaveh wasn’t sending him updates all the time, Al-Haitham learned about everything he was doing anyway through his various social media accounts. He’d never been particularly attached to any internet networks until now, where they practically served as news services when it came to celebrities.

There was a lot about Kaveh and professional shots of him at his shows, looking as if he had grown into the stage like a second stage. As if he wasn’t even the same person the night of his first show, freaking out quietly to Al-Haitham before he went on for the first time. He looked confident, older. More mature. As if he knew he deserved to be there and he relished it.

It was more interesting to scroll through social media and see what other people were saying about Kaveh, on the other hand. Since he hardly used any of his accounts for anything other than seeing what Kaveh was up to, it was all he saw, and coincidentally he ended up on the side of Twitter and Instagram that was—for lack of better words—devoted to Kaveh, what he was up to, and his interests.

It was interesting. Al-Haitham, for all of his years of knowing Kaveh, had never been very concerned with the clothing brands that Kaveh regularly shopped at, but it seemed to be a point of interest with Kaveh’s admirers.

There was more than just that. A lot of people were especially taken with Kaveh’s looks. There were even entire fan pages, which gave Al-Haitham a lot of pleasure to send to Kaveh for the sole intent of embarrassing him. Considering he’d been flattered at first, it was a lot more fun to see Kaveh turn red over his scratchy video camera when Al-Haitham sent him a tweet detailing the way Kaveh’s bangs fell over his eyes underneath the stage lights as he waved to the audience at his latest performance.

Sometimes, Al-Haitham would even see his own name mentioned alongside Kaveh’s, but not nearly as often, so he didn’t concern himself with it. He’d respond with something taunting underneath a post of Kaveh’s and log off. Sometimes he would look up Scaramouche’s profile from time to time if he was bored enough but that was mainly the extent of his adventures on social media. He had enough to worry enough anyway.










ink 🌙 @moonsteps

hi guys i wrote a haikavetham fic because im normal. for @luminvies i hate you

5.2k, rated t, post canon, #haikavetham

https://archiveofourown.org/works/47158234

638 likes, 231 retweets, 7 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

Replying to @moonsteps

IF UCKING HATE YOU WHAT IS THIS !!!!

4 likes, 1 reply

 

ink 🌙 @moonsteps

Replying to @luminvies

[spongebob fish looking around gif]

2 likes










bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

i wrote something btw! 😊 short and sweet and hashtag happy

#haikavetham #kaveh #alhaitham

https://archiveofourown.org/works/47969452

314 likes, 186 retweets, 8 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

lilah @oikidaceae

Replying to @luminvies

I’m being so serious what’s your problem

3 likes

 

ink 🌙 @moonsteps

Replying to @luminvies

ur sick

16 likes

 

bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

Replying to @moonsteps

lol

4 likes

 

sprout 🌱 @bringingglory19

Replying to @luminvies

ur sick

14 likes

 

bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

Replying to @bringingglory19

Thank you!

3 likes

 

une @labitonthemoon

Replying to @luminvies

you’re sick

14 likes

 

bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

Replying to @labitonthemoon

alright can u guys stop now

2 likes

 

𝓼𝓬𝓸𝓸𝓬𝓱𝓲𝓮 @slurponmygurt 

Replying to @labitonthemoon and @luminvies

LUMIE GET BEHIND ME!! ⚔️

1 like

 

bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

Replying to @labitonthemoon and @slurponmygurt

THANK U GURTIE!!!!!

1 like










for our flute of kshahrewar @kavehpicsdaily

every time kaveh stole our hearts during a show: a thread

[picture of Kaveh putting up heart hands, smiling broadly]

13.5k likes, 2.1k retweets, 29 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

for our flute of kshahrewar @kavehpicsdaily

Replying to @kavehpicsdaily

that time he was surprised to see so many people show up

[clip of Kaveh’s eyes going wide and mouth dropping before he smiles so hard it could split his face]

1.5k likes, 391 retweets, 2 replies

 

for our flute of kshahrewar @kavehpicsdaily

Replying to @kavehpicsdaily

he blew us a kiss!!! (he was aiming for me, guys)

[clip of Kaveh blowing a kiss toward the audience before he exits the stage]

1.4k likes, 317 retweets, 4 replies

 

for our flute of kshahrewar @kavehpicsdaily

Replying to @kavehpicsdaily

😉

[clip of Kaveh winking straight into the camera before bursting into laughter]

1.6k likes, 429 retweets, 4 replies

 

ITS GOJOVER @s4toruseyes

Replying to @kavehpicsdaily

mf thought they could upload an entire concert and we wouldn’t notice

5.3k likes, 1.8k retweets, 3 replies

 

Eleanor @mothball121

Replying to @kavehpicsdaily

Kaveh dear,,,, you look so wonderful in these photos! 😊 I still remember when I saw your first concert 😲 🤩 I love your youthful glow! !

1 like

 

twt come back to gusu with me @hhhecking

Replying to @kavehpicsdaily

i think i just swooned

217 likes, 15 retweets, 2 replies










kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

omg i have been so busy… r u guys having as much fun as i am?? :D

28.3k likes, 1.6k retweets, 583 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

rysa @rysarium

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

YES!!!

341 likes, 38 retweets, 3 replies

 

olivia doesn’t care @olive_pickle

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

i hate classical music and id still have fun as long as u were there tbh

285 likes, 51 retweets, 9 replies

 

grace @fa_ith2

Replying to @olive_pickle

Bold of you to post this under his tweet…

274 likes, 21 retweets, 3 replies

 

kaeya @cool_it

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

i’d have more fun if you people actually set tour dates in khaenri’ah

4.2k likes, 63 retweets, 14 replies










al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

music

[several minute long video of Al-Haitham performing a self-composed piece on the oboe on a fuzzy screen, half-heartedly recorded]

51.3k likes, 3.5k retweets, 217 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

matt maltese Gets Me @_soupluvr420

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

hey when’s the global tour

3.6k likes, 729 retweets, 12 replies

 

tighnari ! 🌿 self-induced purgatory @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

ah, thank you al-haitham. i wouldn’t have known what this was without your descriptive caption

12.4k likes, 2.1k retweets, 49 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

you’re welcome

12.5k likes, 1.2k retweets, 40 replies

 

nilou ‿❀° @dancingflute_

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

omg it turned out so wonderful!! i’m so proud!! (⌒‿⌒)

582 likes, 22 retweets, 4 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @dancingflute_

thank you nilou

473 likes, 2 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @dancingflute_

its ok nilou u dont have to compliment people out of pity

912 likes, 214 retweets, 5 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @dancingflute_ and @fluteofkshahrewar

if she stopped doing that then you would stop seeing her reply on your tweets

937 likes, 231 retweets, 4 replies

 

nilou ‿❀° @dancingflute_

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar and @alhaitham_oboe

guys stop!!! not under my tweet!!

1.1k likes, 375 retweets, 9 replies










kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

my apologies to nilou… anyway i believe that people should be honest when they respond to other people!! 😊

13.3k likes, 719 retweets, 217 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

rose’s year will be 2024 @manifesting

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

kaveh what is this one about… does it have to do with al-haitham again…

3.1k likes, 830 retweets, 8 replies

 

mantou @braidmyhope

Replying to @manifesting

I always just assume it’s an Al-Haitham thing

3.3k likes, 1.2k retweets, 6 replies

 

al-haitham @alhaitham_oboe

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

is honesty something you really want from me kaveh

4.7k likes, 1.7k retweets, 18 replies

 

kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @alhaitham_oboe

yes

4.6k likes, 2.5k retweets, 29 replies

 

aphrodite @moonrises

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar and @alhaitham_oboe

what the shit is happening

3.7k likes, 1k retweets, 10 replies

 

nilou ‿❀° @dancingflute_

(°ロ°)

8.3k likes, 1.4k retweets, 12 replies










ollie c: @greatmermaid

can we talk about how nilou is too sweet for this world yet yes or yes

12.4k likes, 2.8k retweets, 42 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

kaveh’s wife @kavslay

Replying to @greatmermaid

IVE BEEN SAYING

1.1k likes, 142 retweets, 4 replies










bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

it fucking writes itself

[quote retweeting @alhaitham_oboe’s tweet, “is honesty something you really want from me kaveh”]

19.4k likes, 4.2k retweets, 41 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

sprout 🌱 @bringingglory19

Replying to @luminvies

HONESTLY

118 likes, 1 reply

 

rin @kavehworse

Replying to @luminvies

it’s like i’m seeing fanfic play out in real life

738 likes, 72 retweets, 7 replies

 

ink 🌙 @moonsteps

Replying to @luminvies

theyre fucking crazysdlkfjsldkfjsd

691 likes, 31 retweets, 3 replies

 

bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

Replying to @moonsteps

like our work here is done

632 likes, 2 replies

 

Alex391 @193xander

Replying to @luminvies and @moonsteps

Have you ever considered that you two are really weird for writing fic of real people? Are you not ashamed?

21 likes, 5 retweets, 128 quote retweets, 31 replies

 

ink 🌙 @moonsteps

Replying to @193xander 

touch grass

947 likes, 46 retweets

 

bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

Replying to @193xander

does it look to you that i am ashamed

935 likes, 51 retweets










bonjour lan zhan! @luminvies

i know no shame heres a 16k college au fwb for @moonsteps 🙄

#haikavetham #kaveh #alhaitham

https://archiveofourown.org/works/48247354

738 likes, 317 retweets, 16 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

ink 🌙 @moonsteps

Replying to @luminvies

WHATBKLJDFSHDLFSDSKLFJ

4 likes










kaveh

 


 i miss my dorm bed from freshman year for some reason 



 i miss that shitty pizza place down the street from the west side of campus 



 u know the one w the soggy crust and rubbery cheese 



 i miss home 



 what even is home atp lmfao 


 

Me

 


 sorry i was sleeping 



 is something wrong? 


 

Kaveh

 


 oh 



 sorry no i was just having a moment 



 im fine now 


 

Me

 


 alright 


 

Kaveh

 


 !! 











kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

tour is almost over!! see u guys at home :p

[selfie of Kaveh making a silly face at the camera, eyes wide]

53.6k likes, 6.2k retweets, 381 replies

 

REPLIES:

 

dokdokdok @bbymetal

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

ALMOST OVER ALREADY??? YOU MEAN THE CONCERT PICS ARE GOING TO STOP SOON

837 likes, 21 retweets, 4 replies

 

casablancas @voidznvirtue

Replying to @bbymetal

@kaveharchive how do you feel about this

 

daily kaveh @kaveharchive

Replying to @voidznvirtue

😢

 

♡( ◡‿◡ ) @jessiemeow

Replying to @fluteofkshahrewar

im going to one of your last dates im excited hehehehe

34 likes, 1 reply

 

kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

Replying to @jessiemeow

im glad to hear it 😎

74 likes, 2 replies










Alcazarzaray Records ✓ @AlcazarzarayRecords

Kaveh’s tour has just concluded! What did you all think of it?

58.2k likes, 3.1k retweets, 590 replies










tighnari ! 🌿 self-induced purgatory @drawmelikeoneofyourfrenchhorngirls

a certain idiot is coming home very soon guys what do u think we should do to celebrate: drinks or drinks

11.6k likes, 481 retweets, 61 replies










Me

 


 what time are you planning coming back from the airport again? 



 i can order takeout if you want. the pizza place is cheap it’s on me 


 

Kaveh

 


 ohh dw abt it ill just get smth at the airport! 



 dont wait too long for me but my flight lands at 3:25 


 

Me

 


 do you need me to call a taxi for you 


 

Kaveh

 


 its okay al-haitham lol i got it 


 

Me

 


 okay 



 see you at home kaveh 











kaveh ♬🕺 ON TOUR!! ✓ @fluteofkshahrewar

thank u for everything guys, i had the time of my life. ♡

182.3k likes, 8.6k retweets, 1.2k replies










Me

 


 how was the flight 











The Teyvat Times ✓ @teyvattimes

Accomplished flutist Kaveh has disabled all of his social media accounts immediately following the end of his first global tour.

173.6k likes, 11.3k retweets, 2.4k replies

 

REPLIES:

 

Matt @phy_llo

Replying to @teyvattimes

Aren’t you guys supposed to report actual news?

31 likes

 

fearnot 4ever @flame_rises

Replying to @teyvattimes

EXCUSE ME???? DID HE GET SUSPENDED

1.5k likes, 32 retweets, 35 replies

 

pim @pista_ch1o

Replying to @flame_rises

all of his accounts getting suspended at the same time is a little suspicious… it seems to be deliberate

1.3k likes, 582 retweets, 17 replies

 

fearnot 4ever @flame_rises

Replying to @pista_ch1o

Noooooo :(

112 likes, 3 replies

 

ji @_odysseys

Replying to @teyvattimes

Someone get Al-Haitham on the case

4.8k likes, 382 retweets, 41 replies

 

mario, its’a me @meat_ballz

Replying to @_odysseys

@alhaitham_oboe

4.2k likes, 21 retweets, 8 replies

 

mocha @persimmons

Replying to @meat_ballz and @_odysseys

he doesn’t respond to anyone but kaveh and….

3.6k likes, 74 retweets, 17 replies

 

iced matcha soy latte @catntail

Replying to @persimmons and @meat_ballz and @_odysseys

But maybe Al-Haitham knows something and will let us know?

83 likes, 3 retweets, 2 replies

 

mocha @persimmons

Replying to @catntail and @meat_ballz and @_odysseys

welp

1.1k likes, 93 retweets, 4 replies










zaidっ- ‸ – ς @st44rlop

@alhaitham_oboe WHAT IS GOING ON

23.5k likes, 1.8k retweets, 38 replies










Me

 


 kaveh? 


 

inactive_number

 


 Message not received. 



Notes for the Chapter:
i had to come up with a lot of twt users so thank you to ink, sprout, lilah, aia, zaid, gurt (scoochie), une, zary, rysa, rin, jay, and micah for lending me your users and dns even though i know like only one of you is reading this lol

some of the tweets may have seemed random but i was obligated to add lumink inside jokes you know how it is

thank you for reading!! ♬






6. Chapter 6

Notes for the Chapter:hi. happy holidays. i did not intend for this fic to be finished in december, nor did i intend for it to exceed 60k words but shit happens?? there was no good place to split this chapter and honestly i just really wanted it to be completed so the chapter count has gone down one and this is the 27k FINALE! FINALLY!





“You don’t have much, do you,” Al-Haitham says flatly, already anticipating it when Kaveh shakes his head no. “And you don’t happen to have an air mattress in that suitcase of yours, do you?”

“…No,” Kaveh says, gaze darting across the room and landing on the singular bed tucked in the corner among the packing peanuts. “Shit.”

Al-Haitham crosses his arms. “Let me guess, Tighnari didn’t tell you that today was my first night in the apartment when he directed you here? The movers aren’t scheduled to arrive until tomorrow. I don’t have a sofa yet.”

Kaveh winces and his shoulders go tight. “I have clothes. It will make a… cushion in the meantime. It’s only one night.”

Al-Haitham looks at Kaveh and reflexively imagines him the morning after, with his hair in disarray, rolling his shoulders back and complaining about how his back aches from sleeping on hardwood. But perhaps that isn’t this Kaveh, who walks gingerly across Al-Haitham’s apartment as if there is shattered glass strewn across the floor—or maybe that is just the remains of five years spread beneath their feet, eager to bleed. This Kaveh moves in the same ways that Al-Haitham remembers but he won’t look him in the eye.

“You’ll hate it,” Al-Haitham retorts. “We’ll share the mattress.”

Kaveh jerks back, wide-eyed. “I said the floor is fine. I couldn’t take the space; it’s so small.”

“You said that it’s only one night yourself,” Al-Haitham says as he shrugs. “I don’t mind.”

Kaveh mouths a soundless  oh,  and his eyes dart to the ceiling as if he is trying to make up his mind. “If you insist,” he says eventually, stiffly, and Al-Haitham can’t help but remember a time when Kaveh would have shoved his way into Al-Haitham’s bed loudly complaining if the only other option was sleeping on the floor instead of this cold awkwardness.

But this is not Al-Haitham’s fault. He ought to remember that more often. Kaveh chose to leave first—it always had been Kaveh leaving. Al-Haitham isn’t sure if he has forgiven Kaveh for that yet. He isn’t even sure if he resents him for it.

“It’s late,” Al-Haitham says. He means,  we should go to sleep, Kaveh.  “The bathroom is down the hall to the left.”

“Alright,” says Kaveh. “I’ll be fifteen minutes.” He means,  I know it’s been five years. Thank you for letting me stay. I promise it won’t take another five years. 

“Hurry up, then.” Al-Haitham says it brusquely, looks to the side so he doesn’t have to look at Kaveh in all his entirety any longer, thinks that the air mattress looks even thinner than he imagined it to be, maybe not even wide enough for two grown men. But it’s Kaveh. It’s only Kaveh.


 Welcome home, Kaveh. 










It’s a tight fit on the mattress, which is to be expected. It’s dark. Al-Haitham has already turned off all the lights, and it’s far too awkward to pull out his phone and scroll mindlessly, even if that was a habit he was used to during the night. Kaveh is still as death next to him but he can tell from his breathing patterns that he’s still awake. There’s a small hitch in his breathing from time to time. As if he’s holding his breath or waiting for something.

Kaveh doesn’t move at all, even when Al-Haitham experimentally shifts a little. He just goes more rigid as if he’s afraid that Al-Haitham’s hand will brush against his forearm or that their legs will graze each other under the sheets. He’s turned the other way too, so when Al-Haitham opens his eyes periodically, too discomfited by the weight of another body in his bed or the piercing moonlight over the city since he forgot to unpack his blinds, he knows even then that Kaveh hasn’t looked at him once.

He would know if Kaveh looked at him. Kaveh had used to look at him so earnestly in the past that Al-Haitham thought he would die if Kaveh looked at him like that anymore.

It’s even more obvious and uncomfortable now when Kaveh refuses to catch gazes with him at all. He hasn’t mentioned the five years of absence at all—neither has Al-Haitham, and he’s the straightforward sort of man who normally would have gotten straight to the point if he wasn’t a little bit, deep down, afraid that Kaveh would turn around and leave again if he pried.

Nothing is stopping Kaveh from leaving the very next morning, even. But Kaveh never specified how long he’d need a place to crash, and Al-Haitham has a feeling that Kaveh is here to stay, for whatever reason.

