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There’s no substance to this. It’s just pure crack.





It is not very often that Dehya gets commissions handed her from the Archon of Sumeru, herself. 

Usually there’s at least a pretense of an intermediary, be it Cyno or Candace or some soft-handed, awe-struck looking clerical worker who’s entire week has been made by getting to shake Dehya’s hand. (Never stops being weird, that.)

“Working outside of official channels is an abuse of authority I would like to avoid as much as possible,” Nahida had said upon handing Dehya her marching orders. “So let us consider this a personal commission from me, Nahida, rather than Lord Kusanali, to you, Dehya. And I should hope you’d overlook the skip past professional straight to personal, once you see the other parties involved.”

“Someone’s in trouble,” Dehya translated as she flicked open the little bit of paper that simply had a location along one of the main routes going through the Great Red Sands from the shores shared with Fontaine back to the Wall of Samiel. 

Dehya mentally went through her list of people who could move not the hand of Lord Kusanali, but Nahida. And then she reviewed the list again to arrange those names on the mental map of Sumeru Dehya keeps in the back of her head.

Candace is Candace, standing sentinel and too-dutiful to her post in Aaru Village to even spare a moment to come along with Dehya to browse some of the new children’s books that are starting to pop up in book stores in Sumeru City.

That Dehya knew of, Nilou’s been busy at the theater as usual, but she’s also started up a free and informal costume design class in partnership with some Vahumana scholars. 

Lady Dunyarzad has been occupied with taking over more of the family business now that her health is on the mend and her stamina for going about the city and challenging people who ought to know better than to try and slide one past the daughter of a merchant.

As for her crowd of Akademiya dorks…

Master Tighnari and young Collei were having some sort of grand time hosting Madam Faruzan out in the Avidya Forest after the senior researcher came back from a short trip to Liyue Harbor. Layla had gone back to her family’s farm to spend her holiday, hopefully, relaxing.

Meanwhile, Master Kaveh’s kept himself quite busy. When he’s not been checking in on the libraries and schools currently undergoing construction in the sands, he’s running around the Akademiya and Sumeru City like it’s a second job; doing this, that, and whatever else architects who are also teachers and philanthropists do. 

But she knows he’s definitely on this side of the wall and will be for the next couple of weeks. He’s got some kind of elective seminar he’s running over the Akademiya break period. 

He had spent an entire half-hour complaining to her about the schedule that he made for it himself just last night when she got to Sumeru City and literally ran into him at the market, nearly sending them both flying. 

(It was very impressive for a man with a desk job, a severe lack of sleep, and also a diet that probably consists mostly of burned coffee.

What’s with these academics being so fit? Dehya should make an effort to be recruiting them to her job, rather than them constantly trying to bribe her over to their side.)

So that just left Problem Number One and Problem Number Two; coincidentally, Nahida’s ever-dutiful-right and not-so-enthusiastic left hands.

And those two, last Dehya heard through the gossip of the grapevines that make up this strange network of friends, were on some sort of fancy international exchange trip to Fontaine.

“Ah,” Dehya said.

“Ah,” Nahida agreed.

And then Dehya said, “Well now that I know who’s involved you’ve got to know…”

“Mhm?”

“There’s no way in hell I’m doing this for free.”

And thus they set about to the age-old tradition of haggling and bartering over this job, which from what Dehya could tell at the time was just going to pick them up at the port as though she were picking up two brats from school or fetching a delivery. 

On the surface that seemed suspect, considering that the General Mahamatra, himself, hardly needs a guard. And with the Grand Scribe, former Acting Grand Sage, with him? Who would be foolish enough to try and tangle with that kind of mess?

But then again, considering those two and their disastrous luck—the General Mahamatra’s got a keen nose for trouble, and Al-Haitham’s just built different or something—it wouldn’t have been entirely shocking if those two did somehow manage to stumble upon some kind of trouble that would need some added assistance in the form of the Flame-Mane. 

Hell, she could probably have gotten Candace in on it too, and then it’d be a whole reunion, sans the Traveler and Paimon.

So Dehya was entirely unashamed to push for some extra hazard pay (for her own mental health) and Nahida was entirely unashamed to concede to it extremely easily with barely any form of resistance. 

Then she offered Dehya some more tea and some halva while they were waiting for the ink to dry as they got to talking about some new perfume trends that had started coming around recently—rose isn’t as popular as it was just a season ago, everyone’s really getting into that citrus—and that somehow led to them shooting the breeze about food preservation and nutritional balance practices in desert.

Is it poor of Dehya to demand payment for checking in on friends, especially if she’d go for free knowing they were in some kind of trouble? Yeah. 

But would those same friends also tell her she’d be a fool not to take the free mora? Also yeah.

She’ll use the mora to buy them several nice, filling dinners because they’re probably starving after being in Fontaine for a month. What do they even eat over there? They don’t have rice and you can use their bread like a club. 

Anyway, when Dehya agreed to the commission, considering those involved and the fact that Nahida was personally asking for this, she knew that there was something amiss.

Now, Dehya wasn’t sure what kind of trouble it was, or how severe it was—but she figured that it couldn’t have been too bad, considering how Nahida was relaxed enough to offer Dehya some more desserts and spent extra time chatting with her about the kids at the orphanage Dehya’d been funding, and her own crew. 

If it was really trouble-trouble Nahida would have told her straight-away, no-nonsense, and it definitely would have been more business-like.

So this was some kind of trouble under a type of degree, but which degree that trouble was, was a mystery. Dehya couldn’t even begin to imagine it, so she didn’t. Why bother stressing about it when she would be going over to take a first-hand look-see of her own? 

Besides, it’s not like she could prepare herself for it by stressing herself out about how bad it could possibly be. 

No, seriously. What was she supposed to do to mentally or physically prepare herself? 

The last time these two were together and causing trouble in the sands, it led to the uncovering of the tomb of one of Al-Ahmar’s last priests and the secret of the Withering. 

One of Al-Haitham’s latest solo shenanigans was uncovering some kind of hive-mind conspiracy that had literally everyone they knew throwing in an opinion along the lines of “And you couldn’t leave a note?” and Al-Haitham going, “I left a coded message”. 

And Cyno grudgingly admitting, “He did leave a coded message.” 

And then everyone else throwing their hands up in the air because who the fuck leaves a coded message when they’re being targeted as part of unethical human experiments?

Dehya doesn’t know what crazy thing Cyno’s done last, but that’s only because Cyno’s perception of what’s crazy or not is fucked up from his time as the General Mahamatra. But he’s definitely been up to something absolutely wild since they last spoke.

You can’t prepare for these kind of things.

On her way to fetch the General Mahamatra and the Grand Scribe, and whoever else was stuck with them for an entire month in Fontaine, Dehya swung by Aaru Village and told Candace, Rahman, and Setaria about the whats-what. None of them could figure it either, only that now they were incredibly intrigued and Dehya absolutely had to keep her eyes peeled and ears open to tell them everything if they didn’t manage to catch her on the way back.

So now here’s Dehya, watching the boats coming into the little battered up pier, spotting Trouble One and Trouble Two with ease even from the distance. 

Dehya ambles down from the sand and stone incline she’d been watching their arrival from, patiently waiting as the rest of their not-so-merry band unloads all their cargo from the wide ship they’d used for transport.

There are a lot more people than Dehya thought there might be, several of them dressed in the styles of Fontaine and Liyue.

With this kind of crowd Dehya figures she’s going to have to wait for darker, quieter hours to catch one of the Troubles aside to get the story out of them.

In the mean time, eyes peeled and ears open, Dehya takes note.

There’s not much to take note on, but what she does pick up has her incredibly curious. The curse of Sumeru brats everywhere—sand or leaf born and bred. Being curious.

That Dehya can tell there’s no visible injuries on anyone in the party. Although a handful of people, mainly ones dressed in Sumeru and Liyue style clothing, look rather seasick and are walking around with baby-goat wobbly legs. Cute. Also a little worrisome. Someone really should be helping them away from the edge of the boat and pier before someone—

Oh. Someone’s just gone over.

That sets off the more able bodied into a very professionally handled round of fishing scholars out of the water. And possibly some non-scholars, if the way Cyno pauses to confer with one of his matra in a way that has the matra officer looking rather sheepish means anything.

Anyway, no visible injuries overall. Dehya can’t sense any particular tension or animosity between any groups, although there’s a natural splintering of the assembled party. Overall the people dressed like they’re from Sumeru cluster together, with the people in Fontaine’s frills and Liyue’s layers clump together, dividing further to stick closer to their own people.

Dehya’s not too worried about that, it looks entirely naturally and not enforced. And the Corps of Thirty, as well as what Dehya would bet are diplomatic officers of the mahamata are moving between the groups easily. 

Everyone’s talking rather nicely to each other, chatting all casually as they unload the boat and start setting things up for the long journey to Sumeru City. Maybe things are a little stilted due to the language barriers or some people being sea-sick or nervous about being in a new place.

One of the people who went over is fished up and everyone shares a good natured laugh at that before returning to their business. Yeah, it looks fine.

But Dehya does note that there’s a very specific bubble of space formed around—you can guess—Problem One and Problem Two.

Dehya shades her eyes, squinting. Al-Haitham’s sound cancelling is all the way up. She’d bet everything that Nahida paid her to come over here to fetch these two that. He’s also sticking to Cyno like glue, and Cyno is allowing it.

No, encouraging it. 

Cyno’s keeping a place at his side for Al-Haitham and the matra and the Corps or Thirty who’ve been assigned to working with Cyno on this are falling into place about it rather easily, not minding Al-Haitham at all as they report in or get new direction. 

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham’s overseeing his fellow mahamata and they’re incredibly quick about whatever it is they’re reporting to him, their check-ins taking about a fourth of the time Cyno’s matra do to complete. 

Dehya feels her brows raise. That’s either efficiency or self-preservation at work, lighting their asses on fire. 

Interesting.

Once everything seems mostly in order, Dehya crosses the final distance to meet them.

Al-Haitham’s eyes flash towards her, expression distinctly sour. Cyno nods at her, attention split between her, the sour-puss next to him, and the assembly of people eager to be on their way to as much progress as they can through the Great Red Sands with what’s left of the day.

“Cyno,” Dehya nods, sweeping her eyes over him and seeing nothing worth being worried about. Not even a bruise or a scratch on the man. 

Then she transfers this look to Al-Haitham, and the only outstanding thing here is that he looks visibly—like obviously and visibly—annoyed. 

Impressive.

The guy didn’t even look this annoyed when she caught him ripping through a stack of paperwork the size of Paimon when he was still the Acting Grand Sage, while also listening to oral reports from his assistants and arbitrating a petty disagreement between several Masters of multiple Darshan’s at once. 

All of this in the middle of the pathway that runs between the Corps of Thirty headquarters and the Akademiya. Dehya thinks Cyno looked more annoyed then than Al-Haitham did, because of the flagrant security and privacy violations going on.

Honestly, if Dehya hasn’t seen him going at it with Kaveh or getting heckled by Tighnari before she wouldn’t think he could look annoyed. Prior to getting to know him, she thought his only facial expressions were “bored” and “smug” and “concentrating”.

“Let me guess, you slept on the wrong side of the lavender-scented feather bed?” 

Al-Haitham narrows his eyes at her and then pointedly turns away, reminding Dehya very much of a haughty cat that absolutely needs to be bothered and teased. Cyno sighs, actually sounding tired, “You don’t want to know.”

“But I’m going to find out?” Dehya hedges. 

Considering that Nahida’s sent her all the way out here for it, and that whatever it is must not be resolved, and Al-Haitham’s still distinctly cranky about it? Oh, she’s going to be finding out for sure. That’s a threat.

Cyno tips his helm to her. “As our Grand Scribe often reminds you, there’s always a place for you in the Akademiya. Although I wish you’d consider joining the matra in a more official capacity than consultant instead.”

“Having something just out of your reach is good for you,” Dehya answers absently, turning towards the desert to examine the sky. “Alright, let’s get your procession of nerds going. What kind of pace do you think they can set? Full disclosure—Nahida did pay me to come out here, even if she was vague on the why’s. And now that I’m here, I can say with confidence that the mora exchanged is not enough to cover extended time in your combined presence, including a grumpy scribe of the Akademiya.”

-

The contingent of scholars and personnel don’t make awful time, but they’d definitely have moved just a little bit faster without the ones from Fontaine and Liyue. And they’d have gone even faster if it was just Dehya, Al-Haitham, Cyno, and Cyno’s matra. And they’d have gone fastest if it was Dehya, Al-Haitham, and Cyno.

Much to Al-Haitham’s obvious disappointment, and Dehya’s slightly less obvious disappointment, Cyno refuses to give Al-Haitham leave to go on ahead with Dehya.

“You lasted this long,” Cyno says to Al-Haitham, “you can stand it a little longer. You’ve put up with worse.”

“What’s he been putting up with?” Dehya asks.

Both men gave her incredibly tired looks. Dehya held her hands up in surrender. “Alright, alright. I’ll find out on my own time. Relax, hey? Relax.”

Dehya doesn’t observe anything truly worrisome, what with Al-Haitham and Cyno both pretty much sticking to her heels at the head of the traveling party. Cyno leaves Al-Haitham and Dehya to companionable silence to check on things further down the line but overall Dehya can’t say that there’s something overwhelmingly alarming or even noticeably disconcerting.

The only thing amiss that Dehya can tell is Al-Haitham being cranky and sticking so close to Cyno. 

But considering that he just spent a month in Fontaine and is now having to slow his pace through the desert to wait for everyone to arrive at every single step of the way back to Sumeru City together in one piece, she can’t exactly blame him. 

That night, once camp is set up and watch-schedules are determined Dehya returns to her tent to see Al-Haitham waiting for her inside of it.

Dehya actually pauses, leaves the tent, takes another look to make sure it’s hers—it’s definitely hers. That’s the dye mark she had put on the lower edge of the second panel to mark it as hers so that the rest of her crew-members would stop mixing it up with the rest. 

Look, Dehya’s all for shared resources, but she paid for this one herself. It’s custom made. She hunted the beasts for the leather that went into it. She picked out the dyes for the very subtle pattern that goes around the tent edges. She’s laboriously reinforced certain portions of the stitching herself by hand. It’s her goddamn tent.

“Are you lost?” Dehya asks, entering her tent again. “Look. I like you. I don’t like you this much. I’ve already spent the entire afternoon with you as my grumpy green shadow. Out.”

Al-Haitham, in the privacy of her tent, just looks at her. He looks fucking exhausted and horrifyingly enough, at his wits end. Dehya did not know Al-Haitham’s wits had an end. This is enough to give her pause in reaching over and hauling him out of here herself.

“Alright, what’s your problem?” Dehya asks, sighing as she sits across from him. “Use your words this time.”

“I need to stay here,” Al-Haitham says plainly yet answering nothing. “I can’t stay in my assigned tent. And Cyno has watch duty.”

“You realize that you’ve said some things, but they aren’t actually things that clue me into anything.”

“Please.”

Dehya blinks. She turns around like Cyno is going to be right behind her declaring this some kind of strange prank. Or maybe Nahida, herself, will have somehow appeared out of nowhere to reveal she’s been pulling one over on Dehya the entire time. Or maybe this is another Samsara gone wrong. Who knows? Not Dehya.

She turns back to Al-Haitham, who’s leaned his elbows on his knees, and his face into his hands, running his fingers through his hair and gripping hard. His teeth snag against his lower lip.

“Okay. I’m beginning to grasp that this is some kind of actual serious. But you’re still not telling me what kind of serious. Is your tent swarmed with scorpions or something? I don’t remember you being this fussy about sleeping arrangements before, aside from your complaining about sand getting into your impractical shoes.”

“Go look,” Al-Haitham says, eyes closed, brow furrowed. 

“Is it so bad you can’t just tell me?”

“If I told you without you seeing, you wouldn’t believe me and you would have to go look anyway.”

“You’re almost scaring me now, you know.” Dehya slowly gets back up to go investigate. “If this turns out to be, I don’t know…something like some scarab beetles bothering you or your neighbors being chatty I’ll never let you live it down, you know?”

It is not scorpions, or scarab beetles, or chatty neighbors. In fact, Dehya does not have to actually go into Al-Haitham’s tent to immediately spot what’s wrong and what’s been irritating Al-Haitham so much.

When Dehya goes to check Al-Haitham’s tent she spots two people bickering right in front of it. They’re not trying to hide or anything. From what she can tell, they’re not even trying to keep their argument discreet.

One is a man in Liyue-style robes, and the other is a woman in the signature ruffles of Court of Fontaine. 

The tents next to Al-Haitham’s are all matra tents, with Cyno’s right next to his, except for two tents that were somehow pitched and squeezed in the space behind Al-Haitham’s. In fact, those two tents are piled up so close that Dehya’s surprised that they’re managing to stand on their own and haven’t collapsed onto Al-Haitham’s.

The man and the woman are now arguing very loudly, very shamelessly, about them going to Al-Haitham’s tent and either joining him inside, or calling him into one of theirs. 

For what? 

Well. They’re talking about some kind of research. 

But Dehya does not believe it’s actual, legitimate research. 

Oh they’re talking biology for sure. Human anatomy being the main subject is heavily implied.

But there’s no one in Teyvat who would want to read about those experimental results.

Either they don’t realize that the tent they’re arguing in front of is empty or they don’t care. How long have they been here? Al-Haitham must never have gone back or he’d have been caught up in this, or he managed to sneak out through one of the other tent flaps while those two were arguing.

Is this…is this a decoy? It’s a decoy tent.

Even as Dehya is staring, hardly believing what’s going on, a matra officer that Cyno must have assigned to sharing with Al-Haitham walks over and starts trying to get them to leave, physically herding them away from the entrance to the empty tent. 

The two scholars back off after a little bit of strong-arming, slinking through the narrow space between the Matra’s tents to return to their own. But with just a glance Dehya can tell that those two are absolutely going to be coming back sometime in the night to resume their fighting. The officer then enters the tent and fastens it closed.

Dehya can also tell—based on Cyno’s attempt of strategic placement of Al-Haitham’s tent and his own matra, and Al-Haitham’s own escape to hide out with Dehya—this is something that was entirely expected and planned for. 

Which means there’s been some form of precedent, or warning signs prior to this that a situation like this would happen.

In other words: this is an established pattern of behaviors.

“Oh shit,” Dehya says out-loud, not bothering to care that the people around her turn to stare. If those these shameless people were going to act like that right in front of Al-Haitham’s tent, Dehya’s response to that behavior can be just as blatant. “He’s got admirers. Thirsty, shameless, stupid admirers.”

When Dehya returns to her tent, Al-Haitham just gives her a look like, “Told you so” except he told her fuck-all nothing.

Except even if he did tell her about it, she really wouldn’t have believed it until she saw it like he said. 

It’s a sad day when Al-Haitham is right and neither of them can be happy about it.

Dehya sits right back down in front of him, leaning her elbows onto her thighs and knees.

“Okay. Tell me everything and spare me no details; no matter how absolutely cringe-inducing, mortifying, and humiliating for probably everyone involved in this they are. You win, Grand Scribe of the Akademiya. I’m curious.”