Al-Haitham’s breath catches in his lungs. Kaveh is here. They’re breathing the same air again. Despite himself, Al-Haitham had given up hope on ever seeing Kaveh again after he disappeared off the face of the world—it’d be romantic to say that he’d always held a belief that Kaveh would come back to him, but he’s realistic. People who don’t want to be found don’t normally turn themselves in. And it had been so sudden, so drop of the hat, that Al-Haitham hadn’t even really known if Kaveh was still alive.

Perhaps the only person to know would have been Kaveh’s mother but Al-Haitham didn’t have her contact information, and seeing that she lived in Fontaine, she was practically unfindable. Al-Haitham tried. But he only had her name and nothing else, and after a while, he gave up.

It’s curious that Kaveh showed up here instead of finding his mother in Fontaine. Maybe he was with his mother all of these past five years and decided to resurface to one of the few friendly faces he had left in his home. Tighnari had been in contact with him, clearly enough, at least in the past day or so. Maybe not any more than that.

But why Al-Haitham? Why Kaveh?

Hasn’t he been asking himself the same question for the past five years? Al-Haitham, do you ever get tired of loving a candle that’s burned itself down to the wick?

Al-Haitham isn’t sure that he got any sleep that night, and neither is he certain that Kaveh slept either. But morning finds them with sunlight flooding through the windows and spilling over the floorboards, and the moment it reaches their bodies, Kaveh is up, and so Al-Haitham is awake.

There’s a bit of an awkward silence while they both figure out what they’re supposed to say to each other  (good morning, how did you sleep, whose bed have you slept in for the past five years, where did you go why did you run couldn’t you have trusted me) and then Al-Haitham sighs and hauls himself out of bed.

“All I’ve got is the coffee machine somewhere in the boxes. I was planning to try the bakery down the corner and go grocery shopping.”

Somewhere in the two statements is an unspoken invitation to join him hanging in the silence, and yet Kaveh hesitates where he would have once taken the offer eagerly, and that’s when Al-Haitham knows that something between them has shifted irreparably. Maybe five years was too much for even Al-Haitham and Kaveh.

Kaveh shakes himself a little and slips on a smile, the kind he used to practice in the mirror for the crowd. “Mind any company?”

But maybe they will learn again.









The bakery in question is only a few minutes worth of walking from Al-Haitham’s new apartment. It’s fortunate because a car ride would have been infinitely more awkward—not that the walk there isn’t stiff, but it’s easier to dismiss the silence by flitting around other people on the sidewalk instead of talking. Al-Haitham walks ahead of Kaveh, who trails a little bit behind him. He doesn’t need to look to make sure he’s following because it’s almost as if he can feel his presence even when they are not touching.

It’s quick, especially with Al-Haitham’s fast pace. He misses the way that Kaveh used to fill the silence with anything that popped into his mind, though. The sound was almost as familiar to him as the habitual cacophony of an orchestra warming up.

The bakery is warm, welcoming. It smells of cinnamon the moment Al-Haitham opens the door, and there’s an awkward moment when he holds the door open and Kaveh has to shimmy by his side to get through, angling his body as if he’d burn if he even grazed Al-Haitham’s body. He remembers nights when Kaveh would get drunk and fling himself over Al-Haitham’s shoulders or his back and speak low and easy into his ear, and the next breath that leaves his body is heavy.

The menu is customary, as are the beverages. Al-Haitham watches Kaveh pull his wallet halfway out of his pocket before he steps forward to pay for the both of them, silencing Kaveh with a small look over his shoulder.

Kaveh, to his credit, does not protest much. If Al-Haitham has to guess, he would say that the other likely doesn’t have a lot of extra money to spend. If he did, then he certainly wouldn’t be staying the night in Al-Haitham’s empty apartment. Where had the fortune gone from Kaveh’s year spent touring the world?

It’s loud in the bakery but not loud enough that they wouldn’t be able to hear each other if one of them spoke. It’s strange, this almost self-imposed silence—Al-Haitham longs to break it but he’s no longer sure if his words are welcome. Kaveh shifts on his feet, left and back and right and front, over and over again until the barista calls Al-Haitham’s name and hands him a bag.

They agree without words to take their order back to the apartment. It’ll be harder for them, just Al-Haitham and Kaveh and the empty walls of a place that has not yet been made a home. But since Kaveh doesn’t protest, neither does Al-Haitham.

The elevator ride up feels as if he’s riding with a complete stranger. He counts himself lucky that he only lives three floors up. Al-Haitham reviews the steps in his head: three steps out of the elevator, fifteen doors down, left at the bend and another three doors to the left, and then—

And then they’re alone.

Al-Haitham starts up his coffee machine and waits until Kaveh is already situated across from him at the bar before he says, “Where did you go, Kaveh?”

Kaveh, with a pastry halfway to his mouth, does not flinch at all to his credit. His face is impassive, mechanically so. He shrugs. “Here and there. I traveled to a lot of places. I saw a lot on my tour that I wanted to visit again when I wasn’t such a big deal.”

He’s reserved. Al-Haitham wants Kaveh to tell him everything—he heard a little bit while Kaveh was on tour, snippets of city life and blurry pictures taken of street markets and concert halls and ancient architecture, but as Kaveh said it was limited due to his schedule. Al-Haitham wants to hear Kaveh speak about the food and the local customs and how he got around. He wants to know which waters he swam in and how he spent his days and whether he spent any of his nights in another’s bed.

“Why did you leave?”

There’s a poignant pause, then Kaveh puts down the pastry and looks Al-Haitham firmly in the eyes for the first time that morning. There’s something determined within his irises that he hadn’t seen since Kaveh told him that he’d signed a contract with a music label.

“I’m not telling you that,” Kaveh says. He puts his hands in his lap. Al-Haitham thinks he sees them trembling before they’re out of sight.

It’s quiet for a short minute with the only sound being the quiet rumbling of the coffee machine and the slow, measured drip of liquid hitting solid. Al-Haitham studies Kaveh for that moment, observing the way he looks as if he’s ready to walk out of the apartment without his bags, and reaches for his own pastry.

“Fair enough,” he says, and then he takes a bite out of his breakfast. From the corner of his eye, Kaveh visibly relaxes. Maybe he had been thinking of running again. Maybe he had been thinking that Al-Haitham would have made him leave if he didn’t get the answers he wanted.

Kaveh is alive. That is enough for now.

“Well,” Kaveh ventures, “what have you been doing the past five years?”

“I graduated, for one,” Al-Haitham says dryly. “So that was a big deal. If you remember Nahida, she got me a gig as a conductor. I didn’t like it. Too many eyes on me.”

Kaveh huffs a little laugh, smiling. “That sounds like you.”

Al-Haitham only raises an eyebrow but continues on. “I didn’t stay with the position for very long, but the director of that orchestra asked me how well I played and auditioned me, and from then on I was scouted as an orchestra player. It’s what I do full-time now. I travel around to different ensembles whenever the pay being offered is higher than the current job.”

With each word, Kaveh seems to relax more. He must have felt it too—the way the awkward silence was too thick to almost breathe in. He says more, too, as if he hadn’t spoken before because he wasn’t sure if he was even welcome to.

“That also sounds like you,” Kaveh says, finally tearing into his pastry. The sun is finally creeping through the apartment, dragging itself over the floorboards, and like this Al-Haitham is really struck by how empty his apartment is. He never usually bothers much with interior design—he’s never cared for it, not really, and nowhere yet has really felt like home—but now, he thinks it might be nice to change that. He thinks that something gold would be nice, or something that gleams warm in the sunlight.

“You must be getting paid a lot,” Kaveh notes, making a show of looking around. “You live in a nice part of the city. I was surprised when Tighnari sent me the address.”

“Tighnari,” Al-Haitham mutters under his breath, shaking his head. “I need to have a talk with him about giving out my apartment number to random people.”

“But I’m not quite a random person, am I?” Kaveh hums. He tilts his head to the side. Looks at Al-Haitham in a way that makes him feel as if they’re six years younger and Kaveh is breaking his heart in a practice room.

“I suppose you don’t quite fall under that category.”

Kaveh ducks his head down a little, obviously pleased. Al-Haitham wonders what Kaveh wants to be to Al-Haitham. Wonders if this makes them friends and whether Kaveh is even planning to stick around that long to make it last one last time.

“Black coffee is disgusting,” Kaveh says mutinously when Al-Haitham slides him a mug. But he drinks it anyway, pulling large swallows before he stands and turns to face the rest of the apartment. “Want help unpacking? This place is a mess. I always had to clean your room back in college and now I’m here again picking up packing peanuts from the floor.”

“It’s not as if I asked you to,” Al-Haitham says as he rolls his eyes, but Kaveh is already working, turned away from him so he can’t see the exasperated fondness on his face. Together, they start with all the miscellaneous debris that Al-Haitham had tossed out at random the night before while attempting to dig through his packing boxes and shift it to a corner.

All that Al-Haitham has currently are the smaller items that he had taken in the move; primarily kitchen utensils, clothes, and books. The boxes are mainly books. He had taken to getting into reading to fill his time when he had nothing else to do but spend his days in isolation, and as such amassed quite the collection.

“When did you say the movers are coming again?” Kaveh says finally, standing back with his hands on his hips as he assesses the room.

Al-Haitham glances at his phone screen. “In about two hours. I’ll have the bookshelves and the rest of the furniture by then. Do you have anything to unpack?”

“Well,” Kaveh says and then flips his suitcase back open so both halves are facing up. As he rifles through it, Al-Haitham can see that it contains only toiletries and clothes. There’s no familiar flute case or any folder or binder that could potentially be holding sheet music. In Kaveh’s luggage, there is absolutely nothing that hints at his highly involved background in music whatsoever.

Al-Haitham doesn’t physically react but he can feel his mind working, the gears shifting. What the hell happened to Kaveh? It was easy enough at face level to come to terms with the fact that Kaveh had just disappeared—perhaps he was taken aback by the fame and all the sudden attention, or the tour took so much from him that he had to leave in order to regain his self—but to Al-Haitham, who had met him and understood him and came to love him all in the context of music, this was not a Kaveh he recognized.

Maybe he should’ve known that five years would transform even the person he thought he knew inside and out into someone with different bumps and ridges and shapes. But  this  kind of difference, a change that altered Al-Haitham’s fundamental understanding of how Kaveh worked and why he strived for anything he had wanted to achieve when he was younger, put Al-Haitham on edge. He looks at Kaveh and what might as well have been his empty luggage and he thinks that it might take him months to learn this person when it only took him a few minutes to understand Kaveh five years ago.

“It’s fine,” Kaveh is saying, bringing Al-Haitham out of his head. He shrugs his shoulders. “I’ve gotten used to living out of my suitcase anyway, so it’s not as if this is anything new. I don’t have anything important that I don’t use daily.”

Is Kaveh’s flute no longer important to him? Al-Haitham remembers that in high school, Kaveh’s barely lived in house had next to nothing in terms of decorations on the walls and hallways. His dorm in college was much the same. But he’d taken his flute nearly everywhere with him.

Al-Haitham doesn’t get it. Kaveh’s entire musical career was geared to going into music. He spent all of high school auditioning for honor bands and playing as first flute, and later he was a performance major who spent all his time either in rehearsal or writing music furiously late at night. He’d gotten scouted before he even graduated. He spent a year touring the globe for his music.

And now there’s nothing.

Kaveh is looking at him expectantly, and he remembers that he’s supposed to respond to something. “Right,” Al-Haitham says belatedly. “I see.”

“Well,” Kaveh says, looking around, “if you have nothing else to unpack, how did you plan to spend your day?” He winces. “Before I, you know. Crashed over.”

In truth, Al-Haitham probably would have practiced his oboe until he had his newfound neighbors knocking on his door and asking him to stop, but he has a feeling that Kaveh wouldn’t want to hear anything about music right now.

“Let’s go grocery shopping,” he decides. “We ought to figure something out about the dinner situation.”

“Oh! Sure,” Kaveh says, and then he hesitates. “We?”

“Yes, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says, exasperated. “I assume you want to come with me and spread all your opinions about my choice in groceries now that I am a mature adult who has to feed himself. You used to walk me to my classes five years ago. Are you no longer interested in following me around now?”

“Okay,” Kaveh says slowly, following Al-Haitham out the door. “I just wasn’t sure if I was welcome.”

“Kaveh.” Al-Haitham fixes him with a pointed stare. “If I believed anything to the contrary, I wouldn’t have shared my bed with you last night.” And then he turns and walks off, even though he saw on his way out the way that Kaveh’s eyes went wide and his mouth formed a soft o, leaving him staring for a few seconds until he had to rush to catch up.

“So crude, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh sniffs, but when Al-Haitham looks from the side of his eyes, he can see that Kaveh has turned faintly red. “If you put it that way someone is going to get the wrong idea.”

“Are they?” Al-Haitham asks. “You are the one who showed up at my doorstep practically begging for a bed to sleep in last night—”

“I volunteered to sleep on the floor!” Kaveh exclaims, his voice bouncing loudly through the halls before he realizes and clasps his hand over his mouth, now even more red. And Al-Haitham can’t help himself, so he laughs just once, short and sweet, and Kaveh looks at him in that way he used to all those five years ago as if he’s trying not to laugh as well, and it’s. Nice.

Al-Haitham never fell in love with Kaveh for his music, after all. He fell in love with Kaveh because he was Kaveh, and maybe he would not have anticipated being in love with him for so long this many years after he first fell, but with Kaveh clawing and kicking his way back into Al-Haitham’s life, he thinks that he may have no choice at all in the matter.

Kaveh dawdles by the ice cream section as Al-Haitham sweeps on past to the produce. “Kaveh,” he says over his shoulder, looking back.

“You’re so boring,” Kaveh says, but he follows. “Do you eat only vegetables and protein for your meals? Do you know any fun at all, Al-Haitham?”

“I haven’t even bought anything yet,” Al-Haitham says, miffed.

“It’s ice cream, Al-Haitham.”

“We’ll get it last so it doesn’t melt.”

Kaveh perks up at that, following Al-Haitham more animatedly now. Al-Haitham picks through bunches of spinach, trying to find the least wilted of the section. “Which vegetables do you prefer?” he asks Kaveh.

“You’re not a real person,” Kaveh says after a second of silence. “Who says that? I prefer the bakery section of the grocery store.”

“You have to have some sort of opinion,” Al-Haitham says, so Kaveh waves grumpily over toward the squashes and Al-Haitham follows accordingly. “What have you been eating for the last five years; take out pizza and instant ramen?”

“You have to have more faith in me than that,” Kaveh says, rolling his eyes. “I know how to cook. But I was traveling through a lot of places, some of which didn’t have kitchens in the places I rented. I had a lot of local foods and different cuisines. The food in Fontaine was really good, even though I missed food from here. Oh, and Liyue had some really good fruits that were specific to that region. I can’t imagine that we’d be able to find them here.”

Finally a little insight into what Kaveh was up to. So Al-Haitham was right, then. He’d been hard to find because he never settled in one place for very long.

“Tell me about it,” Al-Haitham says as he moves on to the fruits. He picks up something bright purple and unfamiliar. “Is this one of them?”

“That’s from Inazuma,” Kaveh says. “They’re typically cooked and added to other dishes. I mean something like this, but it’s obviously not going to taste as good since it was probably imported.” He picks up a bag of small, circular fruits with red exterior shells. He sniffs. “Overpriced as hell. These are good, though. And at the street food stalls, they would sell fruits coated in melted sugar. I went to a lot of night markets and tried all the vendors in one night once.”

“And what did you do during the day?” Al-Haitham asks, trying to get more out of Kaveh. It’s helping him form a picture of what Kaveh’s life has been like, even if he’s never been to Liyue before.

“I just traveled a lot, I think,” Kaveh says, his hand stilling. He’s clearly thinking of what to say. “The harbor was nice for a while but there was only so much. I visited some of the ruins and the landscape for a little bit. There were quite a bit of locals who helped me around to show me hidden spots and tiny inns out in the middle of nowhere. I got back into drawing a little bit. It was… peaceful, I guess.”

“You trusted strangers?” Al-Haitham asks. “Did you not consider that any of them would take advantage of your gullibleness one night?”

Kaveh shrugs. “I wasn’t really worried about my safety for a while.”

Al-Haitham doesn’t know if it’s a joke or if he should take it seriously, but Kaveh is already moving on before he can dwell on it or question him any further.

“Anyway! It was much the same for the other countries I visited. There are a lot of different islands in Inazuma, and each has its own specific culture to explore. I liked the sea travel between them and the rest of Teyvat. Mondstadt was charming. I’ll tell you more while we’re not standing in the middle of the grocery store if you’d like.”

“Over dinner, maybe,” Al-Haitham says, and Kaveh’s face softens and his muscles unstiffen.

“Sure, yeah,” Kaveh says. “That sounds nice. Actually, what if I cook? I’ll make something you probably haven’t had before. As payment for letting me stay and everything. Let’s talk about rent later, by the way.”

Rent was not even a thing that had crossed Al-Haitham’s mind. “You can do the dishes too while you’re at it,” he said, shelving the idea of rent for later.

Kaveh scoffs and aims a kick at his ankles, which he shies away from. “You’re so lazy.”

“I’m technically the breadwinner of the household,” Al-Haitham reminds him, and something strange crosses Kaveh’s face before he quickly smooths it out.

“Household,” he says.

Now Al-Haitham feels funny. “Apartment,” he says, turning away. “Whatever.” He takes the cart and moves off to the next section, feeling embarrassed for some reason.

After a pause, Kaveh comes sidling up next to him. “Those aren’t good,” he says. “There are yellow spots.”

“Whatever,” Al-Haitham says. “You pick it out, then.”

“Touchy,” Kaveh remarks, rolling his eyes, but he’s smiling anyway, the small, private kind that he gets when he doesn’t realize that he’s smiling. And it feels just a little bit more as if they’re back in college and fighting over what to order from the pizza place down the street from the edge of campus, or they’re high school students again and they spent too long bickering about which fast food joint to stop by at after a performance that everything closes and they end up at the same old 24 hour diner as always, or they’re fiddling with the radio in Kaveh’s car and Al-Haitham is being contrary just to be contrary, and maybe—

This city, with its fluorescent lights and foreign street names and cold concrete highrises, feels a little bit more like home now that Kaveh is here.

They make it back right before the movers arrive and spend the next few hours putting together the rest of the new apartment. It takes quite a bit of effort to move everything into place once they’ve actually gotten all of Al-Haitham’s furniture into the space, and Kaveh makes more than one comment about how unfair it is that Al-Haitham has so much muscle despite not doing anything to gain it.