-

Al-Haitham had gone to Fontaine along with Cyno as part of ongoing renewed and revised international negotiations as both a representative of Sumeru’s government as the Grand Scribe, and also as a representative of the actual academic body of the Akademiya, also as the Grand Scribe.

(“Do I need to explain this part?”

“No. I get it. This is what happens when your government is also a school. Job titles get messy. Get to the part where this gets messier than messy.”)

The official discussions regarding legal matters—extradition, status of Sumeru nationals currently in Fontaine for work, study, or in the middle of naturalization, so on and so forth—went very well.

But on the academic side, things weren’t going so well.

The actual academic exchanges went fine. The Akademiya researchers who had come along to switch places with the current dispatches partnering with Fontaine’s Research Institute settled in smoothly as their colleagues wrapped up their own work for the return to Sumeru. And the researchers and various other people from Fontaine and Liyue who had been working in Fontaine who had volunteered for transfer to Sumeru were ready to go.

Al-Haitham didn’t mingle overly much, but there were people he did talk to because as a scholar himself he had his own questions and curiosities. He didn’t know most of the people going aside from the dossiers he’d read over before leaving Sumeru, which mainly had information about the researcher’s work. 

There was also a brief section in each file that he skipped regarding personal histories that were collected from the self-submitted forms and the more…clandestine information provided by Fontaine’s Maison Gardiennage. 

Al-Haitham regrets not reading those parts now, although even if he did, he thinks it was unlikely to have helped him to prepare for what was about to begin unfolding for him while in Fontaine.

What was waiting to unfold for him on Fontaine? 

One historian from Liyue and a reporter from Fontaine who specialized in foreign policy think-pieces. Both of them are, apparently, great fans of his work as a scholar and policy administrator, respectively. 

In fact, the word fan seems to fall short. Admirer also seems to be lacking in scope. Ever since the two were introduced to him they’ve been…slowly testing boundaries. And patience.

For the most part it hasn’t been terribly overt. At first. And so far, there’s been no great trespass that can be pointed out in specific. It’s just…a lot of little things. 

It’s been mostly annoying and uncomfortable, but no actual legal lines have been crossed. 

Which doesn’t help Al-Haitham very much because then at least he’d have an excuse to act on the two of them ignoring his attempts at ignoring them, as well as their strange ability to take his outright rejections and twist them into something that means something positive.

The reporter, taking advantage of them being in Fontaine, had immediately greeted him by drawing him in and kissing him once on each cheek. And she continues to do so every time she sees him, despite his best efforts to avoid her, also taking any chance she can to loop her arm through his and hold him there.

Dehya, upon hearing this, couldn’t help but frown. 

Sure, it was…strange. But one couldn’t take that and immediately leap to ill-will or something salacious, or even flirty. 

From what Dehya knows, it’s a common enough greeting in Fontaine, if a little familiar for someone of their two stations. She’s pretty sure that’s something that people who at least know each other do. Maybe this reporter was just very outgoing. And weirdly bad about reading body language signals for someone of her profession.

“Well,” Dehya said, trying to be generous with her thoughts as she balanced what she saw outside Al-Haitham’s tent with her own reluctance to pin a woman as being flirty when she’s just outgoing or friendly, “I mean. Maybe she’s just being super nice because you’re a big deal or something and she’s sucking up to you. I mean. You get kissed and harassed by ladies all the time back in Sumeru City.”

To this, Al-Haitham just gave her a flat look that might have made a lesser man squirm and fidget.

“Do you think I can’t tell one form of intent from another? Or that I’m the type of person to judge based on shallow observation?” He shook his head. And then, “Dehya, the women kissing and harassing me in Sumeru are people of our parent’s age and older, usually while they’re insulting me and telling me all the things I’m doing wrong with my life. Do you think most people around our age who aren’t married with children would approach me so familiarly?”

And then, just to make sure he’d driven the point home, Al-Haitham continued, “Do I look like the type of person who welcomes familiarity?”

Al-Haitham, Dehya had to acknowledge, had a point there.

Look. Dehya’s got eyes. They work really well. She can hit a target in a sandstorm at fifty paces. She can spot tracks in the dead of night with a sliver of moonlight. Dehya can pick out counterfeit product like she’s getting paid to do it.

Al-Haitham’s a handsome man. He is also pretty damn clever, and if you stick around long enough you’ll realize he’s got a wicked sense of humor and a stupidly soft heart underneath it all. This doesn’t even account for his officially recognized accomplishments.

So Dehya kind of gets it. In theory, Al-Haitham would be an excellent catch. Kind of. If you’re into that whole hot researcher thing and if you’ve got the guts and spine and also general endurance to keep up with his whole deal. 

But Al-Haitham’s personality is not something that the average, or even above average, person is equipped to handle.

And everyone in Sumeru knows it.

Everyone in Sumeru pretty much knows not to interfere with Al-Haitham’s personal bubble. 

He just has a certain…air about him where if you don’t know him as like, a person, that tells you to give some space. It’s not exactly a mean or cold air, usually, it’s just…a firm feeling of being put on one side of a deeply drawn line, opposite Al-Haitham.

And that’s only gotten twice as strong now that his face and name are linked with a reputation that’s pretty hard to top. It’s got a brand new shiny coat of heroism layered on it. He’s like a weird celebrity that you actually don’t want to ever meet in person, and you would never brag about meeting to your friends if you did.

Either you knew him from before, when he was considered something like a lunatic, and you don’t want to tangle with that, or you knew him from after when he was the Acting Grand Sage, one of the key hands behind the plan to displace Azar, and you can’t help but think you’re not supposed to get caught up in all of that. 

Or you knew him in some other way and you knew that he’s just too much trouble to handle so it’s all about your own self-preservation when you make sure that you pass each other with an appropriate distance.

So yeah, Al-Haitham looks good, but in the way that jewelry in a display case looks good, or in the way that poisonous flowers look good, or a sheer drop off of a cliff can look good. You’re supposed to look, but not get close and start touching. If you did the consequences are kind of invited and you’d have no one to blame but yourself.

The people who do approach him and get all chummy—aside from, again, the people who actually know him as a person and have decided to buy in and keep knowing, like Dehya—are aunties and uncles, grannies and grandpas, who are pretty much like that with everyone younger than them anyway.

It’s as much as being in Sumeru as eating rice, using Four-Leaf Sigils, and owning at least one green clothing item.

Dehya might be the Flame-Mane of the Blazing Beasts, but there are still aunties who’ll call her out on both the sands or forest side to ask her if she’s eating well and then cajole her into sitting with them for an hour or two as they tell her about how she’s got to take better care of her hands and is she using proper protectant for her skin; has she tried this moisturizer from this-or-that-shop; and is she getting paid properly; does she have a nice tidy nest egg of savings? 

Dehya’s not going to be young and fit forever, she’s got to have her retirement in mind, surely. 

Speaking of retirement, some uncle or well-meaning grandfather would interject, does Dehya have her eye on a nice young thing to spend her sunset years with yet? If not, would she like an introduction?

Yeah. Getting harassed by pinching fingers and getting your cheeks kissed in Sumeru does tend to also involve getting shit talked straight at your face while you’re being fussed over. It’s generally not the same. Dehya gets it. 

It is kind of weird that someone would go up for that kind of greeting and keep doing it. Even if they’re not from Sumeru. Al-Haitham’s body language, and actual language, can be really clear when he means it. He’s not shy about that kind of thing.

This reporter’s just not shy about refusing to take the obvious rejection.

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham explained that he originally did get along with the researcher from Liyue a little bit. They were bonding over nerd-stuff. 

Alright, Al-Haitham had a deeper, much wordier, explanation for what they were getting along about. Dehya’s cutting that short because it’s not actually important to the grand scheme of things that have led Al-Haitham and Cyno to devising a decoy sleeping arrangement while Al-Haitham hides in Dehya’s tent.

Anyway, once Al-Haitham showed exactly one semi-positive opinion towards the man, the researcher took that and ran way too far with it. He started acting familiar, slowly pressing and testing the boundaries between personal and professional by just showing up wherever Al-Haitham was and inviting himself along.

It wasn’t exactly stalking, because the general schedule for where Al-Haitham would be for what wasn’t a secret. And everyone from Sumeru was staying in the same hotel, and on the same cluster of floors for ease of security.

All the guy had to do was show up. He was part of the whole exchange thing anyway, he had no shortage of things to talk about to Al-Haitham or people around him. And he is also, much to Al-Haitham’s annoyance, actually quite a good speaker.

(“Ah, he’s one of those then,” Dehya concluded, sounding slightly disgusted, familiar with the type against her will. “A charmer.”

Al-Haitham, also familiar with the type against his will, nodded. “Unfortunately.”)

Anyway, for a while Al-Haitham managed to lose them both when the researcher and reporter started noticing each other having similar—the same—intention. 

This resulted in the two challenging each other in weird contests for Al-Haitham’s attention, not noticing him using the opportunity to escape. That still somewhat works, but they’re getting better at getting him in places he can’t easily escape from, or delivering their attentions in other ways.

Al-Haitham had already been very clear in not wanting anything to do with either of them at that point, too. But for reasons beyond comprehension, this was taken as him playing hard to get, which resulted in an escalation of behaviors.

Al-Haitham, at one point, grabbed Cyno and without saying a single word out loud, asked with eyes alone how important it was that this trip went well, and how likely it would be for Cyno to be able to successfully smooth things over if Al-Haitham had a diplomatic incident.

This was a lot to ask without physically opening your mouth, but as noted previously, Al-Haitham can be very clear with his body language. He’s an expressive guy. It’s one of the funniest things about him.