Al-Haitham just shrugs because he really does nothing, unless picking up stacks of books counts, and he’s never paid much attention to it in the first place. But Kaveh glances down at his arms at least three times and now Al-Haitham is wondering whether he should be more concerned or not.

At last, they finally have Al-Haitham’s bed in the bedroom, the sofa set up in an agreeable place, and the air mattress that has now been designated as Kaveh’s bed in the corner.

“If you showed up six months ago when I was looking through apartment leases, then I could’ve gotten a place with a guest room,” Al-Haitham says offhandedly. It’s a joke, kind of, except he would have done it if Kaveh was around and needed housing. Celestia knows he has the money to cover it easily.

“Oh,” Kaveh says as if surprised, then he laughs awkwardly. “Guest room. Actually, we should talk about rent.”

“Well, no,” Al-Haitham says, and then he moves toward the kitchen.

There’s a pause, and then Kaveh is turning him around by the shoulder. “What do you mean no? I’m intruding on your space, and now you have another mouth to feed and another person to up your utility bill and—”

Al-Haitham doesn’t know how to tell Kaveh that he would never consider Kaveh an  intruder  if Al-Haitham is concerned without scaring him off. Besides, it’s not exactly a truth he wants to face—he’s always considered himself an independent person who prefers his own space, and while he does have friends that he cares about, he probably wouldn’t let them stay in his apartment indefinitely. Unless it’s Kaveh.

And in the five years that Kaveh spent running, so did Al-Haitham in a way. After the first year, after he had given up, he then spent the rest of his time determinedly not thinking about Kaveh. Because it was easier. Because he was weak. Because he figured that maybe part of the reason that Kaveh left was because Al-Haitham, among others but mainly him, wasn’t enough to make him stay within Teyvat’s hemisphere.

So he spent all that time running from even the thought of Kaveh, and it was easier to try to forget him than to face the fact that Kaveh can complete Al-Haitham but Al-Haitham can’t do the same for Kaveh.

Love doesn’t make a person whole but it can make someone better. And if Al-Haitham couldn’t be enough even with Kaveh around, then what was the point of wasting his time chasing after him?

So he didn’t. And Kaveh showed up at his doorstep anyway, so Al-Haitham took him back in without question because it was easier to live with a ghost than to exorcise it. Too much trouble. Too painful. For someone who lives in the past, reminiscing with ghosts is second nature.

“It’s not as if I need the money,” Al-Haitham says.

“So am I just charity to you?”

“There’s no need to put words into my mouth, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says, narrowing his eyes. Kaveh doesn’t look any happier.

“I bet you think I need the money,” Kaveh spits out as if the words taste bitter on his tongue. “You’re thinking that I could use it more than you, aren’t you? Because you have everything figured out and I’m just a twenty-seven-year-old disappointment. You’re Al-Haitham and I’m just Kaveh.”

“I’m not the one you want to be saying all of this to, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says, his tone far sharper than he wants it to be. He doesn’t want to argue but five years worth of regret comes up easier than relief. “You are projecting your own anger onto me because you’re upset with yourself.”

“Don’t pretend you know a single thing that is going on in my head, Al-Haitham.”

“Did you not do the same to me?”

“Perhaps so, but I know how people work,” Kaveh says bitterly, withdrawing. “You all think the same thing about me, that I ran because I couldn’t handle the pressure. I’ve seen the headlines. Well, Al-Haitham, I’m sorry that you’re a better person than me and that all I’ve done is let people down. Sorry I turned out fucked up and you’re the normal one.”

“You have no idea what I’ve gone through in the last five years,” Al-Haitham lashes out, now truly angry, and Kaveh turns on him with furious eyes.

“And it’s been ten years for me, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh hisses, his eyes brimming in his fury, “yet nobody knows a single thing.”

“Then tell me,” Al-Haitham says, almost pleading. But the words are wasted anyway since Kaveh is already halfway to the door, and then he’s gone, and all Al-Haitham can think dumbly is that he hadn’t even had the chance to request a second keycard for Kaveh so he’s going to have trouble getting his way back in.

If Kaveh intends to come back. His suitcase is still here, so he has to come back. He has to come back. 

Al-Haitham ends up so exhausted that he gives up on dinner and can barely get himself together enough to make his bed properly, but he does it. The moonlight is cruel and the apartment is too silent, and Al-Haitham considers getting up and putting that loudspeaker to use since he’s always had music to fall back on to, but he thinks that if he got out of his bed then the apartment would be too overwhelmingly cold, so he doesn’t bother. He doesn’t get any sleep either.

The next day, Al-Haitham had planned to go scope out the venue where his new orchestra is supposed to rehearse, but before he does that, he calls Tighnari while he’s still in the confines of his apartment. He can’t decide if he’s angry or not. He’s probably angry.

He is definitely angry. “Why are you giving out my address?” is the first thing that Al-Haitham says, sounding harsher than he intentionally means to approach the issue. Maybe it’s the remnants of his argument with Kaveh the night before.

“Good morning, Al-Haitham,” Tighnari says with not enough urgency for Al-Haitham’s liking. His jaw twitches. He thinks he can hear the rustling of sheets over the speaker—at least one of them got a good night’s sleep, so it seems. “Is this about Kaveh?”

“Who else would it be about,” Al-Haitham says, and suddenly it sounds less as if they’re just talking about the present—if it weren’t Kaveh, what else would it be? Who else would have Al-Haitham so on edge if not Kaveh?

“Well,” Tighnari says, stretching out the word, “imagine my surprise when I get a call from an unknown number, and who else is on the other line but my dear friend Kaveh, whom I haven’t spoken to for an entire five years? And the first thing he asks about is you. Funny how that is, isn’t it? You haven’t called me for a couple months and the first time you do it’s not even about me.”

“I don’t need to call you to know that you and Cyno are doing well,” Al-Haitham says, rolling his eyes. He hopes Tighnari can feel it across the line. “I see your Instagram posts.”

“That’s nice, because you never actually like them,” Tighnari huffs. “You’re so fake—”

“Can we go back to you giving out my address at will,” Al-Haitham says dryly. “What if it wasn’t Kaveh?”

“Obviously it was. And that’s not the issue if you’re calling me. He showed up, didn’t he? Otherwise, you wouldn’t be concerned. How’s he doing? He didn’t actually tell me much besides the fact that he desperately needed your number and that he wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“He’s probably doing fine,” Al-Haitham says, staring at the door.

“Um,” Tighnari says. “Probably? Where did he go?”

“We had a bit of a fight.”

“That’s  normal  for you two. You didn’t follow him? Are you mad?”

“It didn’t seem like he wanted to be followed. Either way, he’s not back and I don’t know where he is, so.”

“You two,” Tighnari says tiredly as if he’s babysitting two children. “I have his number if you really need it. You should find him. Call him instead of me.”

“I have his number, actually,” Al-Haitham says, pacing the floor of his apartment.

“Then what’s the issue?”

Al-Haitham stops. “Why did you,” he starts, and then he stops. “Why did you give him my address?” he asks through gritted teeth.

There’s uncharacteristic silence on the other side of the line, which is how Al-Haitham knows that he’s not going to get a sarcastic reply this time.

“We all know it’s been five years,” Tighnari says eventually. “Whatever happened, if he ended up in the same place that he ran from, it probably wasn’t good. If anything, he needs people who love him.”

Al-Haitham feels a familiar sort of itch at the words. “And I’m the only person that could be? Do we have to keep bringing that up?”

“I’m not done,” Tighnari cuts in. “Well—Al-Haitham, he came to me looking for you. If he still remembered my number, then he remembered yours. He was probably too scared to go straight to you and wanted my confirmation that it would be okay to even contact you. And… don’t you know, Al-Haitham?”

“Know what,” Al-Haitham says.

“That Kaveh is in love with you.”

Somehow that’s the most ridiculous thing that Tighnari has said this entire phone call. Al-Haitham barks out a derisive laugh without humor. “He doesn’t, Tighnari,” he says. “I would know. I confessed to him twice. Once in high school and once on accident your junior year. And both times he was very nice about it, but he was very certain of turning me down. Kaveh isn’t in love with me. I’m just probably the only person he knows that would fold for him, and even that didn’t turn out well, evidently.”

“I didn’t know about the confessions, Al-Haitham, but that doesn’t change what I think. Kaveh has always sought you out. You just haven’t recognized it because you’ve been looking for him at the same time in all of the wrong places. It’s obvious that he’s scared of something, even if we don’t know what it is, but you’re the only person that he trusted to come back to.”

“I am no home to Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says stiffly. “If I was, he wouldn’t have left again. We are—were—close, but that doesn’t mean he’s in love with me.”

Tighnari heaves a sigh. “Alright,” he says eventually. “I’m not going to try to convince you one way or the other since we all know that doesn’t turn out very well. Nor am I going to be your therapist. You or Kaveh. You two have your own issues to sort out, so you should probably call Kaveh. Pick him up from whichever bar was kind enough to take him in that late at night. But think about it, Al-Haitham.”

“Sure,” Al-Haitham says. Now that Tighnari’s put the thought in his head, he won’t be able to get it out anyway whether or not he believes it. If this is what it’s like to be loved, then it is more exhausting than he imagined. “Refrain from giving out my address to whoever has the idea to ask in the future.”

“I only did that because it was Kaveh,” Tighnari says, the seriousness creeping back out of his tone. “I wouldn’t tell anyone else, don’t worry. But it’s Kaveh. I’m certain that no one else cares enough, anyway.”

“I don’t like you either,” Al-Haitham says with fond annoyance. “I’m hanging up now.”

“One day you’ll learn to say goodbye like a normal person,” Tighnari says, or at least Al-Haitham thinks he says it because he cuts it off halfway through the sentence, but he’s smiling anyway.

He has one more call to make.

“Hi,” Kaveh says over the phone. “Ugh.”

“Hello Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says. “Are you coming back home anytime soon?”

“…I don’t really know what direction home is,” Kaveh grumbles. He groans. “The sun is loud.”

“What?”

“Fuck you too. Look, can you just come get me? I’ll share my location with you.”

“Fine.”

“Great.” Then Kaveh hangs up.

Al-Haitham and Kaveh have quite a few fights under their belt. They’re familiar with having to clean up the mess by now.









As it turns out, Kaveh isn’t very far from the apartment at all. Even though Al-Haitham isn’t familiar with this city either, he only takes a few turns down the block to find Kaveh standing outside a bar, leaning against the wall. He looks tired. He looks as if he spent the night drinking until the establishment kicked him out, which is probably what happened.

“Were you out here all night?” is the first thing that Al-Haitham says when he sees Kaveh, crossing his arms.

Kaveh groans. “It was open until five in the morning. I wasn’t about to get jumped in the streets. And don’t take that tone with me. You’re not my father,  Al-Haitham.” 

“You should’ve just called me.”  You’re stubborn. 

“You were probably asleep.”  So are you. You should’ve called me first. 

Al-Haitham wasn’t asleep. “Let’s just go. I grabbed another copy of the keycard too so you can let yourself into the lobby and sulk outside the apartment instead of the city next time.”

Kaveh scoffs but he takes the keycard from Al-Haitham’s hand anyway. Then he puts something else into Al-Haitham’s hand in return, and when he looks down, there’s a sizable sack of mora sitting in his palm. “I used the rest to pay off what I drank last night. This is for rent. Give it back to me, and I’ll actually leave.”

“Most people would be begging to have a roof over their head and not have to pay a single mora for it,” Al-Haitham says.

“I’m not most people,” Kaveh says wryly, “I’m mentally ill. Take the mora.”

Al-Haitham pockets it without further complaint. Either way, he can probably figure out how to repurpose the mora to go back to Kaveh in some other way. “I didn’t cook anything last night. You can still make what you planned for lunch today.”

“What, you didn’t eat anything?” Kaveh says disapprovingly. “I know my absence was eating you up inside but maybe you should spend more time thinking about yourself. Sorry. Too soon? I’m hungover as shit.”

“I can tell,” Al-Haitham says. “Some things haven’t changed since college.”

“Aw, how romantic. I didn’t know you were the type to reminisce on the past.”

“I didn’t say anything about the past being better,” Al-Haitham says. “After all, the only thing that we have to look forward to is the future.”

“When did you get so sentimental?” Kaveh laughs. “I’m not present enough for this. It’s wasted on me.”

Al-Haitham doesn’t have enough words to waste any of them on Kaveh. “Don’t worry, we’re almost there,” Al-Haitham says dryly. “There won’t be much more opportunity for you to trip over your own feet like that one day back in junior year on the way back from the—”

“Oh my god,” Kaveh says, his voice raised, “will you ever let that one go? Seriously. Maybe I just won’t cook for you.”

Kaveh cooks for him. He tasks Al-Haitham with cutting vegetables, actually, but that’s all he lets him do. Al-Haitham isn’t entirely clear on what it is that they’re making and neither does Kaveh ever name the dish, but it has a lot of vegetables and cream and pork. He’s talking a lot about other things, things like what he saw on his travels or people he met that taught him new ways to style his hair or that—

“You’re doing it all wrong,” Kaveh says. He elbows Al-Haitham to the side and takes over the chopping board. “These pieces are so unpretty. Are you incapable of cutting vegetables evenly?”

“Maybe I am,” Al-Haitham says, wondering why he ever thought it would be a good idea to volunteer to do a task with aesthetic repercussions in the presence of Kaveh. “Does it matter? Won’t it taste the same?”

Kaveh shoots him a look that says he’s clearly wrong. “Would it kill you to try a little harder?”

Al-Haitham grumbles at that but he puts a little more attention to the detail when Kaveh finally relinquishes the chopping board to him again.

“Anyway,” Kaveh says, resuming his position at the stove again, “it was fascinating to visit Inazuma, given that they’re so relatively isolated from the rest of Teyvat. The voyage there is a nightmare, by the way. I was already in Liyue at the time, but the trip from the harbor all the way to the islands took at least a week. You can’t imagine the amount of dried food we had to live on. But the crew was incredibly interesting—the captain was this woman named Beidou who clearly loves what she does. It was inspiring.”

Al-Haitham, though he is entirely focused on chopping the vegetables to Kaveh’s liking, no matter how meticulous and unnecessary it may be, hums to show that he’s still listening. He finds it easier to draw stories out of Kaveh if he doesn’t make any commentary; Kaveh and Al-Haitham can achieve that comfortable silence that several-year-old friendships often have, but most times, Kaveh likes to fill it anyway.

“She was passionate about it just because she loved the sea,” Kaveh continues on. “Her crew, too. And she had a lot of fun getting to know all of us who were on her boat, though I’m sure she comes across a great number of people throughout her career. She even had a lover back in Liyue Harbor whom she left for weeks at a time, and still she loved the sea. I’d be hard-pressed to find any resentment in the way she talked about the ocean. Even though it arguably took quite a bit from her.”

Kaveh sighs. His movements have all but stopped, and he’s staring into the wall. Al-Haitham kindly pretends not to notice. “I wonder how she does it,” he murmurs. “She told me that she gave everything she had into the sea. Spent all her savings buying that boat and taking a chance on her crewmates. It ended up paying off, evidently, but in the process, she’s given up living a stable life and kissing her girlfriend good morning every day. It’s impressive that she hasn’t given up on it yet. It’s admirable that it hasn’t run her dry.”

It’s obvious that Kaveh is talking about music at this point even though he has yet to actually mention anything pertaining to the music industry that he left behind all those years ago. He’s been very meticulous about it, actually—refraining from mentioning Al-Haitham’s job or what Kaveh himself left behind. Not one utterance of the flute or music or his education that arguably formed his entire life. Al-Haitham hasn’t even heard him hum under his breath or tap in rhythm against his leg once.

“Love isn’t always enough,” Al-Haitham points out. “It takes courage to stick with something. She’s probably spent a lot more time behind the scenes than you’ve seen to persist with her dream for so long, especially if she’s given up so much.”

Kaveh laughs, but this time it sounds a little sad, trails off at the end as if his heart isn’t in it. “Beidou is made of stronger stuff than most people are. I wonder if anyone else realizes how difficult it is to live like that. Giving your all into something that doesn’t give you nearly enough in return. Something that takes everything you feed it and more until it demands more than you could possibly surrender.”

Al-Haitham wonders what it was that music took from Kaveh that was so draining that he had to abandon it completely. But he’s afraid to dig for details—the fight from the night before is still raw, and Al-Haitham doesn’t want to press on the bruise until it purples. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe in a week.

Kaveh snaps out of his trance and turns to Al-Haitham, furrowing his eyebrows at him. “Sorry. Don’t make that face. Did you finish with the chopping board? Because I’m ready to take them now.”

Al-Haitham hands him the prepped produce, but all the while he’s thinking that he wishes Kaveh was comfortable enough with Al-Haitham again to tell him about what is clearly plaguing him. Though if Kaveh disappeared without a word five years ago, he obviously didn’t feel comfortable with him at the time either. Perhaps Al-Haitham will just have to gain that much of Kaveh’s trust and more, and then he can coax him into staying.

The dinner is the best meal Al-Haitham has had in months—the first meal he’s shared with another person in months, too. The food tastes more delicious with Kaveh on the other side of him, his feet curled around the legs of the barstool. To have company again feels warm on Al-Haitham’s tongue. And there are two shadows painted against the wall now, overlapping until they nearly meld into one.

One week later, Al-Haitham leaves the apartment for his first rehearsal with the new orchestra. It’s a big deal, this one. They offered him an outrageous amount of mora for him to leave his previous position as principal oboe. He moved to a new city for it.

He’s not sure how to approach the subject of his day job without setting Kaveh on edge.

There’s no way to ignore it, though. Kaveh knows what he does for work. Al-Haitham is sure that he knows of the orchestra he now plays for as well—there’s no way to just forget about everything you’ve learned in the music world, especially if you are as steeped in it as Kaveh once was. Al-Haitham has even tactfully avoided practicing when Kaveh is around lest he elicits any more turmoil in their already rocky cohabitation. He doesn’t even listen to music without headphones these days, so now he keeps it perpetually hung around his neck.

“I have to go in for work today,” Al-Haitham says casually the morning of. It sounds much more dreary than it actually is.  Going in for work.  He means he’s going to grab his oboe and the sheet music he’s been studying and play for a few hours straight.

Kaveh is very carefully composed. “Alright,” he says. “Someone needs to bring in money, I suppose.”