Cyno answered by stressing what he’d told everyone from Sumeru going on that exchange previously: No. Diplomatic. Incidents. At all.

But Cyno did take pity on Al-Haitham enough help him. Part of it was Cyno not approving of the behavior going on, and also Cyno being personally moved by the suffering of a friend. 

Cyno’s been trying to arrange things so that Al-Haitham always had matra with him, even if those matra weren’t strictly on duty but were in plainclothes on their time off. This, also, wasn’t always successful. 

As a result Al-Haitham ended up spending almost half of the month in Fontaine glued to Cyno’s side, as Cyno’s reputation remains just as intimidating beyond Sumeru’s borders as it is within. One look from Cyno can stymie even the most…enthusiastic of people. Especially when he’s actively trying to kill a mood.

Unfortunately, this meant that Al-Haitham got stuck attending a lot more official meetings and gatherings than he normally would have gone to. Fortunately, it’s going to be counted as overtime.

(“You chose overtime on an away-trip. Holy shit.”

“Are you understanding the severity of this situation?”)

Cyno’s intimidating presence and the general shield of being caught up in so many official meetings and gatherings that required much higher ranks and permissions than the reporter or researcher had made most of the trip tolerable.

Except…

(“Ah, there’s always another side.”)

The reporter and researcher both started sending gifts to Al-Haitham’s hotel room. How they got his exact room number is a mystery. Al-Haitham has theories but seeing as the information had already gotten into the wrong hands, there was no point in exploring that when he had other things to worry about.

Like what to do with the gifts.

At first, Al-Haitham threw them out immediately. He didn’t even think twice about it. They were useless things like flowers, confections and sweets, brief somewhat impersonal notes. 

(The reporter was clever enough to slip Al-Haitham a list of interesting shops and lesser-known tourist areas he might be interested in, along with the implied suggestion that she’d go with him to tell him all of the context about these places of interest. 

That almost got him. Almost. 

If the reporter was going to be following him around and talking at him anyway, he figured, shouldn’t he at least try to get some gain out of it?

Thankfully Cyno was in the room with him when he got that list, and gave him a very loaded look before snapping Al-Haitham back to his senses by asking, “Are you that easy? Kaveh would have an aneurysm.”)

In any case, the reporter and the researcher started asking him about the gifts in public, or giving them to him in full view of not just other members of their group but in the general public eye where it would have been unwise of him to be as blatant with his refusals as he, along with Cyno and the rest of the Sumeru contingent, would have enthusiastically wanted him to be.

(“Honestly,” Al-Haitham admitted, “I think at some point it became more about the two of them competing with each other over the gestures rather than actually getting my attention or approval.”

“The flirting of foreigners are weird,” Dehya said, rubbing the heel of her hand between her brows.

“I know.”)

Al-Haitham has also tried having his sound cancelling turned all the way up, which might have worked if not for two things.

One: needing to actually hear it when one of the two are approaching so he can take evasive maneuvers and make sure he isn’t alone.

Two: if he’s in a particularly large group he runs the risk of missing something important being said or accidentally agreeing to something just because he doesn’t answer. Al-Haitham can only focus on reading the lips and body language of so many people at once, and he also needs to be physically looking at them for that to happen.

So far Al-Haitham’s only been able to use the sound cancelling tactic with Cyno directly next to him, as well as several members of both the matra and mahamata acting as additional buffer zones. 

“So why are you here with me now instead of with Cyno? I mean. Like, yeah he’s on watch. But you also had pretty much every single non-active duty matra member set up right next to you.”

Al-Haitham blinks at her and then, sounding just a little confused as to why he’s saying this out loud, like she should have known the answer.

“You’re Dehya Flame-Mane,” Al-Haitham says, staring straight on into her eyes. “You’re more intimidating of a guard than Cyno is.”

“Aw,” Dehya puts a hand over her heart. Now that’s just downright touching. 

He’s not even being a sweet-talker, he’s one hundred percent serious. Good. 

The General Mahamatra Cyno’s an intimidating guy for sure, but it’s always good to know that people haven’t chucked her to the side as a soft touch or anything just because she’s been spending a lot of time on the green side of the wall, hanging out and having a generally relaxing time.

“So what’s the game plan here aside from you hiding out here?” Dehya asks. “Should I…I don’t know. Fake being your lover or something to scare them off? Is that what Nahida sent me over here for? Or am I just here as an actual guard for your…”

Dehya trails off, putting a hand over her mouth as she considers her next words carefully.

“Look, I was going to say chastity or some shit like that, but I think I just felt something in my brain die,” Dehya finishes.

Al-Haitham doesn’t even look phased. He shrugs. “Do whatever you think might work. I don’t believe that there’s anything that’s going to get them to stop entirely. Temporary deterrence is the most I’m aiming for at this current juncture.”

Dehya clicks her tongue at him, shaking her head. “It’s not like you to be such a defeatist. Besides, didn’t you just say I’m scarier than Cyno?”

Al-Haitham shrugs again, moving to lie down on the sleeping roll he brought with him, “Fear only works on the rational being. You’ll see, Dehya.”

-

Dehya’s attempt at pretending to be Al-Haitham’s partner lasts barely five minutes, if you’re rounding up and also counting the time it took to walk out of Dehya’s tent after they both woke up and got themselves presentable.

Look, Dehya didn’t expect anyone from Sumeru to buy it. 

But this wasn’t about people from Sumeru. People from Sumeru know better than to behave this way towards someone who’s clearly not interested. People know better than to act like this towards Al-Haitham.

This was for the foreign crowd. Not even all of them. Just two of them.

A few people from the Fontaine and Liyue sides did look twice when they saw her and Al-Haitham coming out of the same tent and Al-Haitham staying close to her side.

For a minute or so Dehya thought that they might be able to pull it off. Maybe it was worth a shot and wouldn’t be seen through like it was tissue paper. Who knows? Stranger things have happened in Dehya’s lifetime.

Most of them within the past year.

So Dehya walked over to the area of camp where breakfast was being cooked up and dished out, and as soon as Dehya saw the reporter she put her arm around Al-Haitham which caused several of the Sumeru contingent to look like they’d either gotten their face shoved into Sumpter Beast shit or like they were being forced to laugh at the General Mahamatra’s latest joke or pun.

Meanwhile the people from Fontaine and Liyue looked like they were resigned to some form of drama. At least they’re not too hopeless if they could tell that much. 

Pity that they couldn’t share some of that sense with their incredibly shameless fellows so that the drama could come in a form that’s less troublesome for everyone involved.

Cyno, along with a few of his matra and some of the administrative personnel Dehya recognized as being part of Al-Haitham’s department, were probably the only ones who looked relatively chill about it this.

“Have a good evening to catch up?” Cyno asked them as soon as they’re in reasonable talking distance, setting them up gamely because he’s missed his calling working in the theater doing improv. “Did you stay up the entire time or did you get actual rest? I do need our Scribe functional, Dehya.”

Dehya very gallantly, took two bowls of food from him, giving one to Al-Haitham, and then scaring someone out of their seat with a meaningful glance, gesturing for Al-Haitham to take the seat. Or maybe they just didn’t want to be anywhere near here. Who knows? 

Look, even if they’re faking this, Dehya was going to be a very good date. Let it never be said that Dehya the Flame-Mane wasn’t a good partner.

Al-Haitham took the seat and immediately started eating. His sound-canceling was already on and he was eating with the determination Dehya had only seen on fellow mercenary’s faces right before they move out on assignments with particularly miserable chances of success. 

Dehya stood near him, leaning her hip against his shoulder and propping her elbow up on his head. If this were any other situation she would have teased him about whether or not he’s tasting what he’s eating or if he was just inhaling it all like a starving wenut.

“It was a very interesting evening,” Dehya told him entirely honestly. “And of course I’ve brought him back to you…rested. I’m not irresponsible. And our Scribe isn’t as feeble as he might claim. We both know he can keep up with us both easily. He only complains about having to because he likes to be pampered. He’s spoiled like that.”

Out of the corner of her eye Dehya was tracking the reporter as she got closer, working her way through the crowd that was attempting to close ranks on her to try and stretch out one morning’s worth of peace. Dehya thought she also spotted the researcher from Liyue, but it looked like he was hanging back to watch how things were going play out first.

Cyno shifted his weight, moving to stand closer to Al-Haitham’s other side, which must have clued Al-Haitham in because if he was moving like an eating machine before, the he became some level of automaton beyond that. He was eating like how you’d describe eating to someone who’s never eaten before. 

Dehya was feeling way too many fond and protective emotions for such a weirdo.

Unfortunately for everyone, the reporter had the guts of someone who’s job is to write articles in the Land of Hydro, spectacles, and theatrics, because she managed to get over to the three of them only slightly ruffled, not at all winded, and shameless as she dragged over a little foldable seat to plop down directly in Al-Haitham’s line of sight.

She gave the General Mahamatra a cursory nod, glanced at Dehya, and then proceeded to ignore them both in a show of disrespect that had Dehya’s brows raised so high on her forehead it hurt.

Credit where it’s due, she started signing in respectable—from what Dehya could tell—Sumeru standard sign, interspersed with a little bit of Teyvat-common.

No wonder he didn’t even complain about breakfast being mostly liquid-slash-liquid-adjacent in nature. If Al-Haitham’s hands were fully occupied he didn’t have to answer back or look up. But with the way she was going, Al-Haitham would’ve had better luck with shoving his entire face directly into his breakfast.

Dehya looked over Al-Haitham’s head to Cyno, who was already looking at her.

“Wow,” Dehya mouthed, tipping her chin at the reporter. “For serious?”

“One month of this,” Cyno mouthed back. “For serious.”

And here Dehya thought that the Court of Fontaine was well known for their etiquette. Guess that doesn’t apply when you’re a reporter who’s thirsty for a “story”.

Dehya let her arm drop from where she’d propped it up on top of Al-Haitham’s head to around his waist as she sank down, moving Al-Haitham over so that they were sharing the extremely narrow seat. 

Well. Sharing was probably too generous a word.

It was a tight fit and Dehya half-pulled Al-Haitham’s bony scholar ass onto her thigh for them to both make it. Her arm around his waist was both for show and also necessary to making sure they both didn’t go falling off. 

Dehya locked her legs and she felt Al-Haitham’s legs also bracing because honestly, that stool might just have died on them then and there, and it was only the power of both of their legs and cores that kept them looking stable. 

(The two of them sitting on that stool that was not meant for two fully grown athletic adults and only barely resting their weight on it in case it gave up and collapsed underneath them, but instead leaning on each other to counter-balance each other as their legs locked to hold them up in that specific position was also a weird and convoluted parallel to them faking it. It being a couple.)

“As-salamu alaikum, friend,” Dehya greeted the reporter as she pushed her breakfast into Al-Haitham’s hands. She did not put much effort into sounding any degree of sincere, friendly, or peaceful when she said this.

(Al-Haitham stacked the bowl on top of his empty one. Al-Haitham then immediately started going to town on that bowl too. She might have worried about him making himself sick but he really needed something as an excuse to not talk and Dehya could just eat on the road.) 

Dehya held her hand out, making sure the metal of her gauntlet caught the light just so. “We’ve not been introduced. I’m Al-Haitham’s partner, Dehya. He’s told me all about you.”

And then she smiled her Flame-Mane smile; the one that has pretty much everyone thinking twice if they hadn’t thought things through the first time. It’s the smile that Candace always tells Dehya to put away in polite company. 

It is not a polite smile.

The reporter took Dehya’s hand without flinching, grip a lot firmer than Dehya would have thought it would be.

When the reporter smiled it did not reach her eyes. And when she said, “And may peace be with you,” it sounded like she meant the exact opposite.

Dehya’s felt a grudging little kernel of respect forming there. If the situation were anything other than what it was, Dehya would have been encouraging that kernel to grow. 

“I’ve heard all about you, Dehya Flame-Mane,” the reporter continued. “I have several colleagues who would expire out of jealousy upon hearing that I got a chance to talk to you. It’s such a shame they’re not here in my place. The chance is wasted on me.” An unsubtle once-over was sent Al-Haitham’s way. Again. Wow. “The subjects of my articles tend to be more…complex in nature.”

“Oh? I didn’t think that the feats of an eremite would get so popular outside of Sumeru. Unless it was in an illustrated novel.”

The reporter nodded briskly, “Your reputation precedes you.” Her smile turned cloyingly sweet. “Just like your preferences.”

Al-Haitham and pretty much everyone in earshot immediately tensed. It was only Dehya’s arm frozen with surprise around Al-Haitham’s waist that stopped him from getting up and leaving.

Dehya saw several people in mixes of Fontaine, Liyue, and Sumeru styles of clothing start putting their asses in gear. Several people started to talk extremely loudly, reaching out to grab the reporter and haul her away before she could really stick her foot in it.

“They aren’t known,” the reporter continued even as someone tried to shove a spoon into her mouth while two different people each got an arm wound through hers—someone was even trying to subtly get her into headlock, sadly they hadn’t been trained and they didn’t have the right mindset to get her into a proper hold—, “to be directed towards pretty scholars. Even if they are incredibly athletic swordsmen.”

Now, as Dehya takes a minute to compose herself and come to terms with the fact that all of this has actually just happened, Dehya turns to look at Al-Haitham and Cyno, reading the absolute resignation on their faces.

“Alright, how does she know you’re an incredibly athletic swordsman? For all she knows those muscles could be for show. What did you do, do a full work out routine in front of her? Help take down another corrupt regime?” Dehya asks as soon as she’s entirely sure that the reporter has been wrestled out of earshot.

(Meanwhile, everyone else present has scattered or attempted to erase their presence to become inanimate fixtures in the background.) 

And then, because this is way more important than that little detail, she continues, “Wow. Damn. I never thought I’d say this, but that reporter is way too into you to be healthy. There’s no way you’re that hot.”

There is no way Al-Haitham is so hot that the thirst-factor overpowers the rational thought of “That’s Dehya, the Flame-Mane of Blazing Beasts. I sure wouldn’t want to get on her bad side by talking shit straight to her face.” 

There is no one who’s hot enough to override that basic survival instinct.

Dehya leans around Al-Haitham to look up at Cyno. 

“Are you absolutely one-hundred percent sure we can’t just go at this direct? The old fashioned way?”

Cyno, sounding like he believes very little of what he’s saying, shakes his head and repeats, “No. Diplomatic. Incidents.”

“Oh come on, we’re on home soil. I’m pretty sure everyone here would turn the other cheek,” Dehya groans, jostling Al-Haitham a little. “We’ve got to defend our guy. We’re going to lose face if we just keep taking this kind of treatment.”

“If there’s an incident it will not be dealt with on home soil. Temporary relief should not outweigh long-term consequence,” Cyno says, reaching out to help Al-Haitham and Dehya both balance as they stand up together. “Frankly, I’m not entirely certain if either of us could take Fontaine’s current Champion Duelist if this does become an issue of law.”

Dehya frowns at the unusual lack of faith in combat ability coming from the General Mahamatra’s mouth. Al-Haitham, now looking directly at Cyno to read his lips also looks a little perturbed.

But Cyno continues by pointing out, “Electro on electro tends to be tricky, and I’m not quite certain that either of us causing an elemental overload of any kind in the middle of the Opera Epiclise after being brought to trial for harming one of their own would garner any goodwill.”

Al-Haitham lets out a quiet sigh, tipping his head back to stare into the morning sky as they face down a long day of this ahead of them all. Mood.

Dehya pats Al-Haitham’s shoulder, waiting for him to be looking at her to say, “Sorry. I tried. You saw it and everything. Don’t worry. I’ll still do my best to protect your maidenly virtue by letting you sleep over with me whenever Cyno can’t cover you. And you can hang onto my arm whenever there’s no one else around to chaperone. I’ll only tease you a little bit about it when this is taken care of. Promise. But I will tease you about it for the rest of our lives.”

Dehya looks between Al-Haitham and Cyno, frowning as she gestures between them. Because speaking of preferences for pretty scholars…

“Hey, did you, at any point, use our good and noble general as a cover like this?” 

Frankly, it would be way more believable. They’re Lord Kusanali’s right and left hands, they’re both nerds with the same weird sense of humor, and combined the two of them have definitely been the basis for more than a few of the new best-seller romance series to hit Sumeru’s newly refreshed shelves. 

“Lasted even less than it did when you tried it just now,” Cyno answers.

“What? Why?”

Because, Cyno explains with great reluctance, despite how well the two of them work together and how close they’ve become outside of their professional roles, and how even to a few of the Sumeru contingent it did look like they were succeeding in faking it—they even managed to get the reporter to second guess herself for a hot second—the researcher from Liyue still felt like he could shoot his shot.

The explanation given, according to rumors that were reported back to the good General and exhausted Scribe? 

(These rumors were reported back by extremely embarrassed and red-faced personnel, by the way.)

According to the researcher from Liyue, Cyno and Al-Haitham had the vibes of a couple in “early spring” when “the flowers have not yet been visited, and the fruit had yet to be plucked”, so on or something that made the person reluctantly relaying what they’d heard look like they want to die.

Cyno and Al-Haitham also felt like they had died a little, but still ongoing, death. Dehya, having now heard it herself, now feels like she’s in the middle of joining them in that cruel and prolonged death.

“Archons,” Dehya gags. A cold chill sweeps over her skin. “That is so gross and creepy.”

She turns towards Al-Haitham and lightly whacks his shoulder, “What’s wrong with you that you’re only pulling weirdos, you weirdo? Is there no one who can be horny about you in a normal way? No wonder Nahida agreed to pay me so much up front. Damn.”

-

You’d think that sticking around Al-Haitham would be easy. 

They’re on one set established and well known path going in the same agreed upon direction. 

Al-Haitham’s not particularly eager to go loping off into the middle of the desert to cause trouble and mischief—at least, not on this specific trip. And it’s not like there’s anything around here to distract him enough to make want to go off and investigate. And there’s only so many places a guy can go.

So yeah, it is easy. Sort of.

But it’s an unexpectedly intense full-time job—as in literally full time, day and night, all waking hours, and also some liability for sleeping hours—that’s a lot of just one person, even if that’s all that the one person is in charge of. Dehya understands entirely why Cyno couldn’t do this alone and why Nahida sent her over as back up.

Sure, the General Mahamatra can single-handedly track down over three-hundred criminals all running from him like death is at their heels in three days and drag them back to Sumeru City to face justice for their crimes.

But that implies that the man is able to use physical force and the full power of his intense reputation to wrangle people under control. It also implies that those people are in this with a goal of self-preservation, not…whatever is going on here. 

Honestly, Dehya’s trying not to think very hard about what is going on here beyond how damn weird it is and how to keep Al-Haitham from getting snapped up into it like the delicious snack these people seem to think he’d be.

Anyway, even if it weren’t for having one hand figuratively tied behind his back like that, Cyno also has his hands full with people that aren’t Al-Haitham. As the highest ranked member in this entire expedition everyone is reporting up to him. 