“Okay,” Al-Haitham says in agreement. He’s not sure if he’s expecting Kaveh to say anything else on the matter. He almost wants him to. He wants him to ask which pieces they’ve been looking at or how they sound if he hasn’t heard them before, who the conductor for this orchestra is and whether they’re one of the stuck-up, more traditional old musicians or one of the ones who is less strict about musical interpretation.

It doesn’t happen. He still hasn’t heard Kaveh mention music.

“Is there anything you need?” Al-Haitham asks, wondering but not asking what Kaveh is going to be up to while he’s gone. It’s not as if Kaveh has a job to occupy his time, either.

“I have the WiFi and this,” Kaveh gestures to his computer, which he does not look up from, “so I’m good.”

“Okay,” Al-Haitham says for the second time. “I’ll be back in about four hours.”

“Sounds good,” Kaveh says, suspiciously calm, and Al-Haitham leaves. And that’s that.

A part of Al-Haitham wishes Kaveh would have been more upset about it because then at least it proves that he still cares. But maybe he left the part that cared behind five years ago.

There’s only so long that Al-Haitham can go without practicing while Kaveh is still at the apartment, especially considering that Kaveh doesn’t have anywhere to go without Al-Haitham, really. And unlike college, there are no designated soundproof practice rooms that he can escape to, unnoticed. In Al-Haitham’s experience, he can usually get by through practicing during work hours and coordinating with his neighbors about his schedule.

He supposes that he has no choice but to retreat to his bedroom, close the door, and hope for the best.

Kaveh is puttering around the kitchen doing dishes. They’d fallen into an unspoken routine where they take turns every other day doing house chores, and this afternoon, Al-Haitham has taken advantage of his preoccupation to attempt to play.

He tests out one note, and the sink abruptly turns off. Al-Haitham stops and lets the sound of the note ring out around him, vibrating as if tangible as he waits for Kaveh’s reaction.

The kitchen continues to be suspiciously silent. Al-Haitham plays the same note but longer this time, then delves into a simple chromatic warm-up. And after this, again, he waits as he wets the reed.

He can’t hear the sound of dishes moving about in the sink anymore or the sound of water hitting the bottom of the sink. He can imagine Kaveh standing there, arms deep into dishwater.

Al-Haitham plays again, letting his embouchure adjust as he begins to warm up for a proper practice session. And then there is the cutting sound of knuckles rapping sharply against his door.

Calmly, Al-Haitham stands and swings the door open, his oboe in his left hand. “Kaveh,” he says.

Kaveh’s hands are clenching and unclenching at his sides, a nervous habit that he’s retained since college. “Can you stop that?”

Al-Haitham makes a show out of looking down at this oboe and then back at Kaveh, feigning ignorance. “Stop practicing?”

Kaveh squeezes his eyes shut. “Yes.”

“I don’t see the issue,” Al-Haitham says, crossing his arms as much as the instrument will let him. “I’m a full-time musician. We both know this. You’ve known this.”

“Do you have to do it when I’m around?” Kaveh says, looking as if he already knows that his argument has no basis. He looks truly unsettled though.

“You’re never not around.”

“Are you asking me to get out of the apartment because I will,” Kaveh says. “Just tell me when, and I can make myself scarce for a few hours.”

“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says slowly, “that’s not sustainable every day of the week. You can’t just run because you don’t want to hear the sound of music for whatever reason. Do you react the same way when they play the radio in restaurants? Can you hide forever?”

“I’m not hiding,” Kaveh says. “I have my reasons. Things like this are different. It’s not music. All you’ve done so far is hold that note out for thirty seconds.”

“We both know the importance of fundamentals,” Al-Haitham reminds him. “You played the flute for over a decade, Kaveh.” Kaveh flinches at the reminder. “I  know.” 

“I haven’t touched it in years,” Kaveh says, and Al-Haitham goes cold at the confirmation that he really quit. Kaveh quit music. Kaveh hasn’t played a single note for years. “I don’t even know where it is. It’s somewhere in my mom’s house. I told her she could sell it but I don’t think she’s done it yet.”

“Whatever your own personal issues are,” Al-Haitham says, “it doesn’t mean that I have to obey your fucked up rules pertaining to music. I am not you.”

“I know.” Kaveh screws his eyes shut again, his face plainly upset. “I’m sorry. It was reflexive. It’s your career, of course you have to—I’ll just leave. Text me when you’re done.”

“I can’t kick you out several hours every day,” Al-Haitham repeats. “It’s not fair to you either. You live here as well. You pay me rent.”

Kaveh is starting to look uncomfortable. “I just can’t listen to it, Al-Haitham. I’m sorry. I don’t—it reminds me of—”

“What are you running from, Kaveh?” Al-Haitham interrupts. He’s staring steadily at Kaveh. Kaveh is looking back, his vermillion eyes revealing more than anything his words are saying. Al-Haitham sees regret in there, and he sees guilt, but most of all he just looks so young. Al-Haitham puts down the oboe and steps further out of the room. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me anything. Why did you quit?”

Kaveh looks away, and then Al-Haitham can’t tell anything that he’s thinking when he can no longer see his eyes. His face is shrouded in shadow now. “I just got bored.”

Somehow that’s the most ridiculous thing he’s heard yet. “You?” Al-Haitham says incredulously. He laughs, sharp and cruel. “Bored? You’re  Kaveh.  You don’t get bored—”

“And what do you know, Al-Haitham?” Kaveh nearly shouts, and now he looks genuinely angry. He’s been so on edge recently. Volatile. Al-Haitham doesn’t know what to do with it. It’s exhausting. “What do you even know about me?” He steps closer, pinning him with an accusatory look. “You told me you loved me twice and yet you still don’t seem to know anything about me.”

At those words, Al-Haitham flinches, hard. There’s a split second where regret flits over Kaveh’s face, but his expression hardens back to fury again.

“You’ve been making assumptions about me since I showed up a week ago. You’ve been measuring me against a Kaveh that doesn’t exist anymore—I  changed,  Al-Haitham, and whether that is for the better or worse doesn’t matter because there is nothing to be done about it. Stop expecting me to be the same person you met freshman year of high school. Stop confining me by all the things you think I should be instead of opening your fucking eyes and realizing that I am nothing like how you want me to be. I’m sorry if you’re disappointed in who I’ve become but you can’t change me. You can’t fix me. I’m only a person, Al-Haitham.”

“I’m not trying to fix you, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says heatedly. He wishes that he could put this into words that Kaveh would understand. He’s never been the best at getting his point across. “I do know you. I’ve known you for some of the most important years of our lives. I know you as a person who likes his coffee with too much sugar and sleeps much too late at night and sings terribly off-key despite all your background in music. I know you as a person who has never dared to give up on his dreams just because a few doubtful people thought that it would be impossible. I know you as someone who has never dared to give up on himself when the tunnel gets narrow. So why are you giving up now, Kaveh?”

Kaveh shakes his head a little, stepping back. “You don’t understand.”

“Then make me,” Al-Haitham says. “Make me understand. You can’t convince me that you’re happy like this. You used to laugh as if—”

“I told you to stop comparing me to my past, Al-Haitham!” Kaveh cries out sharply, the words coming out like shattered glass. Al-Haitham feels them cut his skin as they leave his mouth. “You ask why I’ve given up on my dreams? I was giving up on life. My dreams were the first to go so that I could focus on trying to continue to just exist. You can’t think of the finish line when you’re struggling to make it through the race. And I barely made it, Al-Haitham. I spent five years trying my hardest to keep my damn face above the water. You don’t get to have dreams when you’re only half alive. They become the second priority.

“You think I don’t realize how much I’ve lost myself over the years either? I know I have. And music reminds me of all of that—everything I’ve gained and everything I had to give up to keep it. To call it mine. And in the end, I had to sacrifice so much that I couldn’t even call it mine anymore. This dream has always been partly my father’s as well as mine. I have to shoulder that burden along with my own burden of existing without repentance. My father died when I was young so I inherited his aspirations. And I gave that up. Of course I have to run because otherwise, the guilt will eat me alive.”

Kaveh stops to catch a breath and he shudders as he inhales. Al-Haitham realizes dimly that his cheeks are wet. He’s shell-shocked with realization. He wants to grab Kaveh by the shoulders and shake him back to his senses. He wants to tell him that he’s never had to apologize for existing and that for the time that he cannot handle his dreams, Al-Haitham will shoulder that burden for him. That he will provide him a shelter so that he can stop running for once and catch his breath.

“Were you ever happy, Kaveh?” Al-Haitham asks quietly. He’s almost afraid of the answer.

Kaveh laughs a little under his breath. “I was. I was really happy. I was successful and young and attractive and I had both the talent and the drive to make my dreams happen. And opportunities just kept falling into my lap, and I wanted to look up to the sky and say to my father, look, I made it. I did it for you. But most of all I did it for me.”

“I do love music,” Kaveh confesses bitterly. “I still love it. How could I ever forget how it felt to love something so ardently with every fiber of my being? There were times when I existed only so I could put my very soul into the art and exist in some separate state of reality written between the bars. But that year they put me on that global tour, everything that I loved about music turned sour.”

“Dori is not a good person,” Kaveh admits. He stares at his hands. His fingers look picked raw as if he spent hours twisting them and twisting them and peeling at the skin in anxiety. “The only thing she actually cared about was making money—and maybe I should’ve seen it from the way she only cared about the brand’s image from the get-go. I was perfect for the reputation they wanted to project. And it worked. I’m sure you’ve seen that Alcazarzaray Records is still very prominent these days.”

“But it was all for the money,” Kaveh continues. “It was never about music. Some of those tracks off my album were written in college, but a lot of them were from when they forced me to stay up countless nights to reach the deadlines for new compositions that they would then pick apart for hours in the studio and reconstruct until it all sounded like white noise to me. Everything that was  mine  was turned into  theirs. Everything I wrote in that year belongs to them now, even the pieces that they didn’t put to use. I didn’t realize it was in the contract.

“They had me traveling and performing, then whisking me away to work on music, stealing it, changing it, until they had material set up for several more records. And the contract that Dori set me on was very strict—I would lose a lot of my fortune if I broke it, or else they’d pursue me ruthlessly with their legal team. I started having nervous breakdowns until there were times that I felt I wouldn’t be able to perform without having a panic attack on the stage.”

Kaveh bites his lip and looks away. “Do you know how awful that was, Al-Haitham? That they took the one thing I loved most in the entire world and made me detest it? That they turned my dream rotten in front of my very eyes? I had to get out before they broke me any further. So I did. And I lost most of my money in the process, as well as my rights to the royalties. Everything they make now, they get to keep. I ran. I didn’t want to be associated with music anymore. I didn’t want to be associated with the record label or with Dori or with  me.  I couldn’t figure out how to change the image I’d built of myself so the only option that I had left was to completely shed it.”

Kaveh looks at Al-Haitham then with watery eyes. He’s always looked like this when he cries, his cheeks flushing and his nose going red. He looks broken.

“I’m sorry I cut you off, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says honestly. “I’m sorry I cut everyone off. All I could think of was running. It didn’t feel worth it to try to pursue my dream anymore when I was too depressed to hope that I could make it through even one more year with the label. And I spent the next five years running—traveling to distant nations and cities and countrysides, places where I wouldn’t have to think about the flute or my music or everyone that I left behind. 

“I tried so desperately to live, Al-Haitham. I hiked mountains and walked entire cities until my feet blistered and stayed up multiple nights in multiple beds so that I would feel as if my heart beat for some reason other than to get up the next day. As if I could exist so that I could love someone, something, instead of existing just to exist. I never found it. So I went back to my mother in Fontaine and made sure that she hid the flute from me and tried to recollect myself back into a person that I could recognize.”

Kaveh stares down at his hands. They’re fidgeting again. Al-Haitham wonders abruptly how much of it is anxiety and how much of it is muscle memory—he knows how often he catches himself fingering scales on the oboe even when the instrument is out of his hand. Of course Kaveh wasn’t able to rid music entirely out of his life. It was probably impossible for a person like him. 

Kaveh continues. “And I realized that all of that running and country-hopping didn’t result in me finding myself or discovering new reasons to live—I saw all of these other reasons that people choose to get up in the morning and live, but none of them were mine. I had to find that for myself. And if I couldn’t find that in Fontaine or Liyue or Natlan, then maybe the problem wasn’t Sumeru but me. So I came back.”

Kaveh gazes at Al-Haitham with watery eyes and says, “I’m sorry that I tried to stop you from pursuing your dream just because it reminded me too much of the one that I gave up on five years ago. It’s always been your playing specifically, Al-Haitham, that reminds me so vividly of the life I used to live. I wish I could go to your rehearsals. I wish I could listen to your clips of you playing or all of the music you’ve composed. I wish it didn’t remind me so bitterly of regret and my father and the record label. I hate myself a little bit for it, I think. I love music. And for a little bit, it did not love me back.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Al-Haitham says quietly. “You know that, right? Kaveh, you know that?”

“I don’t know,” Kaveh whispers. “I don’t know that it would have turned out all right if I just stayed a little bit longer—my  father—” 

“Wouldn’t have wanted you to stay in that situation,” Al-Haitham says firmly. “Anyone who’s heard this wouldn’t wish for you to stay. To hell with that dream. Just because it ended with Alcazarzaray doesn’t mean that you can’t reignite it in a different way with different people. Even if it means never performing on the global stage again if you don’t want to.”

Al-Haitham swallows down the words that say  you may think that you’ve changed this much in the past five years, but I love you all the same. You may think that I’ve spent the past week comparing you to the version of you that exists in my head but if there is any other word for this feeling in my chest when I look at you in my apartment than love then I do not know what it is. No existence is more fitting for you than this one. I hope you continue to exist. I hope you can love life the way I love yours. 

“I’ve been so selfish,” Kaveh says, laughing ironically through tears. “I let people think I was dead for years before I reached out to people who love me. I cut off everyone and pretended that I hadn’t had all of your numbers memorized for years. I had people who genuinely loved my music and looked up to me and I ruined it all by disappearing.”

“You’re only a person,” Al-Haitham says. “You said that yourself. You’re just a person like all the rest of us. No more, no less. You’ll figure out how to forgive yourself eventually. It’ll take time.”

“I’ve had five years to figure it out already and all I’ve done is run in circles until I realized that I can’t escape problems that are rooted in my own self.”

“You have sixty more years to figure it out. We’re young, Kaveh. If you spend all of this time regretting how you lived out the past, then you’re never going to live in the present. I know you think I’ve been comparing you to the person you were before you shot to fame, but I haven’t. You’ve always just been Kaveh to me. You’ve always been whole as you are.”

“I think this is why I came back to you, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says, a little choked. “It’s so much easier to exist around you, even when we’re fighting. Because then I feel as if I can be true to myself if I’m with you since you’ve seen my worst. You’ve seen me get worse and you’ve stayed. I don’t know how to say how grateful I am for you.”

Kaveh makes Al-Haitham feel alive, too. But he didn’t have to leave for five years to realize that. He’s always known it intrinsically. How lucky he is to have someone with whom he can feel as if he can exist peacefully with. How lucky they are to have each other.

“I haven’t told anyone any of this.” Kaveh wipes at his eyes, his tears finally drying up. “I told my mother a little bit. It was hard not to. She’s probably the closest person who can understand anything that has to do with my father, so it was only natural. But all the rest of it that has to do with music and the record label and touring; there probably isn’t anyone else in the world who would get it the way you do. Who would make me feel heard the way you do.”

“I’m glad,” Al-Haitham says, “that I could be that person for you.”

“As am I.” Kaveh smiles at him, the first genuine smile that Al-Haitham thinks he’s seen since they met again. He seems so much freer now that he’s told Al-Haitham about what really happened during his disappearance. “I’m fortunate, actually, that you would continue to tolerate my presence in your life. Even though I’m high maintenance and have ridiculous requests of you that make no sense. I’ll stop that now, by the way. You can practice whenever you want. You’re probably right about all the points about running from my problems. If it hasn’t done anything for me yet, then there’s no point in continuing to avoid it.”

Al-Haitham raises an eyebrow. “So I’m free to practice whenever? Does this mean you’ll come to our first performance later this season?”

Kaveh’s smile is now a little more strained. “Um. Why don’t we start with me remaining in the apartment while you play?”

Al-Haitham dips his head. Kaveh sighs, looking tired, and then he peeks past Al-Haitham and looks at his oboe. “Are you going to continue today?”

“Do you want me to?” Al-Haitham asks slowly.

“If you want to.”

“Alright,” Al-Haitham says, and then Kaveh shuffles back to the main area of the apartment to rest after their exhausting conversation Al-Haitham assumes.

Al-Haitham doesn’t close the door this time when he continues practicing. And throughout the entire time, Kaveh makes no request for him to, nor is there that suspicious silence again. Instead, it seems that Kaveh has figured out how to coexist with the tangible reminder of his past and function in spite of it.

And at the end, when Al-Haitham has finished and packs away his oboe for the night, he walks out of his bedroom and finds Kaveh lying on the couch with his earbuds in, having fallen asleep to whatever he’s streaming on his phone. When Al-Haitham taps his home screen out of pure curiosity, it’s a piece by a composer that Al-Haitham and Kaveh used to discuss fervently back in their college days when they would nerd out together over composition and sheet music for hours.

Al-Haitham smiles. He hasn’t listened to this composer in a while. Maybe he should as well.

Kaveh doesn’t make any more mention of Al-Haitham’s playing from then on, though he does notice that Kaveh tends to make himself busy once he starts. Al-Haitham leaving to work is no longer a big deal either; Kaveh doesn’t put on forced nonchalance like the first time, nor does he avoid eye contact with Al-Haitham’s instrument case.

He just wishes him farewell and good luck when he leaves, receives him with a nod when he comes back. And it’s easy. Sometimes Al-Haitham will bring up something that happened during that rehearsal that day, like how the conductor was clearly ill-tempered during rehearsal or how the principal flute kept flubbing this one run during the end of their solo with the clear implication that Kaveh would have done a far better job of it if he were in their place. They both know that Kaveh was more well suited for soloistic playing, however.

Al-Haitham knows now that any mention of music or the act of playing makes Kaveh feel an automatic surge of guilt, and living with a musician must be a cruel reminder of the world that he once loved and now can barely tolerate. So it surprises him when one practice session when Al-Haitham leaves the confines of his room to grab a glass of water he sees Kaveh standing by the bar, just standing and apparently listening to Al-Haitham’s listening.

He startles as if he’s been caught when Al-Haitham walks out, and then they both stop short, staring at each other.

Al-Haitham breaks the silence first. “Do I sound any better than I did five years ago?” he asks, taking a glass from the cupboard and making his way to the sink.

Kaveh falls into the conversation easily as if they are not both surprised to find him actively listening to Al-Haitham play. “You sound better, though I’m sure you know that. A lot better. It’s… incredible, Al-Haitham. A part of me thinks that you must have far surpassed me by now if I were to ever pick it up again.”

Kaveh thinks about playing again? Al-Haitham takes a dreg from his glass instead of voicing that thought. “You flatter me,” he says dryly. “Something’s wrong with you.”

“I was just being nice for once,” Kaveh says, a smile playing at the edges of his lips. “It took you three repetitions for you to get that turn right. Should’ve only taken you one.”

“The fingerings were odd.” Al-Haitham stretches his fingers in front of him, wiggling them as if his oboe were in his hands right now. “You try playing the oboe.”

“I’ll leave it to the actual oboe player,” Kaveh defers. Then, “Do you still write music?”

Of course he does. It reminds him of Kaveh a lot of the time, but he was writing his own music long before he met Kaveh, and he’s been writing in abundance for many years at this point. He would never give up that language.

“I do,” Al-Haitham says. “I hope that has improved alongside my abilities, though of course I must be biased.”

“Do you post it anywhere?” Kaveh asks. “I know you published a few videos back when we were both active on social media, though I suppose I wouldn’t know anymore.”

Al-Haitham conceals a smirk at the reminder of their social media platforms. He’d abandoned his account around the same time that Kaveh disabled his since he was really only there to support Kaveh, and he didn’t need any of the meager attention that he caught from his playing when he received calls from far more important directors seeking to recruit him elsewhere.

He has gotten a few offers for his music. He sells some pieces when he feels like putting the effort in. “I mostly play my music for myself these days,” Al-Haitham says.

“Does that mean—you wouldn’t play it for any others?” Kaveh asks haltingly.

“Are you asking to hear it?” Al-Haitham says wryly.

Kaveh looks away so that Al-Haitham can’t see his feelings through his vision. “Only if you’re willing.”

Al-Haitham says nothing but leaves his glass on the counter and retreats back to his room. After a pause, Kaveh follows.

Al-Haitham has written a lot of music. He rifles through a large box of it—he likes to print it out because it feels more real when he’s able to hold it in his hands, and he prefers the feeling of the material between his fingers. It’s especially helpful for revisions. All of the pages are marked up in pencil with accent marks and sketched in musical notations.

“Pick one,” Al-Haitham says eventually. Kaveh kneels down beside him and briefly combs through the box before he pulls out a piece near the back.

It’s one that he’d written at least a couple of years ago, especially since it was located farther from the front. It’s written in a minor key, slow and drawn out, and as he scans it briefly to roadmap the piece he sees Kaveh drinking in the paper beside him with what must be sightreading muscle memory.

He puts his oboe to his mouth, and Kaveh sits back to listen.

It’s one of his simpler pieces, one that appears to be easier on paper but requires a higher level of musicality to appropriately pull it off. If the listener were not a musician, they would likely be unaware of the skill it takes to master the sweeping phrases and the slight tinge of vibrato to color the drawn-out notes, not too little, not too overbearing.

Kaveh listens with a face that is difficult to read. Al-Haitham pays more attention to the page than he usually would—there’s a part of him that is scared to look at Kaveh because he’s always regarded him with a certain amount of admiration no matter how close they grew over the years, and to play his own music is a bit like baring his soul.

Out of the corner of his eye, he can see Kaveh’s body moving with the music as if he were playing it himself. Kaveh has always been a very emotional player, moving with the beat in the way that most passionate musicians jump in their chairs and lean forward during poignant movements, putting on their very own versions of a performance. And when Al-Haitham finishes, Kaveh releases a breath and leans back as if he were playing as well.

Al-Haitham refrains from immediately jumping and asking Kaveh what he thinks, instead setting his oboe back down on its stand and letting him come to his conclusions.

Eventually, Kaveh just shrugs. “I don’t know what you want me to say,” he says. “I can’t believe you’re only twenty-five and you’ve written masterpieces. It’s hard to comprehend that you have entire boxes full of this stuff—tell me you share this stuff, Al-Haitham. Surely you publish it somewhere or perform it or  something. ”

Al-Haitham’s breath hitches in his throat, embarrassed. He clears his throat. “I sell it to those who are interested sometimes. It’s a lot of work to get it published.”

Kaveh groans. “You’ve always been so goddamn lazy. You could be famous, Al-Haitham. You’re one of those natural geniuses that directors are always trying to find.”

“I don’t want to be famous,” Al-Haitham says. “I’m not interested in being known outside of the small circle that I’ve curated. If you want, you could sell this under your name.”

Kaveh balks, offended. “I would never,” he says heatedly. “I can’t believe you would suggest that I steal your music and that I could do that in good conscience. No, if your music were to gain recognition, I would want it to be for yourself. Just know that one day when you die, someone is going to find all of this music and then you’re going to go down in history.”

“You say that as if it’s not more likely to happen to you,” Al-Haitham says, amused. “You had a global tour and were one of the key components of the revival of classical music. You hardly give yourself enough credit.”

“You make me sound so important,” Kaveh says, laughing, but he says it less as if he’s being humble and more as if he doesn’t believe that he sincerely has an impact. If there were anyone to prove him wrong though, it would be Al-Haitham, who walks around with the golden imprint of Kaveh on his soul and deep in the marrow of his bones.

Al-Haitham shrugs. “I’m not a liar,” he says. If anything, he is honest.

Kaveh stares at him for a second too long and then he ducks his head away. “Can I look at your other pieces?”

“Feel free,” Al-Haitham says. “If you don’t mind me playing through my exercises.”

Kaveh waves a dismissive hand, so Al-Haitham continues what he was doing before he left earlier for water with the exception of being hyper-aware of Kaveh next to him studying his original compositions. And eventually, the awareness dies away until it’s just him, his oboe, and Kaveh, and it feels so familiar and easy that he is taken back to the past.

The past in the present. He’s living with a ghost, but day by day, the ghost is growing more corporal. It’s removing the knife from its chest.

It’s the first time that Kaveh makes an effort to sit in during Al-Haitham’s practice sessions and listen to him play, but it’s not the last. From time to time, Kaveh will tiptoe into his room while he’s playing and just exist in the same space while he works on his computer, or sometimes he’ll delve back into Al-Haitham’s folder of compositions to look at them again.

Part of it must be Kaveh’s dormant love for music reawakening but another part of it must be because Kaveh just wants to exist in the same space as Al-Haitham the way they used to be joined at the hip. It’s a way of living that they’re both used to.

And as Al-Haitham becomes more wrapped up in living with Kaveh again, Kaveh becomes reimmersed in music, slowly but surely.









tighnari


 your orchestra’s first performance is this week right? cyno and i are looking into coming into the city to see it 


 

Me


 yes, this friday night at eight. want me to reserve seats? 


 

tighnari


 can you get that special friend discount 


 

Me


 friend is a broad overstatement 


 

tighnari


 okay fuck u we’re not here to see you anyway we heard that the bassoon player in your orchestra is that famous one from inazuma 


 

Me


 he is 



 i am offended by the way 


 

tighnari


 good 



 takeout afterward like normal? drinks on u with that fancy musician salary 


 

Me


 you are not poor enough to justify that statement but okay 



 do you want to see kaveh 


 

tighnari


 CAN WE 



 DID YOU ASK HIM 



 YES I WANT TO SEE KAVEH?????? 










“We’re performing on Friday at eight in the city,” Al-Haitham says conversationally five days before the orchestra is set to perform.

“Are you telling me that you’ll be gone or are you inviting me to come,” Kaveh says.

Al-Haitham shrugs. “Do you want to come?”

“Do you want me to come?”

Al-Haitham sighs. Kaveh is so difficult. “I wouldn’t mind it.”

“You’re not inspiring any confidence in me,” Kaveh says, rolling his eyes, “but I suppose I can take time out of my very busy schedule to come see you. I guess. The more you play, the easier it is to listen. I haven’t listened to a full ensemble in so many years… I suppose I do miss it.”

“Very busy schedule,” Al-Haitham repeats. Kaveh nods very seriously. “Alright.”

“I’m important, you know,” Kaveh says, nudging Al-Haitham on the shoulder. “Five years ago, people would be tripping over themselves to have me come listen to them play.”

“Now I don’t see why anyone would be doing that.”

“Fuck yourself, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says sincerely.

Al-Haitham says, “I have your mother to do that for me.”

“You know,” Kaveh says, standing up, “I don’t have to come listen to you play this Friday night.”

“Tighnari and Cyno are coming into the city,” Al-Haitham says. “I’m sure they would love to see you.”

“Oh my god,” Kaveh says. “Book me a seat.”

True to his word, Al-Haitham reserves three seats in the front for Tighnari, Cyno, and Kaveh. That evening, when Al-Haitham emerges from his bedroom in concert black and meets Kaveh out in the front, there’s a second in which Kaveh just stares at him without saying anything.

“Are you ready to go or not?” Al-Haitham asks, wondering if he’d buttoned his tuxedo wrong.

“You should be asking yourself that question,” Kaveh says, shaking himself out of his head. He approaches Al-Haitham with his arms out, and he watches him warily until he realizes that he’s attempting to go at his hair. “You look as if you’ve just rolled out of bed.”

“I do not,” Al-Haitham says, affronted, and Kaveh just sighs.

“I’m trying to help you,” he says, and then he guides him over to the kitchen sink. He turns on the faucet and lightly wets his fingers, combing them gently through Al-Haitham’s hair.

Al-Haitham has to stoop a little to let Kaveh see all of his scalp. “I don’t know how you got even taller,” Kaveh says, sounding a little offended by it.

Al-Haitham smiles down, knowing that Kaveh can’t see it. “Maybe you are just short.”

“Don’t say that when my hands are in your hair,” Kaveh warns, but he’s still infuriatingly gentle with Al-Haitham, almost tender in his care. It’s unbearable. Kaveh’s fingers are warm—they always have been. After a few more seconds, Kaveh fluffs his hair back up again and then retreats.

Al-Haitham feels bereft.

“You’re welcome, by the way,” Kaveh says, spinning around without further ado, and Al-Haitham’s hands long to return the favor, to take Kaveh’s gentleness and return it tenfold back to him. His hair looks nice when it’s braided like this. He wants to undo it and learn how to tie it up again so he can make Kaveh feel as cared for as he did for him.

But they ought to get going, probably. Al-Haitham has a call time that he can’t afford to be late for, and he knows that Kaveh has been looking forward to seeing Tighnari and Cyno again all week.

They leave the apartment together, and Kaveh leaves that moment of tenderness alone in the kitchen. Al-Haitham tucks it into his pocket for later.

Al-Haitham leaves Kaveh in the lobby and goes to meet the rest of the orchestra in one of the warm-up rooms. He must be seeing Tighnari and Cyno right about now.

The rest of the performance procedure is standard—after years and years of this, Al-Haitham is used to it and no longer has any of the newbie nerves that come in the first few years of performances. It doesn’t even make him anxious to know that his friends are in the audience since he’s played for them individually many times, and those performances are infinitely more personal than these types of concerts. He supposes that’s part of what Kaveh loves—loved—about being a soloist; it must have felt much more intimate to perform on that stage with just the audience and no one else behind him.

That doesn’t mean that he doesn’t enjoy playing in an ensemble, however, because there are soloistic moments but that can’t beat the swell of emotion in his chest that accompanies the knowledge that he’d performed as part of a group. So he is looking forward to this, and he’s looking forward to getting to show off as part of an excellent ensemble.

The stage lights are no more intimidating than they are strangely comforting. He can see the familiar shapes of his friends’ faces out in the audience but doesn’t spend a significant amount of time trying to catch their eyes.

The conductor lifts their baton, and the performance begins.

“It wasn’t any better than the last one,” Tighnari says when Al-Haitham approaches him, which he knows to mean  I suppose you are of such high caliber that it would be difficult to increase the margin of success significantly. “Though the conductor is much better looking than the last one. And the bassoonist was incredible, as expected. I guess you did okay too.”

“Thank you, Tighnari,” Al-Haitham says dryly. Tighnari hums in response, something that sounds vaguely like  you’re welcome. 

“On the other hand, you blew my expectations out of the water,” Cyno says. Al-Haitham stares at him. “Get it? Because to produce tone on a wind instrument, you must blow—”

“I get it,” Al-Haitham interrupts, and Cyno nods, satisfied.

“I thought you did well,” Kaveh says. Al-Haitham turns to him, and he produces a bouquet of flowers from behind his back. He accepts them numbly, dumbstruck. “To return the favor from five years ago,” Kaveh clarifies awkwardly. “When you came to my first concert and gave me flowers. I never got to do the same for you until now.”

Al-Haitham wordlessly looks through the blooms, admiring all of the different colors and textures. He hadn’t thought that Kaveh would do something like this. He doesn’t even know when Kaveh got the time to sneak off and buy these and where he hid them.

“Aw look, he’s smiling,” Tighnari says, and Al-Haitham resurfaces from his flowers long enough to shoot him a glare. “Sorry. It’s rare enough that I thought I had to point it out.”

Kaveh blinks once, twice, three times, and then he comes back to himself. “Let’s get out of the lobby. We’re blocking the way. Tighnari mentioned your post-performance tradition of fried chicken and beer?”

“This one is one of your nicer apartments,” Tighnari observes, glancing around the room. “Nice bed, Kaveh. You’re actually lucky. Some of his older rentals could hardly be called apartments, and they were so depressing that every time I visited I actually forgot that he makes six figures.”

“Please leave me alone,” Al-Haitham sighs. He opens up the bag of takeout on the bar and the scent of food wafts through the apartment. “How have you been, Tighnari. Cyno. Update Kaveh on how your life has turned out.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Tighnari hums. “We already updated each other while we were waiting for the performance to begin. You two have been living in the height of domesticity, I hear. Sounds nice. Why can’t you provide for me, Al-Haitham?”

“You’re so annoying it’s incredible,” says Al-Haitham.

“Why, thank you.”

“I haven’t missed this,” Kaveh says, amused. “Actually, I’m curious. Do you guys ever play together anymore? Do you still play, Tighnari?”

Tighnari shrugs. “I play casually when I have the time. Sometimes Al-Haitham will write a piece for other horns and he’ll have me play it and record it to see how well it turns out. Sometimes that turns into playing together and then we just jam out. Certainly nothing as serious as it was back in college. I’ll play for my plants, though.”

“He thinks that it helps them sleep,” Cyno interjects helpfully. “If you had to ask me, I think it’s really ferny. He never leafs them alone.”

“I don’t think, I know,” Tighnari says serenely. “Why else would they grow so well in the morning if it were not for a good night’s sleep? And shut up, Cyno.”

And then Kaveh’s laughing in a carefree way that he hasn’t in ages, and he hasn’t truly seen all of his friends together in so long that Al-Haitham is considering gathering them all together now that Kaveh seems to be open to seeing more people again—he can even stand Cyno’s awful jokes because he’s here with all three of them, and he just feels so incredibly happy in a way he has not been for years.

He feels as if he’s spent the last few years going through the motions—moving from city to city, playing in all of these different orchestras and finding success but never quite settling into one but he hasn’t felt fulfilled in a very long time. Of course he is content—all he needs is music, if it really came down to it, and nothing can quite take that away from Al-Haitham—but to have only that would not satisfy him.

Playing in the Akademiya ensembles forced him to create and retain friendships with the people around him, and it especially helped that he had Kaveh as a mutual friend to encourage his relationships. He’s managed to maintain his friendships from college but it’s much more difficult to do the same when he’s constantly springing between jobs.

He feels most satisfied when he’s able to meet up like this with Tighnari and Cyno or when Nilou happens to be in town and he can see her for coffee in the afternoon. Snatched bits of time with the people that he cares about. Even in the past when he wasn’t seeing people every day, he was in contact with Kaveh for nearly every waking hour anyway, so it was as if he was never alone.

Now that Kaveh is back, Al-Haitham is starting to realize that perhaps he needs to settle in one place. Schedule more dinners with friends. Chase people instead of a salary.

Or if Kaveh wants to stick around, then Al-Haitham will be okay with that too. It’s like that one realization that Al-Haitham came to—he is whole on his own, but Kaveh makes him more. Makes his life a little more worth living. 

Perhaps that is the purpose of love in Al-Haitham’s life. Late-night performances and drinks at night with his dearest friends. He couldn’t ask for more than this.

“I missed this,” Kaveh confesses to Al-Haitham once Tighnari and Cyno have bid them farewell and left. They’re collecting bottles and leaving them by the recycling to deal with in the morning, sluggish with lethargy and blinking slowly. “I was a little scared for multiple reasons. Because I forgot how magical it is to see people really  perform.  Because I ghosted everyone and I was afraid that they would hate me a little bit when I came back. But it was nice.”

“I’d like to see them more often,” Al-Haitham admits. “But it’s not always possible.”

“We should do it more often, then,” Kaveh offers. “Just the two of us. We could go out to see some other orchestra. Maybe the local high school. Scope out the competition.”

Al-Haitham pauses and looks at Kaveh washed in the dim light of his kitchen, looking beautiful even in his tiredness. It’s nice to know that Kaveh longs for the same things that Al-Haitham does. “I suppose that wouldn’t be half bad.”

They do that often, now. Gradually, before Al-Haitham could even realize that it was happening, Kaveh began to infiltrate almost every aspect of his life once again. They take meals together and run errands in each other’s company and more and more often, Kaveh will sit and listen to Al-Haitham play. It’s promising. It’s terrifying. Al-Haitham wants more of it.

It’s another one of those late nights where they’ve drunk a little more than they should—Kaveh gets too honest when he’s inebriated, and while Al-Haitham can function he’d rather not play for hours while hungover. But they’d gotten caught up in it.

Kaveh hadn’t been acting the same that day either, and now he is only more melancholy come nighttime. Al-Haitham doesn’t pry; he figures that if Kaveh wants him to know, then he’ll make it known.

It’s probably the alcohol speaking.

“I miss music,” Kaveh says, apropos of nothing. “I miss playing, and I miss the flute. I miss writing when I don’t have the words to speak my mind. But my instrument is hidden somewhere in Fontaine and I’m afraid that it won’t speak to me the way it used to because I have spent so many years neglecting it. I fear that I wouldn’t be able to play at all.”