Every day at the start, middle, and end of their travels as they either pack up or set down, Cyno’s got to regroup and check in with his matra, as well as the Corps of Thirty on this expedition to check their progress, the general temperature of the overall group, and opinions on current pace, so on and so forth. 

All the fun stuff that comes from being in charge of a whole ton of different types of people.

The path they’re taking might be well known and traversed, but the Great Red Sands is the Great Red Sands. Danger is ever present, ever changing, and sometimes downright out to get you for the high crime of existing.

If you discount things like Fatui or Treasure Hoarders looking for some opportunity, or eremites who’re willing to gamble against the General Mahamatra and Flame-Mane (seeing as they aren’t trying to hide themselves, like, at all) the Great Red Sands has a billion different ways to spit on your day and then kick you while you’re busy with sorting that out.

On the mild list of troubles, there’s scorpions and Red Vultures who sometimes get a little too hungry and are willing to risk it to try and steal into someone’s pack or steal someone’s leg. 

There’s also the smaller types of Shroom-Kin that tend to gather or follow lines of water, and are usually easy enough to avoid agitating if there isn’t one of their bigger, more evolved kind around ready to take charge and then charge.

And then there’s also more passive kinds of trouble like quicksand, or the obstruction of a previously known path because of a rockslide or something like that.

But those are mild, kind of uneventful troubles that are easy to avoid or deal with as they come along.

In the middle of the spectrum of problems there’s hilichurls who generally do not care about reputations and titles like that of Cyno’s and Dehya’s, and are unlikely to be willing to bargain. This gets even worse if there’s an Abyss Mage nearby and they’re bored enough, distracted from whatever they’re doing out in the sands, to start a chase of some kind.

Another one of those middling troubles are the Primal Constructs, who might sometimes deviate from their known paths if they’ve been bothered too much by something else, or if they’ve gotten damaged enough to start free-roaming. 

Speaking from experience, they can be a huge pain in the ass—especially when they’re that camouflage mode and you accidentally walk right into a group off them.

There are also the even bigger things that eclipse the word trouble, like sudden sandstorms that, in this area of the sands, can also come with lightning. 

One minute you’ve got the sky clear, then a little cluster of color just at the edge of your vision. Sometimes you’ve got some time, but most of the time those storms move stupidly fast. Like as soon as they notice you noticing them they’re inviting themselves on in for the most unhappy dance party.

Then it’s not even something you can appease or defend against, it’s just a case of either hoping you’re close to some kind of cover or grabbing someone close to you to start forming a human chain, hunkering down, and hoping for the best.

Or maybe it isn’t a sandstorm but a sudden earthquake causing the rockslide or sudden shift in terrain that’s going to mess things up for whoever’s going to be taking this path after you.

Maybe you somehow get turned around into a ruin, or one of King Deseret’s invisible walls that seem to exist solely fuck with people around here. Maybe it was that sandstorm that got you there.

This one can sometimes be a blessing if you’re with a scholar nerdy enough to not only appreciate it, but help you figure your way out of it.

Or maybe it wasn’t a sandstorm. Or an earthquake. 

But a wenut.

Gods, that would be just their—and by this, Dehya means Al-Haitham’s—luck—to get a wenut throwing into this entire mix. If they’re very lucky maybe the wenut would eat the researcher and reporter and it won’t turn into a diplomatic incident. You can’t plan for nature, right? And who’s going to take the wenut to court?

Anyway. All of these dangers listed or not would be just fine if it were just the matra, just the Corps of Thirty, or just people from Sumeru who’ve grown up with this kind of thing happening in the backs of their minds—even if they weren’t born right in the middle of it—making their long way back home.

But it isn’t.

All of the people from all three nations involved in this exchange are Cyno’s responsibility to be taking care of, even if two of them in specific are making it very hard to care about them. 

On a personal level, Cyno wouldn’t tolerate himself slacking off on his own job duties because he’s worn thin. And on a professional level, if this trip goes sour it’s a reflection on the right hand of Sumeru’s newly reinstated Archon.

So because Cyno’s in charge of literally fucking everyone and everything here, Cyno has to spend his day going back and forth along the line of the traveling party; checking in here and there to make sure everyone’s on pace and on the right page for what that pace is to be. He’s also making sure that the pace is working for everyone—including their foreign attachments who’re having one helluva time getting used to the Great Red Sand’s unique brand of hospitality.

On top of that, Cyno’s also got to keep a frequent and accurate pulse on the surrounding area, to make sure that everything is clear and about what anyone should expect as normal for the Great Red Sands. Cyno’s got Corps of Thirty scouts going on ahead to check the paths and also scout out places for rest. And he’s got people following behind to make sure that their trail isn’t being picked up or followed by unsavory characters or overly curious wildlife.

Cyno’s got to coordinate all of this and make sure that his civilian charges are informed of what’s going on, even if they’re going to be grumpy about it.

It’s a total understatement to say that the guy’s got his hands full. And he can’t get everything done with Al-Haitham stuck to him like glue. 

Al-Haitham and the mahamata also report up to Cyno. And although most of their job is done now that they’re back in Sumeru, there’s still small things they’re working on and organizing for when they get back to the city and disperse back to their normal job posts or get going on whatever it was decided in Fontaine.

So main job over or not, Al-Haitham’s still got to make sure his own people are organized, and ready to hit the ground running as soon as they get back to the Akademiya. 

Cyno might be the highest ranked here in general, but Al-Haitham is the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya and the leader of the administrative officials here both through that rank and also by default perception, as someone who most people here are used to as referring to as the Acting Grand Sage for a pretty damn rocky time period that Sumeru’s just barely tip-toeing out of.

Anyway, while Cyno is busy elsewhere, pretty much everyone on this expedition has banded together to run as much interference as possible to make sure there’s a generous physical buffer plus distractions keeping the two persistent…whatever they are from Al-Haitham.

But that can only go so far when you’re a group of forty, fifty, people tops moving together very closely through a pretty barren and unpopulated desert landscape, right?

Dehya wouldn’t say she’s being boastful when she has a good sense for movement, for bodies. It’s part of the job. If she didn’t she wouldn’t be so well known as she is and she’d also be dead. Awareness—vigilance, whatever you want to call it—is like. The bread and butter of being a good sword.

That and having a good sword. Or knife. Or fist.

But there’s very little point in having a good weapon that you know how to use, if you’re not using at the right time, to the best effect.

You’ve got to balance the brain and the brawn, and both need a decent set of eyes at the bare minimum. 

And look, Dehya didn’t earn the well known moniker of “Flame-Mane” by just meeting a minimum.

She knows that she has the skills. She knows that she’s got the ability. This isn’t her first go-around with guarding someone or something while in hostile territory—which is a really weird way of phrasing sticking next to Al-Haitham to keep two people of civilian status who’ve got way too strong an interest away from him.

But damn, it’s not like Dehya’s going around dialed up to a hundred with her head on a swivel constantly. It’s not like she’s actively anticipating danger to defend or plot around every waking minute. Why would she? Who does that?

That’s just exhausting. What a waste of energy. You’re not supposed to be practicing near-constant vigilance. That’s the kind of thing that’s going to make you snap and go crazy. It’s the kind of thing that makes people paranoid and snappy and a little too quick at the fist. 

(People that dialed up aren’t really that high up on anyone’s friend list. And they’re usually not very friendly to start with.)

But apparently this is a situation that’s calling for that kind of energy drain, this kind of nerve-punching, patience-stretching paranoia. Leave it to their Scribe to be this kind of trouble on what should be a pretty routine, easy to handle—if weird—problem. Something about this guy just calls to extremes.

Dehya can’t even be mad at him about it. That’s victim blaming.

No wonder Cyno’s been so exhausted and cranky.

A month of this kind of high-strung nerves in a foreign land while trying to avoid diplomatic incident? 

Shit, it’s already proving to be hard enough on home soil in isolation as the one thing Dehya’s got to do. Respect to Cyno for somehow managing this while also attending to official duties of state.

Look—Dehya’s gone through some really hostile and dangerous territory, but it’s never been like this. 

These two problems are creative, determined, lacking in all shame, and have the guts of wenuts. It’s a really terrible combination. Especially when it’s aimed against you.

Despite the entire group’s best efforts, inevitably, at least once—with three to four times a day being a more realistic average—a day, when everyone—fucking everyone—least expects it, one or both of Al-Haitham’s amorous and shameless hang-ons somehow manage to get through every single obstacle undetected to show up in Al-Haitham’s vicinity.

It says a lot about Al-Haitham in several ways—most of them depressing—that the guy doesn’t seem surprised that they somehow showed up or disappointed that a group effort involving the General Mahamatra and his matra, the Flame-Mane, the Corps of Thirty, and at least a dozen other people of some kind of merit.

Dehya’s trying really, really hard not to take this personally as like, a challenge to her abilities. She’s trying extremely hard to stay professional and focus on the main task at hand of making sure Al-Haitham stays in one relatively whole piece which means he doesn’t snap and give Cyno cause to turn the whole group around and go back to Fontaine to face the Champion Duelist for the high crime of having turned one of their people into a smear on the sand.

Look—Dehya’s taken all sorts of insults in her time. 

She’s gotten questions about her ability and her trustworthiness from people on both sides of the Wall of Samiel. Discrimination and people being shitty isn’t something one or the other side got a monopoly on when the country split up between the gods.

People have questioned wether she takes her job serious or not because she happens to like getting her nails professionally done when she can. 

Sometimes people say that she’s only gotten such pretty title because she’s got a pretty face. There used to be a time when people did not say it was her face that got her that title but her body.

While Dehya would agree that she’s got a great face and a fantastically fit body, she made sure to pointedly prove the fitness of said body to the title by using said fit body to fantastically mess other people’s faces up.