Al-Haitham had figured that Kaveh was starting to come back to music with how often he was now listening to Al-Haitham play, but he hadn’t known to what extent. He doesn’t know if anything he can say would make him feel better.

“Is all that I am meant for regret, Al-Haitham?” Kaveh says. “Will I ever know anything more? I ran from my own dream to save myself. And now I think that I’ve made the wrong decision. Sometimes I think that when I ran, I shouldn’t have abandoned it all completely—wouldn’t it have been enough to just make my music my own again? Couldn’t I have only holed myself up in my mother’s house in Fontaine and refused to play for anybody ever again?”

Kaveh sighs. “But that wouldn’t make me happy, either. How could I have so much to say and nobody who knows how to listen? I want it back now. I want it back.”

“It’s not too late to start again,” Al-Haitham says. “Call your mother. She can send it.”

“But I’m afraid, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says desperately, breathing hard. “I don’t want to pick up that flute and realize that I lost my ability to play because I spent five years running just to end up in the same place. I lost five entire years, Al-Haitham, five years that I can never get back. I lost music. I forfeited a piece of myself.”

Kaveh is a man ravaged by guilt, and the only thing that could save him is the very thing that nearly destroyed him.

“I just think that I’ve wasted so much time feeling sorry for myself that I no longer know who I am,” Kaveh whispers. “Do you remember that first week when I moved in, and we had that one fight? The one where I told you about why I left. I’m sorry I accused you of not knowing who I am at all. I’m sorry I brought up the fact that you loved me in the past. It was cruel of me. And I don’t even know who I am these days either.”

Kaveh turns to Al-Haitham, eyes burning with something that he can’t quite place. “You’re not still in love with me, right?”

And Al-Haitham’s heart is stuck in his throat. Does Kaveh know? Has he known all of this time? Why else would he ask—

“Because you shouldn’t be,” Kaveh continues, shrinking into himself. “You shouldn’t. I don’t know who I’ve become. I’m a faint outline of the person you met in high school. I know I’m the one who told you to stop comparing me to the past but in truth, I haven’t spent a single day these past five years not doing the same exact thing. I wish I could be different.”

Al-Haitham has never been one to lie, but at this moment, he can’t stomach the truth. Not when it could ruin them. Not when it could ruin Kaveh. How could he make him realize that Al-Haitham loves Kaveh not for what he offers to him but because of who he is as a person when Kaveh is incapable of realizing for himself that he is deserving of love just because he exists?

How could he possibly believe that Al-Haitham loves him when Kaveh isn’t even sure that he is deserving of love? He would call him a liar. He’d think that Al-Haitham was just saying what he thought he should say.

Al-Haitham doesn’t answer the question. “You know that there’s no use in comparison,” he says straightforwardly. “You said it yourself. You’re not the same person you were five years ago, Kaveh. Neither am I. And I am grateful for it.”

“It’s easier said than done,” Kaveh says. “I’ve gotten so upset at you for saying all of these things but you were right. It was wrong of me to project my own anger onto you. All I know how to do is run.”

“But you’re here now,” Al-Haitham points out. “Doesn’t that count for anything?”

“I don’t know how you’re not tired of me,” Kaveh whispers. “I won’t want you to bring this up again in the morning, but that’s the truth. I’m tired of being me. I don’t know why you let me stay.”

“You’re my friend,” Al-Haitham says uselessly. It’s too much. It’s not enough. Al-Haitham wants to say more and nothing at all at the same time. “I don’t let you stay. I want you to stay.”

“And how exhausting is that,” Kaveh says, burying his face in his hands and turning away so that all Al-Haitham can see is the golden side of his head. His voice comes out muffled. “It’s so difficult to be cared for. I want to give up on myself but there are too many people who wouldn’t let me. What a burden. I know it’s selfish to describe love as that but it’s such a heavy weight to lift when I am unused to carrying it. I’m sorry.”

Kaveh keeps saying that. He keeps apologizing. Al-Haitham wants to tell him to stop but he doesn’t have the words to explain why. He’s always been honest to a fault but he thinks that Kaveh would buckle under the weight of a truth too heavy to bear.

Al-Haitham knows that Kaveh thinks that to be loved means to have expectations placed upon you, and if you were to fail to meet them, then that love would be taken away. That’s the only reason he could think of as to why Kaveh is afraid to even touch his flute. If he can’t meet his own expectations then it would destroy him.

He can’t tell Kaveh that he loves him. “I understand,” Al-Haitham says.  I love you.  “You’re enough even if all you can manage to do is survive.”  I love you. 

“No one realizes how patient you are, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says. “You’re so short with everyone except for when it matters. You’re a tease and a brat and a bastard until it matters.”

“I can’t tell if that’s supposed to be an insult,” Al-Haitham says, aiming for a joke.

“It’s the truth,” Kaveh says simply, taking his head out of his hands to look at Al-Haitham with clear eyes. “And I’m glad that you are the person you are.”

“I too am glad that you are the person you are.”

“Are you?” Kaveh questions, and then he breaks into an honest smile. “I think I believe it if it comes from you.”

“I’m only me,” says Al-Haitham.

“Thank god,” Kaveh says. “The apocalypse could begin to set in and I think I’d look for you.”

Then he laughs, waving his hand and dissipating the heavy atmosphere that had settled over their shoulders. “God, I think I drank a little too much. It’s late and I haven’t showered. You should sleep, Al-Haitham.” He slinks off toward the bathroom, and when Al-Haitham is still standing in the kitchen, unable to move on from all of the things Kaveh confessed, he hears the water start pouring against the bathroom tile.

When Al-Haitham finally moves to clear the bar of their evening drinking session that led to their late-night confessional, he finds that Kaveh’s bottle remains nearly full.

The next morning, Kaveh doesn’t make any mention of what he had said to Al-Haitham the night before, but he does drop offhandedly how hungover he is. Al-Haitham, knowing that Kaveh had not drunk that much at all, doesn’t say anything to the contrary. If Kaveh doesn’t want to talk about it then Al-Haitham isn’t going to push the issue.

Instead, to be kind, Al-Haitham brings up reaching out to Kaveh’s mother in Fontaine and asking if she would ship his flute over, letting them both pretend that he came up with the idea himself.

“Well,” Kaveh says over breakfast, playing with his fork but not actually putting anything into his mouth. He’s very clearly ignoring the inquiry. “Maybe she’s busy. What if she can’t find it and then all I’d do is waste her time? Who even knows if it’s still in good shape? Then we’d have to find a decent repair shop that I could trust, and then that would be yet another expense that I can’t really afford, and then—”

“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham interrupts. “Call your mother.”

Kaveh calls his mother. Al-Haitham doesn’t see him for a couple of hours while they talk.

“She’ll send it,” he reports later, looking conflicted over it. “I guess she kept it even when I told her she should sell it. She was… happy that I asked her. She didn’t spend all that money on music school for me to never play again, anyway.”

“Right, because that’s the only reason she’s happy to see you rediscover your interest in it and not because it’s one of the few things that makes you genuinely happy,” Al-Haitham says.

Kaveh winces. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re too blunt? Don’t answer that. I know I have.” He sighs. “Now I’m not going to be able to sit around the apartment like I usually do without thinking about the fact that I’m expecting a package in the mail.”

“You’re about to be insufferable.”

“I’ve  been insufferable,” Kaveh grumbles. “Are you going to practice soon? I feel as if I don’t listen to any professional playing then I’m going to go actually insane.”

Kaveh sits through Al-Haitham’s entire practice session that day, taking up space quietly in the corner as Al-Haitham plays, and throughout the entire thing, Al-Haitham starts to think up the beginning of a new flute piece in his head. Maybe Kaveh can play it. Maybe they could play something together.

They never did finish recording that one duet together, after all.









In the end, it takes a week and a half for Kaveh’s flute to arrive all the way from Fontaine. True to his word, Kaveh is antsy and anxious for all of those days, occupying himself more and more with Al-Haitham’s sheet music in what is probably a desperate attempt to reabsorb all the musical knowledge he may have lost over the years.

Some days, Kaveh accompanies Al-Haitham to his rehearsals, the lone spectator in the audience. Al-Haitham thinks that quite a few of his fellow musicians recognize Kaveh’s face after the first time he shows up—one of them asks him if he’s  that Al-Haitham, as in the one that was friends with the legendary Kaveh.

The moment that the flute arrives, Kaveh approaches it as if it’s a live bomb. “What if it’s broken,” Kaveh says suddenly, now beside himself with a new anxiety, and Al-Haitham sighs. “Sorry.”

Kaveh unpacks copious amounts of bubble wrap and lifts out a very familiar-looking flute case, looking exactly as it did years ago. Al-Haitham finds his breath a little harder to catch at the look of pure wonder on Kaveh’s face. However exciting this is for Al-Haitham, it must be ten times that for Kaveh.

“Al-Haitham…” Kaveh says slowly, then he lowers himself to the ground and gently lays the case down on his lap, treating it as if it were an ancient antique. He undoes the clasps with shaking hands.

Kaveh lifts out the head joint first and then the other respective joints. With bated breath, Al-Haitham watches him carefully put the instrument together and easily bring it to his mouth, taking in a deep breath.

And then he lowers it back down, looking up at Al-Haitham, and he reads all the apprehensiveness in his expression and recognizes all the fears that Kaveh expressed to him that one night when he first brought up playing again.

“I don’t have to watch,” Al-Haitham says, already turning.

“No, no,” Kaveh says. “It’s fine. It’s not you. It’s just—” He bites his lip, looking down at the instrument again. “It’s so familiar and foreign at the same time. My fingers settle into the same places and all the keys feel no different. But all I can think is that maybe I don’t remember how to take a breath the same way or how to tongue the notes correctly or that I’ve forgotten all the fingerings that are surely permanently imprinted into my brain at this point.”

“It’s just music, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says softly. “It’s not any scarier than that. Nobody is going to hear it but me, unless you want to change that.”

“I know,” Kaveh whispers. He can’t stop staring at the flute as if he’s drinking in the sight. Then he brings the flute to his lips, takes a deep breath, and blows.

The first note he plays in five years is a concert B flat—typical for any musician. It’s clear, a solid sound, with no hint of a waver. It doesn’t sound as if he hasn’t so much as looked at a flute for half a decade. If Al-Haitham were a lesser person, he would be jealous of Kaveh for retaining so much of his skill after this long. But all he feels is relief and the sense that something has slid into place—a tripped-up reality correcting itself.

Kaveh plays the twelve major scales then, fingers deftly moving with ease, and it’s as if Al-Haitham is watching him warm up before a performance again. He has his eyes closed but his face is the most content than Al-Haitham has seen in a while. He hadn’t realized how often Kaveh walked around with furrowed eyebrows until he saw them clear again.

When Kaveh sets down the flute again, he looks teary-eyed. “It’s like,” he starts, overcome by emotion. “It’s like coming home.”

Home. Al-Haitham likes the sound of that. For him, home is a place where the walls have been saturated by the familiar rhythms of his favorite composers. Home is a place carved out by the curve of his horn and hallowed by the lilting tone of his oboe. 

And if he’s being honest, none of the places that he’s lived in have felt like home because home is also defined by a flute accompaniment, and he had not had that until this very moment.

Now that Kaveh has finally played again, it is as if he can’t stop. Al-Haitham leaves later that day to go to rehearsal, and though some of the players seem disappointed that he’s not lugging Kaveh behind him this time, he comes back to the apartment to find that he seemingly hasn’t stopped playing the entire afternoon.

It’s curious that nothing about the apartment has changed besides the now constant sound of music streaming through the walls but it now seems so much more full of life, as if it is lived in by more than two people. Or maybe as if it had been inhabited by Al-Haitham and a ghost of a person, and now Kaveh has finally come back to himself. Revitalized. 

That night, after they’ve finished dinner and Al-Haitham is completing work in his room, Kaveh knocks on his door after washing the dishes.

“Al-Haitham,” he says, hovering at the door.

Al-Haitham, who has once more become accustomed to Kaveh barging in whenever he feels like it, raises an eyebrow. “What do you want.”

“Why do you think I want anything,” Kaveh complains half-heartedly, but he drifts in anyway. “I was wondering if—well, you mentioned that you don’t particularly enjoy publishing your work, but do you mind if people play it?”

Al-Haitham pauses his work and turns around to face Kaveh. “Are you asking me if you can play my compositions?”

Kaveh looks embarrassed. “Yes.”

“Go ahead,” Al-Haitham says, waving at the box. “You’ve already gone through the entire folder at this point.”

“I was looking for things that I’d be able to play if my mother sent over the flute,” Kaveh explains, now unashamedly rifling through the box. “I’ve had my eye on a couple of pieces. It’s a shame that so much of the music I wrote is now owned by Alcazarzaray… I don’t think I can even listen to the album I produced or think about what I wrote without wanting to quit again.”

“You’ll just have to write more, then,” Al-Haitham says. As if it’s that simple. As if it’s that easy. It probably is, for Kaveh.

Kaveh stills for a moment as he considers it, and then the sound of papers fluttering resumes again. “You’ll have to help me,” he says, half-joking.

Al-Haitham would, all jokes aside. He’d give up his day if it meant that Kaveh would return to writing music. If they could write together again.

Eventually, Kaveh finds a piece to play and settles back with his flute, which he brought with him to Al-Haitham’s room. Al-Haitham doesn’t turn to watch but he’s listening all the same, and the fact that Kaveh hasn’t left the room for his own privacy says a lot about the unspoken vulnerability that he’s showing to Al-Haitham, especially given what he had said earlier about fearing his skills had diminished to an unplayable level.

Then Kaveh begins, and Al-Haitham gives up on pretending that he’s not listening anymore because Kaveh’s playing takes his breath away. There’s a similar sort of vulnerability that Al-Haitham is also giving to Kaveh by letting him play his works—he had always been quietly fearful that Kaveh would disapprove of the way he’d written it or the rhythms he thought to put in but to hear him play it is another thing altogether.

The piece was technically written for oboe but the flute is in the same key. Just from hearing it, it doesn’t sound as if it was made for the oboe; it almost sounds as if it were written for the flute. Written for Kaveh.

Al-Haitham doesn’t usually hear his works played by people other than himself, and even then it’s a little hard to judge how they sound when he’s focused on playing it well. Recordings generally don’t do a live performance justice. And to describe the way that Kaveh is playing the piece as anything less than a performance would be a crime.

Maybe it’s the part of Kaveh that’s ingrained in him to put on a show when he plays, or maybe it’s the natural musicianship in him, but everything about the way he plays is captivating. Al-Haitham closes his eyes and lets himself just listen to his playing—the smooth quality of his tone that hasn’t diminished even with so much time off, the way he plays each phrase and the little flourishes he adds, even the professional quality of his vibrato that’s easy to miss.

It’s an experience that he’s longed to have again for five years now. While Kaveh was on tour, Al-Haitham hadn’t seen Kaveh again after he left town, and no videos that Al-Haitham could stream on his own were the same. He knows he’s lucky to be the first person to hear Kaveh play since his hiatus—it’s also not something he can brag about, but he knows it’s special.

Kaveh takes Al-Haitham’s piece and transforms it into something else entirely. Some things never die, and Kaveh’s musicianship is one of them.

Those few minutes feel as if they’ve lasted an hour. When Kaveh finishes and drops his flute from his lips, the silence that descends on the room is absolute. Al-Haitham almost expects the thunderous applause that follows performances, except it’s only him in the room and it’d be strange.

“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says, slowly turning in his chair. Kaveh is smiling to himself, so softly that he must not even notice the face he’s making right now. It makes Al-Haitham wonder how he could have given that up for five years when it clearly makes him so happy. Al-Haitham thinks about a Kaveh five years removed from music and it makes something inside of him ache. “That was incredible.”

“Honesty from Al-Haitham?” Kaveh says, but he’s still smiling. Al-Haitham wants him to look like that forever. “I must have changed lives to get that. Cured cancer or something.”

All Kaveh had to do was be himself, but okay. “Nothing like that,” Al-Haitham says. “You know that I don’t lie often.”

“God,” Kaveh says, hiding his face. “You.”

“Me,” Al-Haitham says. Kaveh nods.

“You’re impossible. But if we’re being honest, I guess I’ll let you know that your piece was adequately fun to play.”

“Adequate,” repeats Al-Haitham.

Kaveh flashes him a thumbs up. “Yup.”

Time to be embarrassingly honest. Al-Haitham sighs and hauls himself out of his desk to head for the closet, where he hauls out another box of original music. Kaveh’s mouth drops.

“Just how much music were you writing?” Kaveh says, but Al-Haitham ignores him in favor of bringing the sheets out into the light and squinting at the pieces.

“This box is exclusively duets,” Al-Haitham explains. “Some trio pieces, a few chamber pieces—I don’t look at these too often since I’m usually the only one playing them anyway. If you’re interested, I guess we could try one or two.”

“Oh my god,” Kaveh says, now looking through the box. “I’ll get self-conscious. You’re probably light years ahead of me by now.”

Al-Haitham snorts at that, but the whole time he’s thinking that each time he had an idea for a duet it was because he was thinking of Kaveh. It sounds almost romantic to describe him as a muse, except maybe this is a little less romantic and a little more obsessive. 

At least he turned to writing music instead of stalking down his location. And now Kaveh seems even more excited about music, so it really is just a win-win situation. 

“Do you actually want to play with me or are you just humoring me because you feel bad,” Kaveh says, now holding a piece out.

Al-Haitham sighs. “I do, I guess. It’s been a while since we’ve played the same piece.”

Kaveh sits up straighter. “It really has. Remember sharing stands back in high school because the middle school stole all of them after their winter concert?”

“Yes,” Al-Haitham says. “You hated me back then.”

“You were supremely annoying,” Kaveh defends himself. “You still are. But you were especially infuriating because you were a freshman and because you had an ego but no one could take you down a peg because you were actually  good.  It was the worst thing in the world.”

“And now you have to share sheet music with me.”

“The worst,” Kaveh says, but he’s smiling. He leans forward with his flute at his lips, ghosting over the fingerings as he runs through the piece. Al-Haitham, who had started putting together his instrument, begins to do the same. “You ready?”

Al-Haitham runs through a quick warm-up—certainly nothing as in-depth as if he were actually going to practice—then nods for Kaveh to begin.

The piece is in 3/4, so Kaveh bobs his head once, twice, they take a breath, and then they’re gone.

Kaveh plays as if he’s determined to make up for the five years of absence all in one go. It’s now a common occurrence to come home from rehearsal to the sound of flute playing drifting down the hallways, and it lasts until the quiet time imposed by the landlord. Al-Haitham now has difficulty finding time to practice not because he’s trying to avoid Kaveh but because he can’t find a spot in the apartment where he’s completely isolated from the other instrument.