As the time honored saying goes, “Talk shit, get hit.”

Dehya’s had her loyalties questioned repeatedly because she splits her time between both sides of the wall: she’s still on retainer for one of Sumeru’s premier families as recognized by the Dharma Forest side of the Wall of Samiel, while she’s also one of the lead members of one of the highly regarded eremite bands on the Great Red Sands side.

Dehya openly supports Lord Kusanali despite being born in the lands of King Deshret. She’s also spoken out against the Akademiya’s policies and given some of their people (justified) grief (and not in the way she gives Cyno and Al-Haitham grief), but in the same turn she’ll turn around and plant her sword in the ground between a particularly sharp-tongued and heavy handed eremite and a soft-handed green-robed Akademiya officer.

But over time the questions of Dehya’s ability to back her words up have died down in the face of the years of proof that she’s thrown down against the world.

Dehya, Flame-Mane of the Blazing Beasts, is her word and greater.

It has been a very, very long time since Dehya’s been faced with doubt. It’s been even longer since that doubt came from herself.

But with the way this entire thing is going, Dehya can’t help but feel a tiny little sliver of it jam itself right in between her back molars: something she can’t wriggle loose with her tongue to swallow down and away, something she can’t ignore. 

It’s entirely unfounded. It’s over something stupid. It’s legitimately not real. And if she ever told anyone about it they’d think she was crazy and tell her in these exact words, “You’re over thinking this way too much. Like. Too-much-too-much.”


It’s driving her fucking insane is what it is.


Look. There is no reason why a civilian reporter and researcher should be able to be slipping past this many people who are actively trying to work against them. Especially when Dehya, Cyno, and Al-Haitham are actively concentrating on cutting them off.

They took down a corrupt regime that had been building itself up for like, a billion years. They’re the fixers that god herself calls in when there’s a problem she needs handling right-quick and tidy. Dehya has literally gone one-on-one with some of the most powerful and dangerous people alive. She’s fought wenuts with just her fists.

She spars with Candace. She even wins a good ratio of the time.

So what the hell is going on here?

Like, one moment Dehya would think she’s got a pretty solid grasp of things. She’s got the flow of the group pinned down—she’s got an idea of where everyone is and should be, what they’re doing, as well as the pulse and current temperature of the entire party. All will be, according to everything she’s seeing and sensing, well. 

Al-Haitham’ll be right next to her focused on discussing something with one of his people about this-or-that boring Akademiya paper-work review thingy that they’ve got to do when they get back and how it’ll be handled. 

(If Al-Haitham thinks that her hearing about how things work in the guts of the Akademiya is going to make her any warmer on the idea of quitting to join him like he and all her Akademiya-aligned friends keep trying to get her to do, he’s dead-wrong.)

The area ahead of them would look clear of problems—natural or man-made—, she’ll sense or spot Cyno by the little prickle of electro or the dark material of his helm going about his business, and Dehya would be feeling damn good about things.

Then she’ll take a breath to relax her shoulders and close her eyes for just a fucking second and next thing she knows Al-Haitham’s tensing up, whoever he’s talking with is raising their voice and trying to talk faster, Cyno’s elector signature spike in annoyance and warning, and Dehya will open her eyes to see either the reporter or researcher (or worse, both) somehow in arm’s length of them.

It’s fucking unreal.

And when Dehya is hyper-focused, tracking the two pains of this entire expedition closely, it’s somehow worse.

Dehya will be keeping here eye on a flash of color here, or tracking the rise and fall of volume of one of them talking.

And despite her careful tracking of them both, they’ll somehow still just. Appear. 

Dehya is honestly considering calling foul and asking Cyno to do that thing he does where he checks for weird supernatural behaviors. Maybe one of them is possessed by a Jinni. Maybe the researcher from Liyue is actually an adepti in disguise. Wouldn’t it be their luck that Al-Haitham’s got an adepti out for his ass?

The harder Dehya focuses, the greater the shock it is when they somehow manage to just show up. Constant vigilance is doing fuck-all nothing except giving her a headache and messing with her mood.

She can’t tell which is worse: actively trying to pay attention and still getting the jump, or keeping the passive pulse and having them spring up like weasels underfoot.

“Why,” Dehya complained to Al-Haitham once when she was keeping watch while he hurriedly did a quick scrub down inside of her tent with a bucket of cool water from the oasis they had been camped next to, “did you somehow have to attract not only the weirdest of weirdos, but also the ones with actual skills?”

To be honest, the reporter being sneaky and clever at maneuvering through a crowd makes perfect sense. 

Meanwhile, while Cyno had taken his turn with the Al-Haitham guarding duties so Dehya could collect some water for herself for her own wipe down, she found out from some of the others from Liyue that apparently the researcher dabbled in martial arts. And he was a low-ranked member of one of Liyue’s cultivation sects before he decided to pursue a path of scholarly learning instead.

Just everyone’s damned luck.

At this point, Dehya’s developed some really poor habits because of all of this. She’s being conditioned.

She’s almost punched out some poor, innocent people approaching her or Al-Haitham out of instinct just because they had similar hair colors to the researcher or reporter. 

She swears that if she smells anything close to the scent of roses she feels all of her muscles starting to tense. She’s never going to be able to touch perfume or incense or anything using rose again.

(What a relief the trends are going towards citrus now, right?)

This one reporter from Fontaine has single-handedly given Dehya an instinctual violent self-defense reaction to the fucking smell of roses. 

When Candace finds out about this she’s either going to laugh herself sick or scold Dehya until Dehya breaks down. 

She’s definitely going to be holding this over Dehya for the rest of her life. Her and Rahman and pretty much everyone who hears about this, because—bad for Dehya’s reputation or not—Dehya is going to be telling everyone about the kind of shit she’s suffered in the name of friendship. 

This isn’t something she’s going to suffer with grace and keep to herself all nobly. No. Hell no. Forget that.

Dehya’s got to complain about this to someone who isn’t Cyno or Al-Haitham at some point or she’s going to go crazy. It’s just not healthy to keep this kind of thing pent up, you know?

At one point, after Dehya just barely stopped herself from elbowing one of Cyno’s matra who just happened to have a similar haircut to the researcher in the sternum, Al-Haitham was shoved in between Cyno and Dehya like the world’s most precious cargo. 

Currently, all three of them were jammed together in a very small, uncomfortable niche in the stones and sand, probably either looking like idiots or like they are up to some really imaginative stuff. 

(Or it would look like that if anyone would believe that any combination of the three of them had any kind of chemistry.)

They’re not exactly hiding out here. They left in full view of the entire party and Cyno told his matra where they’d be. Dehya can still hear the pack beasts snuffling and lowing from here, as well as the dry sound of people moving around the sand and stone.

They just needed a fucking break to complain to each other.

“Do you think you’ve been cursed?” Cyno asks Al-Haitham in a voice that makes it impossible to tell if he was joking or being entirely serious.

Dehya, heels of her hands pressed against her temples, mutters in response, “Maybe the rest of us are the ones cursed. We’re the ones stuck having to watch this unfold. Did you happen to walk through a ley-line or some ancient Fontaine ruin without noticing? They’ve got all sorts of weird things there. You can breathe under water and I heard a rumor that they’ve got vigilantes and shit. Maybe they’ve got a lust-curse.”

Meanwhile, Dehya’s pretty sure that Al-Haitham’s spent the past several days mentally projecting himself into the halls of the House of Daena or doing math puzzles or whatever nerds with too much brain-power do. His body’s here for people to fight over like dogs, but his brain’s said “Bye”.

As proof of this, Al-Haitham doesn’t answer to either of them. He just closes his eyes with his face tipped towards the evening sky. 

There’s a shift in his jaw. If she had to guess, she’d say he’s chewing on his cheek again. Cyno said that he’d been chewing his lip to hold himself back in Fontaine. But apparently that was too much fuel for the fire so they got his lip healed up by a very nice Melusine, and now Al-Haitham’s been doing his best to keep the habit to inside his cheek where no one can see it. 

The small movement is barely visible in the dark, and the glow of his headphones and their cord dulled as much as possible just in case the researcher and reporter somehow manage to find their way out here.

Why not? They’ve not yet met their daily average of trials of patience.

The only surprise of today—so far—had come in the form of Al-Haitham almost getting ambushed from the reporter on one side while Dehya was busy fending off the researcher on the other. The only saving grace from that situation was that the reporter and researcher saw each other and started going at it.

That means that they’ve got to expect at least one more to hit the lower end of the average, or tomorrow they’ll be hitting the other side of the spectrum and maybe hit a new record for amount of times Dehya’s almost punched someone out on reflex.

The reporter and researcher both showing up to cancel each other out is actually the best possible outcome. So far the two always start sniping at each other as soon as they see each other and Al-Haitham in arms reach of each other, which gives Al-Haitham time to make an escape. 

Thank the gods those two shameless bastards are petty and competitive. Dehya thinks Al-Haitham is right and most of this is no longer about Al-Haitham, and rather about those two competing with each other. Oh, some of it’s definitely still about Al-Haitham. But now pride is involved and the longer it goes on, the more invested they get in winning their shapely-scribed-shape-prize.

You’d think that the preferred situation would be to be handling one at a time, not both. But just like how the rest of this entire situation has unfolded in the messiest, most bizarre ways, the two of those pests coming together’s come around into the unpredictable boon of a guaranteed get-away.

Even if it’s only temporary.

“We could run for it,” Dehya had said to Al-Haitham only two days into this nonsense. They’d been walking up ahead of the group. She walked close, pressing her shoulder against his as she eyed the cliffs on the horizon, plotting a course. “We could beat them out to Aaru Village. Cyno probably wouldn’t come after us, personally. He likes us. We bonded over taking down a corrupt administration and everything.”