So oftentimes, Al-Haitham will trudge through his usual exercises, and then he and Kaveh will steadily go through his box of compositions together, these playthroughs usually being the first time Al-Haitham has heard it played not through a computerized instrument but in real life.

When they’ve finished, Al-Haitham will take care of his emails or other miscellaneous work, and then he will go back to writing music. He thinks it has something to do with being around Kaveh so often again—it’s easier than ever to work on a piece for hours and get lost between the bar lines.

“I’m writing music again,” Kaveh announces out of the blue one day.

“Okay,” says Al-Haitham.

Kaveh raises an eyebrow. “Okay? That’s all you have to say?”

“Isn’t this normal for you?” Al-Haitham counters. “And don’t bring up the last five years because that was you being decidedly not normal.”

“Well, I guess,” Kaveh says, disgruntled. “But I feel like I’ve come far. Like this deserves a celebration or something. You should get me a cake, Al-Haitham.”

It’s entirely a joke but Al-Haitham gets him a cake the next day from the grocery store. The top, in icing, reads  Congratulations on your NOTEworthy accomplishment! 

Kaveh throws a glob of icing straight into Al-Haitham’s face but he’s laughing and his eyes look as if they’re alive again, so maybe it’s worth it.

“You hardly ever use this,” Kaveh says, fiddling with Al-Haitham’s speaker the night that he discovers its existence in the corner. “Why not? We could have listened to the new Barbatos album on this instead of crowding around my shitty phone speaker.”

Al-Haitham shrugs. To be honest, he’d forgotten about it ever since Kaveh moved in. He used to use it to fill up the empty silence that usually followed him around in each apartment that he could hardly call a home but now that Kaveh has moved in, there’s hardly a quiet moment in the space anymore.

It makes him wonder how long that will last—Kaveh never told him how long he intended to stay over, and it was fairly obvious that there was nowhere else he wanted to be. While Al-Haitham would be content housing him for the rest of their lives they probably have to talk a little bit more about that before he gets ahead of himself.

“Ah,” Kaveh says to himself, successfully hooking his phone up to the speaker. “What should we listen to?”

Al-Haitham shrugs, letting his eyes slide shut and savoring the comfortable warmth of the apartment. They’d been half-celebrating the latest performance Al-Haitham’s orchestra put on, a charity event that ended up raising a sizable fund to go toward purchasing quality instruments for the local high school music program. By celebration, he means that Kaveh had bought cheap wine and poured both of them generous glassfuls over takeout pizza.

Kaveh puts on an album by the popular composer Morax and makes his way back to the bar where Al-Haitham is sitting. It’s an older one, a record that had come out in the middle of Kaveh’s last year of high school. They spent one significant night streaming it through Kaveh’s car radio and blasting it in an empty grocery store parking lot until the late night turned into early morning.

“Feeling nostalgic, Kaveh?” Al-Haitham says.

Kaveh smiles. He swirls the wine in his cup, and pretending to appraise the alcohol, brings it to his nose before he downs what is left in his glass. “It’s a classic. I listen to this one when I don’t know what to listen to, but you’re right. It’s been a while since it came out. We were in what, high school? I’d put this on when I ran out of inspiration and would dance by myself in the kitchen at night.”

Al-Haitham can see teenaged Kaveh doing that in his mind, probably looking insane for dancing without a partner to accompany him.

“You should dance with me now, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says. “So I don’t look like a weirdo if anyone happens to look through the windows and sees a lone person dancing alone in their apartment.”

“You already have that loser part down,” Al-Haitham says. He props his cheek on his fist and lets his face fall to the side, watching Kaveh as he moves about.

Kaveh takes a pillow from the couch and throws it straight at Al-Haitham’s head. “Fucker,” he mutters under his breath. “Just humor me this once. I’m young and in my twenties and if I want to dance then I will, and you should too just because you can. It would probably do you some good anyway; all you do is sit down and wiggle your fingers on a piece of wood.”

“You of all people should not be saying that,” Al-Haitham says amusedly.

“One dance,” Kaveh promises, holding one finger up. The current song moves on to something slower, something more like a waltz with a deep bassline and a slow-moving overarching rhythm. “See?” he says, pointing at the loudspeaker. “Even Morax thinks you should.”

“Didn’t you meet him once,” Al-Haitham says conversationally. “How was that?”

“Stop trying to change the subject,” Kaveh says, and then he comes over and drags Al-Haitham out of his seat forcibly. Maybe it’s the wine in his system but Al-Haitham lets him, uncharacteristically easygoing tonight. “You know how to waltz, right? I feel like that was a unit we had to take in high school.”

“High school was ten years ago,” Al-Haitham points out.

“Here,” Kaveh says, and then he puts one of Al-Haitham’s hands on his own waist, props the other behind his back, and then puts his hands on Al-Haitham. “Forward, right, back. It’s easy.”

Kaveh is impossibly warm under Al-Haitham’s hands. When they’re this close together, their height difference is that much more pronounced—Al-Haitham remembers a time when Kaveh used to hold his height over Al-Haitham, and now their heights have reversed.

Al-Haitham stares down at their feet, embarrassed. “I’ll step on your feet,” he says to cover up the fact that he can’t look Kaveh in the eye when they’re this close, or else he’ll do something stupid, like ask Kaveh if he wants to live with him for the rest of ever. They can travel around following Al-Haitham’s orchestras and see shows at night, go grocery shopping during the day and visit Tighnari and Cyno and Nilou for coffee when time allows, lay around on that fainting couch that Kaveh has always wanted to buy or push the tables in at night when Kaveh wants to dance.

“You won’t, I trust you,” Kaveh says. It comes out much more intimate than he probably intended for it to be. Al-Haitham would put more space between them but he doesn’t want to let go. “You already have the rhythm down.”

“It’s not the hardest,” Al-Haitham says, finally risking it to look up and meet Kaveh in the eye.

Kaveh breaks into a smile and it makes Al-Haitham want to do something of consequence like dunk his head into ice water or sprint down the city block at two am or take Kaveh into his hands and kiss him, with teeth.

“So you admit it,” Kaveh says. “I told you so.”

“Maybe,” Al-Haitham allows, and Kaveh shakes his head, that impossible smile still on his face.

“I’m always right,” Kaveh declares, and then he trips, just barely—and it had been Al-Haitham’s fault in the end because he missteps and then Kaveh catches his toes on Al-Haitham’s ankle, and he falls barely but just enough that Al-Haitham catches him from the back, both of them staring at each other with wide eyes.

And Al-Haitham probably fucks it up when his eyes flick down to Kaveh’s lips and down the line of his throat, swallowing hard, and then when he looks back up at Kaveh’s face, it shuts down immediately.

“Oops,” Kaveh says, and then he straightens himself up and disentangles himself from Al-Haitham’s arms with brisk efficiency, brushing off his body with his hands. He doesn’t look at Al-Haitham. There hadn’t been anything to dirty Kaveh’s clothes but Al-Haitham’s own hands. “I guess that’s a good enough sign to stop as any.” And then he goes to the speaker to shut off the music, the silence loud and dissonant and angry.

Al-Haitham curls his fingers into a fist and mechanically makes his way to the bar to dump the rest of his wine down the sink. He almost kissed Kaveh, and Kaveh knew. He almost kissed Kaveh, and Al-Haitham isn’t supposed to be in love with Kaveh anymore. He’s had thirteen years to grow out of it and it’s the only thing he’s set his mind to that he has never been able to accomplish. It’s his guiltiest crime that he can’t be convicted for.

How awkward. How awful. Three times and still Al-Haitham hasn’t learned his lesson. He can’t stop thinking about the way Kaveh’s eyes had so suddenly shut down as if there was a switch he’d turned at the first sight of attachment.

Kaveh’s a smart person, and after so many times, he must recognize the signs. He’s still standing by the speaker, staring at something on his phone—the silence is still so awful, choking, and if the glass were still in Al-Haitham’s hand then he might have shattered it just so there was some other sound other than the terrible silence.

“I should get to bed,” Kaveh says eventually, and Al-Haitham only nods even though he knows that Kaveh plans to stay up for many hours more. He lets him leave anyway, until the room is empty and it’s just Al-Haitham and a crushing feeling of regret climbing up his windpipe. He closes his eyes. Thirteen years and he still hasn’t been able to do this one thing right.

For the rest of the night, the apartment is silent.

The next day, Kaveh pretends to be asleep until Al-Haitham leaves for work. There’s no other reason why he’d be so still in his bed by the time he leaves—Kaveh sleeps in late, but not that late.

There’s no other way of going about it. Kaveh knows that Al-Haitham still loves him but now that he’s partially dependent on Al-Haitham, at least for a few more nights if he’s really on top of finding another apartment listing, he has no choice but to avoid him until he can escape.

Part of Al-Haitham thinks that he’ll return from rehearsal that day and find that Kaveh and his entire life has been packed up in that suitcase and he’ll be gone, so he spends the rest of that afternoon trying not to explode out of his skin with anxiety.

Kaveh is gone but his stuff isn’t. He texts Al-Haitham briefly that he has business to take care of, and then he isn’t back until Al-Haitham is already in his own bedroom for the night and has no reason to leave again.

And so begins a vicious and awkward cycle of Kaveh and Al-Haitham trying their best not to see any glimpse of each other while coexisting in the same space. It feels as if Al-Haitham has dropped a glass on the floor but instead of cleaning it up out of fear of bleeding any further, he tiptoes around the apartment.

It only lasts about three days before Al-Haitham gets tired of it.

He’s not paying all this money for such a nice apartment to only feel so unwelcome in it, and it appears to him that Kaveh is sacrificing both his sleep and his bank account to not be around during waking hours and to get his own meals so that he doesn’t have to eat with Al-Haitham—which, extra. It would have been easier if the both of them just pretended that night didn’t happen and moved on with their lives.

But even Al-Haitham knows it’s not that easy because it’s been thirteen years, and that’s no insignificant amount of time. It’s a rather pathetic amount of time. And they’ve already ignored his feelings for the sake of their friendship twice so far; it makes sense that Kaveh could only pretend it didn’t exist for so long.

“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says one day, standing beside Al-Haitham’s slump form in the bed. Kaveh goes rigidly still, betraying that he is awake. “We should talk.”

“It’s too early in the morning,” says Kaveh.

“It’s one pm. I’m about to leave for work.”

“Then we should talk afterward. I wouldn’t want to keep you.”

“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says, but he is only met with determined silence instead of an answer, and as much as he loves him he will be the first to admit that Kaveh can be the most infuriating person in the world, so he just leaves instead of waiting for him to acknowledge him.

This time when he comes back, Kaveh is gone again, and then he does not come back that night. What does come in is a text from Tighnari.

 

tighnari


 kaveh’s at my place btw 



 he says that he doesn’t plan to come back for the night so i thought i’d let you know 


 

Me


 typical 



 fine 


 

tighnari


 lol 



 couple’s fight? 


 

Me


 he found out i’m in love with him 


 

tighnari


 damn isn’t this the third time 



 sorry 



 hey i might as well pick up his wallet then i don’t see him going back to your apartment for a few days if he’s escaped all the way here  



 i’ll be there tomorrow? 


 

Me


 it’s a long drive 


 

tighnari


 not really we’re just usually too lazy to make it all the way over just for you 



 kaveh’s a special exception though 


 

Me


 thanks 


 

tighnari


 yeah man see you tomorrow 


 

Tighnari is also insufferable, but at least he cares.









Al-Haitham doesn’t know where Kaveh usually keeps his wallet. He assumes that he would have kept it on his person but evidently, if Tighnari had to ask him for it, then he left it elsewhere.

It’s not by his makeshift bed. Al-Haitham notices that he’d taken his flute with him but not his wallet—typical. Kaveh is prone to leaving his keycard behind anyway, usually leaving it up to Al-Haitham to get back into the apartment.

Despite Kaveh having lived with Al-Haitham for what has become a significant amount of time by now, he still hardly has anything unpacked. After searching some of the more obvious spaces around the apartment where Kaveh might have left his wallet, the only place left that he hasn’t checked yet is Kaveh’s luggage, which he practically lives out of since he hasn’t taken the time to hang up any of his clothes in the closet space that Al-Haitham left for him. He originally assumed that it was laziness, but now he suspects that it’s something else.

The way that Kaveh has thrown his clothes around is messy, scattered. Al-Haitham lowers himself to the ground and sifts through the various pants and shirts, all tangled together by the legs and arms.

It’s toward the bottom that Al-Haitham discovers something that Kaveh hasn’t taken out of his luggage before—and if he did, then it certainly wasn’t in the presence of Al-Haitham because he would have taken note of it.

It’s a small, faded black bag that’s longer than it is tall. When Al-Haitham picks it up, it’s lighter than he would have expected given the shape it’s taken on.

He only opens it to see if Kaveh’s wallet is in there but all he finds are pieces of folded-up paper. There must be at least twenty of them, and Al-Haitham sees handwriting and smeared pen ink before he puts it down. It looks very obviously personal, and the wallet isn’t in there either so he doesn’t intend to snoop any further.

As he’s zipping the bag shut once more, he sees his name on the corner of one of the letters. It’s Al-Haitham’s own handwriting.

All thoughts of Kaveh’s wallet abandoned, he opens the bag once again and takes out the paper with his name on it. As he does, several other pieces of paper stick to its folds—notes, he realizes.

It’s the letter that Al-Haitham gave to Kaveh when he graduated from high school and before he left for Fontaine. He’d seen his own name at the very bottom of the page.

Al-Haitham can barely stand to skim over what he had written. He’d written this his sophomore year of high school, and it shows, even in the messy and uncaring way he looped his letters. Not to mention the contents of the letter itself. When he was younger, Al-Haitham was even more awkward and blunt than he is now, and at sixteen he had not known how to tell Kaveh that he would miss him beyond wishing him a stilted good luck in the future.

Kaveh would probably still say that he doesn’t know how to say anything he truly means.

The curious thing about the letter is that Kaveh had kept it all of these years—even while writing it, Al-Haitham had assumed that Kaveh would read it once, maybe smile at Al-Haitham’s naive sincerity, then toss it into a desk drawer and forget about it.

But the paper has clearly been read multiple times. It’s creased over and over, and where the paper folds the material has gone soft. There are smears in the ink that Al-Haitham knows wasn’t there before, and strangely enough, there look to be several water stains on the paper itself, isolated droplets across the page. Tear stains.

For a second, the world goes completely silent as if Al-Haitham’s ears have suddenly shut off. He can’t hear anything, not the constant buzz of the air conditioning blowing through the apartment or the sound of water moving through the pipes—nothing. His heart is thudding so much that he thinks he should be able to hear it, rocking his body forward in little bursts.

Why did Kaveh still have this? Why did it look as if it was something special, cherished? Despite the small rips in the paper and the water damage, Kaveh had obviously taken care of it to last all these years despite having reread it over and over again. Al-Haitham imagines him smoothing out the paper carefully in private.

Another note from the bag rustles and falls, and then he can hear again. Slowly, he picks up the other note. If it’s a similar letter addressed to Kaveh, then Al-Haitham can easily dismiss the bag as a capsule for Kaveh’s treasured things.

It’s not addressed to Kaveh. It’s addressed to Al-Haitham.

 Al-Haitham,  it says.  You’ve written me a note for graduation and I hardly know what to do with it. I wasn’t expecting something like that from you, I think, or else I would’ve written you something in return. So I guess that’s what I’m doing now. 


 I think it’s so much easier to be honest in letters because I don’t have to say the things I’m thinking with my own mouth and I don’t have to see your face change as I say them. It’s a little cowardly, I guess. Sorry. 



 But there’s so much that I wish I could say, like that I’ve had my own senior friends graduate and leave but it’s so much worse to be the one leaving. I always pictured myself leaving for bigger and better things without anything to tie me back to this small town, but I guess that was before I knew you. If I were to have any regret, it would probably be you. Sorry about what I said in the parking lot. Or what I didn’t say, I guess. 



 Sorry again. It’s two am and we’re packing the house to go to Fontaine. I’ve been procrastinating packing because if I was done with that then I’d have to sit down and write this letter to you, and I was afraid to do that. We’re flying out in fifteen hours. I have the time to stop by your house and drop this in your mailbox but I don’t think I will because I’m scared.  



 Your friend,  



 Kaveh 


The letter falls out of Al-Haitham’s hand. Kaveh tried to write back? Al-Haitham had just assumed that he had no intention of responding—at some point, when Kaveh had been gone for more than a year and they hadn’t spoken, Al-Haitham thought that maybe Kaveh didn’t read the letter in the first place.

He knows now that isn’t true. He knows now that Kaveh has probably read the letter countless times. This response is creased too as if Kaveh had reopened it several times since he wrote it, which had been ten years ago.

There are so many other letters in the hidden bag.

Al-Haitham takes out another as if possessed. This one is written sloppily, marked by pen smears.


 al-haitham, 



 i’m drunk. that’s the only reason why im writing to you probably. i don’t know why i always think about you when i get wasted since we never actually drank together in high school. too busy being band kids, right? too many rehearsals to attend to ever get that stereotypical high school kid experience. 



 but i like drinking here and i have friends who will go drink with me. you probably wouldn’t if you were here. you would probably tell me that i’m not supposed to be drinking yet because i’m underage. boo hoo. 



 i forget that i’m not supposed to be thinking about you because we will probably never see each other again since i have nothing left in our hometown to come back to. i don’t miss it. it never felt like home, not after my mom left. i don’t miss high school and i don’t miss our hometown but i miss y 


Al-Haitham feels sick. This must have been written while Kaveh was either in his freshman or sophomore year at the Akademiya if Al-Haitham was still in high school at the time. He wishes that Kaveh in the past would have had the foresight to date his letters because now Al-Haitham wants to find Kaveh and shake him by the shoulders and shout until Kaveh is finally, for once, honest with him.


 Al-Haitham, 



 How late is too late to reply to a letter you sent me five years ago? Because I’m out here in Natlan and I don’t know anybody but I know you, and you’re not here but your letter is. I want to talk to you but everyone is asleep in Sumeru right now. Fuck time zones. I want to talk to you but all I have is this piece of paper from tiny sophomore year you. 



 Am I the only one who’s shocked that I’ve been through two graduations and you’ve been at my side both of the times? People always say that your friends in high school don’t last, but you’ve stuck around like a particularly stubborn cough that I can’t get rid of. Well, if anything, I’m the one clinging onto you now because you’re a full-time college student and I’m the loser who’s performing overseas who can’t stop thinking about a home I don’t have anymore. 



 This is stupid sorry fuck 


Another:


 Al-Haitham, 



 Isn’t it time that you graduate now? I wish I could have kept up with your life but I never got the courage to text again and now it’s too late. Maybe your number changed. Maybe your address changed. At least that’ll keep me from ever sending this letter. 



 I feel bad now that you went to my graduation but I’m not going to yours. You could have invited me, imaginary Al-Haitham who will never read this letter. You could have texted me or called me or something. I would’ve found a way. The Akademiya school term ends earlier anyway, so I would have had time to go back home. I would have hated it but I would have done it. 



 Nevermind. You probably don’t even think about me anymore. 



 It just occurred to me that you’ve already committed to a college by now. Did you choose a music school? Did you apply here? I hope you thought of me if you did. 



 Thinking of you, 



 Kaveh 



 Al-Haitham, 



 I’m writing this to you as if we’re not in the same room right now. I’d wake you up, but I know for a fact that you haven’t gotten much sleep lately since you keep complaining that Scaramouche’s gaming keeps you up. That was my ploy, actually, to have you come over here to study and then you could get a proper sleep in my bed. I’m good at this scheming stuff, aren’t I? 



 I’m so bored right now and I don’t feel like touching music. Wake up soon so I can talk to you again, okay? 



 - Kaveh 


There seems to be a pick-up in letters written during the five years that Kaveh disappeared from the world and quit music. Al-Haitham reads them with his heart in his throat.


 Al-Haitham, 



 How dare you try to kiss me back in college? I know that I’m 25 now and it’s been far too many years since it happened but lately, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it. I’m upset about it, I think.  



 I’m somewhere in Inazuma, Al-Haitham, and instead of doing anything useful, I’ve just been traveling nonstop. I’m all alone out here, and it’s making me think of all the people I miss. All the people that I’ve been missing for the past three years. 



 You should have kissed me maybe I would have stayed 



 Al-Haitham, 



 Do you regret loving me? I’ve been trying to wrap my head around that. It must have been so tiring to love somebody like me. I’m so tired and lost and these days I don’t even know what I look like. I don’t feel corporal. Sometimes it doesn’t feel as if I have a body, and how could somebody love someone who doesn’t exist? 



 You would probably hit me if you knew what I’ve been thinking. I’m taking your feelings for granted or whatever but I can’t imagine that you actually loved me. Maybe it was true in high school; you know what they say about fleeting infatuation. 



 You were probably confused. I’m glad that I left so that you could redirect your attention to someone else who deserved it more. 



 I’m not actually glad I left I hate this I hate myself I don’t know what to do but run Al-Haitham how wicked of you to love me back 



 Al-Haitham, 



 I don’t know what I’m doing. Please help me. 



 - Kaveh 



 Al-Haitham, 



 I actually plucked up the courage to send you a letter but it just came back to me. I guess it was a long shot to hope that I could ship it to Sumeru and it would somehow find you. 



 I knew it wouldn’t send. I still have your phone number memorized, you know? I would just call you if I really wanted to talk to you. 



 - Kaveh 



 Al-Haitham, 



 I’m sorry for 



 Al-Haitham, 



 Nevermind. 



 Al-Haitham, 



 I’m in Mondstadt right now. Coincidentally, it seems that I made it here just a week before their annual Windblume festival. It’s nice and all to see as a solo traveler, but I can’t help but wish that I had someone here to experience it for the first time with me.  



 They have all these cultural traditions for the festival that I’ve been learning about. I unintentionally got a history lesson from one of the nuns here at the church, and I found out that it’s debated whether the festival is supposed to celebrate lovers or Mondstadt’s freedom. Either way, both concepts are very romantic, aren’t they? I keep seeing everyone walking around with a partner. That’s why I thought of you, I suppose, since you are—were my go-to person to drag around. Or something. 



 Everyone here is giving away Windblumes, and I have nobody to give anything to, not even a friend. I’ve given part of my breakfast to a stray cat that wouldn’t leave me alone, so I’m counting that since I have nothing else. I figured that while I’m here, I ought to participate in the traditions, right? I don’t know if I’ll make it back here to get a second chance.  



 It’s so nice to travel and not have any responsibilities, even though the freedom is a little suffocating sometimes. Ironic, since I’m in the land of freedom. The last time I was here, I only got to briefly walk through the city and take anything in. The atmosphere is so uplifting. It’s making me feel lighter these days when existing just feels so heavy. 



 Ah, I’m not sure why I write these anymore if I’m not even going to send them to you. I guess it’s like journaling. Maybe it just makes me feel like I have somebody by my side. Tricking my brain into being more content. I always feel better after writing to you. I think I’ll go share a meal with the cats again. 



 - Kaveh 


There’s a dried and flattened flower petal attached to this note. It’s brittle when Al-Haitham runs his finger over it.


 Al-Haitham, 



 I tried really hard to stop thinking about the music world and you specifically, but I guess these letters are proof enough that it hasn’t been working. Anyway, I’ve been doing well in not thinking but I heard your name from the mouth of a stranger on the street—I unconsciously slowed down to hear what they had to say, although I didn’t catch much else. It could’ve been any other Al-Haitham if not for the fact that I definitely heard them say oboe, so it must have been you. 



 I’m glad to hear that you’re still involved with music. For a person who never really gave a shit about anything else, you certainly gave a lot to music. I’m happy that you get to continue your pursuits. I kind of wish I could see you play but I don’t think I’m going back to Sumeru for a while, and I can’t even hear classical music in public without feeling as if I need to tear off my skin and leave. So maybe if I did see you live I’d simply explode but I think it’s the thought that counts. 



 I miss music and I miss y 



 Al-Haitham, 



 Is love supposed to feel like you’re dying 



 Al-Haitham, 



 I miss home and I don’t even know where home is supposed to be now. I don’t feel as if I ever had it, actually, except for when I was surrounded by people or playing the flute. And now I’m alone by my own doing, and I can’t play the flute anymore, also by my own doing, and I’m supposed to figure out how to find a home in myself but I don’t know how to do that. 



 I’m awfully terrible at doing this adult thing by myself. It’s so frustrating that I’m expected to know how to find peace by my lonesome but I don’t think I’ve ever known what it’s supposed to feel like.  



 I’m homesick for a person. Is that possible? I wish I was little again so I could have my mother wrap me in her arms and pretend that I had nothing to worry about. I left my homeland to find myself but the vastness of the world is suffocating. 



 Regrettably, 



 Kaveh 



 al-haitham, 



 i think i love you. i think i might have loved you for a while and i’m sorry for it. 



 - kaveh 



 Al-Haitham, 



 Would it be awful of me to come back? Do you ever think of me still? 



 - Kaveh 



 Al-Haitham, 



 I’ve spent so much of my life playing music that I don’t know what to do with myself now that I’ve stopped. It’s been a month since I left Sumeru and I’m struggling. Inexplicably, a part of me feels overwhelmingly guilty that I’m not playing. I don’t know why. I don’t owe anyone anything but I have this compulsive need to do something to prove that I have something to offer to the world. Otherwise I’m just a waste of space. 



 I started this for my father, too. I wonder what he would say if he saw that I had the world under my finger and then I gave it up. I’ve probably disappointed you along with my father. 



 I’ve been finding it difficult to exist when I don’t have anything to contribute to society. How am I supposed to keep going? 



 Tired, 



 Kaveh 



 Al-Haitham, 



 I booked a flight back to Sumeru. I feel like I’ve gone out to fight a battle and only came back with even less to offer. Humiliating. But I searched the entirety of Teyvat and I couldn’t find myself. 



 - Kaveh 



 Al-Haitham, 



 I’ve lived with you for four months now, and I’ve managed to pay rent for all of them instead of blowing it all on alcohol. Are you proud of me? You probably aren’t. I still remember how upset both of us got the first time we tried to talk about rent. 



 I haven’t written anything because I felt strange to pen a letter to you when I could just pop into the room over and tell you what I was thinking. But I have a lot of secrets that are best kept untold, so I turn to paper again. 



 I have come to the conclusion that I am in love with you. 



 I guess I’ve subconsciously known for a while. You were one of the main reasons why I came back to Sumeru, you know—one of the main reasons I even made it through the past five years. 



 I feel like shit for rejecting you twice, especially since you were so young. I was probably very unintentionally cruel. But part of me is glad that I didn’t know back then because if we had ever gone into a relationship, I probably would have still left, and that would have made things ten times worse if I admitted that I was in love and chose to leave anyway. 



 I’m such a mess now, and I think you probably don’t love me anymore. I hope you don’t. I would hardly understand if you did. You care with everything that you have in you—I see it with your friends and your passion for music and the way you treated me back in school—and it would be wasted on me. I’m just selfish for wishing you could love me back, and I’m tired of wanting things that aren’t rightfully mine anymore. 



 I’ll learn to swallow it down. If I’ve learned anything from my five-year hiatus, it’s that I can’t lose you. I don’t think I ever said explicitly how grateful I am that you’ve brought music back into my life. This is what I mean when I say that you care too damn much; you took a lost cause and taught me how to hold hope again. How could I not love a man who has such an incredible capacity for humanity? It’s obviously not just that, but if I were to list every reason why I loved you then this letter would never end, and you come back from rehearsal in ten minutes and I can’t be caught writing this. 



 I guess I just wanted to say that I love you. I’m sorry. 



 Yours, 



 Kaveh 


“Al-Haitham!” Tighnari yells, accompanied by the subsequent and rapid sound of him rapping on his door, and Al-Haitham startles out of his stupor.

Right. Tighnari. He was supposed to come pick up Kaveh’s wallet, which Al-Haitham didn’t even find. His mind is running slowly, trying and failing to process what he read as he makes his way to the door.

“Al-Haitham,” Tighnari says again, surprised. His hand is held up as if to knock on the door again, hanging in the air stupidly. Al-Haitham just stares at him. “Are you… okay?”

“Um,” says Al-Haitham. Kaveh is in love with him. “Kaveh is in love with me.”

Tighnari scoffs, moving through the apartment. “Yeah, I told you that.” Al-Haitham just stares after him, his expression vacant. Tighnari’s face slowly morphs into concern. “Are you having a stroke?”

“He loves me,” Al-Haitham says again, and then he jumps forward in a sudden burst of energy. “Take me back to Kaveh.”

“Um,” Tighnari says, and then he looks down at the mess on the floor and all of the letters scattered about. “I see that you had an epiphany.”

“Holy shit,” Al-Haitham says, holding his head in his hands. “I need to talk to him right now. Why does he always feel the need to run?”

“Probably because he’s never felt safe in any environment he’s lived in and exists in constant fear that he will be rejected,” Tighnari says nonchalantly. “Anyway. Wallet?”

Al-Haitham shrugs.

Tighnari sighs. “You’re useless, but I’ll make an exception this one time since you’re clearly going through something. We’ll be on the road in five.”

Tighnari is many things but at least he’s efficient. He finds the wallet in one of Kaveh’s pants pockets, collects all of the letters in one neat pile and presses them into Al-Haitham’s hands, and then they’re in his car and the look on Al-Haitham’s face is making Tighnari speed.

“I’m home,” Tighnari calls as they step through the door. “I brought a stray.”

Kaveh, sitting in the front room, whips his head immediately to the doorway to see Al-Haitham. Their eyes meet each other immediately, and something akin to dread pools in Kaveh’s eyes.

“Kaveh, we need to talk.”

“Need is a strong word,” Kaveh says.

“Can you guys please quit it,” says Tighnari, and then he pulls the two of them into the guest bedroom and shuts the door, loudly.

They stare at each other for a moment.

“Did you really need to drive all the way here,” Kaveh says awkwardly. “I would have come back. I left my luggage and everything so you would get the hint.”

“Kaveh, I found your letters,” Al-Haitham says, getting straight to the point. He holds up the last one he read, the confession. The one that had to have been written in the last two weeks at least, given the time frame that Kaveh wrote about.

Kaveh’s eyes go wider than Al-Haitham’s ever seen them and his face drops. He stumbles back a step, looking as if he can’t catch his breath.

“Al-Haitham,” he says uncertainly, one hand out. “Fuck. Al-Haitham.”

There are a million things that Al-Haitham could say to start off, but all that comes out is, “Did you mean it? Did you mean it when you said you loved me?”

The words are quiet, feeble. He hadn’t meant to sound so desperate. So hopeful.

Kaveh turns his head and hides his face, letting out a short laugh that borders on a sob. “What, do you take me for a liar? I know I’ve never been completely honest with you, but I wouldn’t lie about that.”

Al-Haitham takes a step forward. “Kaveh,” he says, devastated. He drops the letters on the ground. “Why did you apologize so much?”

“What?” Kaveh says, his voice barely a whisper. “Because I was sorry to have loved you. That it was  me  who loved you, not that it had to be you. Because I know how much of a burden it is to be loved when that love is not welcome.”

“Not to say that your feelings for me weren’t welcome when we were in school,” Kaveh says hurriedly at Al-Haitham’s silence. “It was just terrible to be loved so much when I could barely fathom accepting myself with half of the feeling you had. It felt so wasted on me, especially when I couldn’t recognize my own feelings enough to return it to you. You had the entire world to love, and you squandered it on me.”

Kaveh puts on a smile even though it threatens to break at the edges. “I couldn’t imagine putting that pressure on you especially when you have all your dreams at your feet and your career to manage. So that is why I am sorry.”

“Then why…” Al-Haitham starts, his throat dry. “Why did you leave when you realized I still loved you? I know you knew. I saw it in your eyes.”

“Because it’s such a waste, Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says, his voice rising in volume. “I can’t imagine that you’ve spent the last however many years being in love with me when I wasn’t even around to receive it, and I’ve taken all of that for granted. I don’t deserve you, Al-Haitham. You gave me a second and third and a countless number of chances, and I wanted to give you the chance to love somebody else for once.”

“I don’t want anyone else, Kaveh. That’s the whole point. I’ve spent thirteen years desperately in love with you and it hasn’t changed even though I had five years to give literally anyone else a chance. If there was anyone else that I was interested in spending the rest of my life with, then I wouldn’t have opened my door for you that night.”

Kaveh drops onto the bed. “It’s difficult being loved,” he says dully. “I’m not okay half the time. I’m afraid that you’ve loved a person who hasn’t even existed all this time.”

“I love you, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says quietly. “Not the ideal of you, or the person that exists in my head, or the Kaveh I met all the way back in high school. I need you to understand that I’ve only stayed this long because you exist as you are, even with each imperfection.”

“I’ve known that, I think,” Kaveh says. “And that’s why I was so scared. That’s scary, Al-Haitham. You’re promising a lot.”

Al-Haitham sits down next to Kaveh and tilts his chin to him so that they’re looking each other in the eye with nothing to hide. “I think that if we’ve learned anything, it’s that I don’t break my promises.”

Kaveh’s eyelashes flutter as he looks down to gather his composure, but when he looks up his gaze is determined. “Al-Haitham, I’m sorry,” he says, “but this time, I’m apologizing because it took me so long to get my head out of my ass and realize that there was nothing wrong with being in love. And I’m sorry that everything has to be so dramatic with me, with all of this fanfare.”

Al-Haitham smiles. “It’s tolerable. I’ve stuck around your dramatics this long, haven’t I?”

“I also think you’re insufferable,” Kaveh informs him, and then he laughs. “One last apology: I’m sorry that I never told you properly and that you had to find out from a letter I wrote on a random Tuesday. If I’d known this would happen, I would’ve planned it appropriately. Can I get a do-over?”

“If you want one,” Al-Haitham says skeptically. “But we both know the scope of each other’s feelings at this point. However, if you want to reiterate, then I am amenable to it.”

“You’re so fucking annoying,” Kaveh says fondly, his eyes going ridiculously melty. “I’m in love with you, Al-Haitham. I want to write music with you for the rest of my life.”

“Wonderful,” Al-Haitham says. “I think we can capitalize on the remaining clout of your reputation and build a sufficient retirement fund.”

“What the fuck is your problem,” says Kaveh.

“I love you,” Al-Haitham says, and then he takes Kaveh into his hands and kisses him to stop his spluttering.

The first piece that Al-Haitham and Kaveh wrote together was technically for Kaveh because Al-Haitham was young and stupid in love and everything he wrote was for Kaveh.

(“I may have written you all those letters, but you’ve been writing me music since we were in high school,” Kaveh says triumphantly. “Ha. Fucking loser.”

“I’m kicking you out,” Al-Haitham says promptly. “Your name isn’t on the lease.”

“Are you  kidding me—”)

The second piece that Al-Haitham and Kaveh write together, thirteen years after the first piece, is for both of them. So is the third piece, and the fourth piece, and the fifth, and then they have too much music on their hands than they know what to do with.

“I had this passing idea,” Kaveh says after a particularly prolific session. “We create our own record label so we can perform and put out our own music without being cheated out of our passion. It’s named Paradisaea. Nahida is the head manager.”

“This doesn’t sound like a passing idea,” Al-Haitham says. But because he’s in love with Kaveh and it sounds nice to play with him and rub it in the rest of the world’s face, he says, “Let’s do it.”

The first track on the first album is a rerecording of the piece they wrote together in high school. It’s also the first recording they do in the studio, and when Al-Haitham plays it over the apartment speakers that night, he feels everything come full circle.
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Notes for the Chapter:
i am SO grateful to be done with this fic, as much fun as i had with it T^T thank you so much for reading the entire thing, if you have… and hanging on even though it took a while to get out the last two chapters… it means so much to me <3 !

i would like to reiterate once more that this ENTIRE thing is ink’s fault. for both of our band trauma or whatever. one day in either july or august (i cant remember…) we yelled on imsg for at least three hours straight planning this entire monster. she convinced me to write it like genuinely. i was very adamant that i wouldnt write a BAND FIC but here we are in december, eighty six point fucking six thousand words later. so it was her fault. please direct all concerns to ink thank you ! that being said i probably would not have survived this entire process without her (reluctant) cheerleading and all her help with brainstorming. half of the plot are genuinely her ideas and it wouldnt have been the same without ink… and it probably wouldnt have been such a behemoth either so maybe her help wasnt as much a blessing as a curse

i cant think of anything else to say because my brain is fried from writing this entire chapter in the last four days . regular luminvies programming should commence soon, and i hope that 2024 will treat all of you well! <3