“As much as he likes us, he’s loyal to the job. And he likes us enough to show us his petty side,” Al-Haitham pointed out, sounding very disappointed about it after he mulled things over. “Being chased down by the General Mahamatra once in my lifetime seems more than enough. I’d rather not reenact the first go of it without Candace.”

Fair.

Dehya doesn’t think that there would be words to describe the relief of being in Aaru Village, with Candace’s reassuring presence, after this entire gauntlet of endurance.

Aaru Village and the reinforcement of all the aunties and uncles, grandmothers and grandfathers, and nosy kiddos who’ve—over the past few months—more or less decided to give Al-Haitham the same treatment they give Dehya and Rahman and pretty much everyone. Good old fashioned Sumeru aunt and uncle treatment.

They’d lay eyes on Al-Haitham—all exhausted and frazzled—and Dehya—also exhausted and frazzled—and it’d be instant coddling central. They’d barely have to say a single word about what’s going on and the entire village will be up and arms. 

That’s not even counting for Candace, who will definitely be able to put some shame into these people.

Well. Probably. Chances are…a little less than even. After all, the reporter and researcher clearly don’t have any sense of self-preservation.

Alright. If that doesn’t work, Dehya can trust that Candace will at least help smuggle Al-Haitham to safety.

Exactly one day into feeling out and seeing first-hand what kind of bullshit they were dealing with, Dehya went up to Cyno and flat out asked him why the hell she couldn’t just grab Al-Haitham and go.

Al-Haitham and Dehya could easily make it to Aaru Village on their own at a much faster pace. Then they’d get Al-Haitham back to the safety of Sumeru City and under their Archon’s watch.

Surely they didn’t need to prolong this new and unusual form of torture.

Cyno, for all of a minute, did look like he wanted to agree very, very much.

After all, Al-Haitham’s mahamata were well trained and would probably be able to manage themselves on their own. The expedition didn’t truly need Al-Haitham around for anything, and Dehya was only here for Al-Haitham.

But Cyno said no, putting his foot down firmly on that.

“Although I don’t doubt your capabilities to forage and scavenge, and I know that you both can navigate the desert just as well as anyone else, the two of you can’t feasibly carry enough supplies to make the trip by yourselves.” Cyno said, sounding very regretful even as he said it, “Al-Haitham is technically my responsibility and my charge until we return to Sumeru City and conclude this expedition. I cannot in good or clear conscience allow you two to go ahead on your own.”

And then, sounding more annoyed, “Nor do I trust that those two would have the sense not to go rushing off to try and find you, or do something foolish to try and get the rest of this group to hurry after you.”

Now, in the present and fighting down a headache, Dehya has to repeat the question to both of them. “Are you absolutely sure we can’t just make a break for it?”

At the current pace of travel, the group should reach Aaru Village in about two days if the weather holds and nothing goes wrong. Al-Haitham and Dehya, with minimal supplies, could probably make it there in a little under a day. Maybe half a day if they haul ass.

Cyno’s amber eyes close as he tips his head forward, removing his helm to run a tired hand through his hair.

In response Al-Haitham opens his and joins Dehya in examining their general, hoping against reason for the man to reverse his earlier judgement.

“Go,” The General Mahamatra relents, thoroughly exhausted. “Just go.”

-

Al-Haitham and Dehya don’t even bother to stay they night. They grab as much as they can carry—they leave Dehya’s tent as a decoy and because Dehya trusts Cyno to bring her tent back to her in one entirely whole, well maintained piece—and haul ass across the cold, dark sands.

They make it to Aaru Village in record time. Morning has just started to settle in and warm the sands back from bone-white to gold as the village comes into view.

As soon as those outlines of the buildings get into their view Dehya lets out a whoop that comes from the gut, filled with all the joy a person is capable of feeling after like, a week of constant stress, doubt, disbelief, and jump-scares being piled on them.

Al-Haitham, that poor bastard, looks like he might possibly be getting misty eyed. 

Dehya claps him on the back and with a renewed burst of energy they make it all the way to the village, not stopping until they’re at Candace’s house, even as various early-rising aunties and uncles call out to them to find out what in the world’s the rush—Is there another giant robot that needs to be fought or what?

Now, because Candace is Candace, she’s already opening the door before either of them can collapse on her front step.

What does surprise them is that on either side of her are Layla and Madam Faruzan.

The three women immediately grab Dehya and Al-Haitham, hauling them into Candace’s house.

Candace and Madam Faruzan immediately team up to start getting food and water into them while Layla explains the current situation that’s brought them to Aaru Village.

“Listen, kid,” Dehya said very bluntly, very seriously, “I don’t think I can handle more than this one situation at a time.” Dehya puts her hand on Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “Our scribe here is a full time job. He’s practically a life-style. And let me tell you—it’s not one I’m particularly enjoying right now.”

“Of course,” Candace says, half-distracted as she and Madam Faruzan are busy trying to fit as much food on one table as physically possible. And maybe not physically possible.

“Al-Haitham is our situation,” Layla says. And then, looking a little sheepish, she rephrases, “We’re your back up.”

Apparently Nahida heard Cyno, Al-Haitham, Dehya, and probably every other expedition member aside from those pains in their asses calling for help, so she sent in reinforcements.

Or, rather, Cyno wrote to Tighnari. 

Madam Faruzan was still with Tighnari and Collei when the letter arrived. And when she saw the letter, she thought that this was something she had to see for herself, and got on her way. And on her way, she snapped up Layla who was on her way back to the Akademiya.

(“Are your professors going to be fine with your absence?” Al-Haitham asked.

“My professors have met Master Faruzan,” Layla answered. “I don’t think they’ll be holding me culpable for these absences.”)

“How terrible has it gotten?” Madam Faruzan asks. 

“Think of the worst,” Dehya tells her, “and then remember that this is our Scribe that we’re talking about, so give that worst a zap of ley-line misfortune.”

The three other women make doubtful faces.

“Our General Mahamatra,” Al-Haitham said, backing Dehya up properly, “let Dehya and I go two days ahead of schedule.”

Layla’s nose wrinkles in confusion. But Candace’s eyebrows raise in understanding right away.

Madam Faruzan—whether she understands what it meant for the General Mahamatra to concede to letting them out of his sight while Al-Haitham was still his charge or not—put her hand to her chin, narrows her eyes, and says, “Well. Nothing can be done with the both of you looking like a child’s sneeze could knock you down. Candace wasn’t expecting you for a while yet based on the schedule provided for the expedition’s arrival, but Layla and I were going to leave Aaru Village today to go fetch the two of you. Candace, would it be fair of me to assume that these two can take a moment to rest in the room we borrowed? Then the four of us can head back to Sumeru City.”

Now, Al-Haitham and Dehya fully intended on leaving for Sumeru City that same day. 

At the pace they’d made, even after stopping to eat and take a nap, they should’ve been able to make it to Caravan Ribat, then further into the forest, maybe about a third or a halfway through to Sumeru City by the time they’d have to stop and rest for the night. If they wanted to, they could’ve even pushed through the night to make it to Sumeru City’s gates by the next morning. 

But the second they get into that room and in the vicinity of the bed, they both pass out, right next to each other. Dehya doesn’t think Al-Haitham even got his earphones off. Dehya certainly didn’t get her gauntlets off.

Apparently, practicing constant vigilance for a week or so (nearly two months in Al-Haitham’s case) will really take a toll on your body and mind, so much so that you’ll pass out for an entire day. 

Who knew? Someone get that discovery over to the Amurta.

Dehya wakes up the next morning feeling, somehow, worse than when she went to sleep. That’s probably because the only thing she managed to get off were her boots. Her face feels all crusty and gross, and her own tongue feels rank in her mouth.

Al-Haitham is still asleep, looking like he didn’t even move from when he’d collapsed. Layla and Madam Faruzan are on sleeping mats on the floor.

With just a glance outside, Dehya can tell that there’s going to be no traveling today. 

There’s a sandstorm coming in, and based on the time of year and the pattern of the shadows in the distance, if that storm isn’t a big one it’s going to be a pain in the ass by being an inconsistent one—coming and going, coming and going. 

So Dehya gets up, refreshes herself, downs as much water as she can, tells Candace that when the General arrives to tell him have some form of pity on them, then goes back to sleep. She might as well face this well rested. Based on her experience over the past week who knows when she’s going to be this rested again?

When Dehya wakes up again, it’s another day later. 

Al-Haitham is blearily staring out the window, looking much better all around, except for the fact that he looks at her and informs her, “I can see our General Mahamatra glaring at me from here.”

Naturally, Dehya gets up to join Al-Haitham at the window. She can also see Cyno glaring at them as the rest of the expeditions lowly shuffles into Aaru Village. The glare intensifies when Dehya comes into his view.

So Dehya does the only thing she can do: she closes the window shutters.

Cyno finds them an hour later, dusting sand off of his helm as he joins them outside of Uncle Anpu’s house; because with the General Mahamatra joining them they’re a little too big of a gathering to be crowding around Candace’s table. 

Also, Candace doesn’t want dramatics inside of her home. Dehya gets it. She would also be reluctant to invite Cyno, Al-Haitham, Layla, Madam Faruzan, and Candace into her own house when half of them are as pissed as wasps that got kicked.

“That was a waste,” Cyno says flatly to them. “Two whole days and you’re still here? What’s the excuse?”

Candace, gods remembered and forgotten bless her, puts her hand on Cyno’s shoulder. “Peace, General. They came to my doors in a right state. Have a care for our scribe and our sword.”

Cyno turns to look up at her. “And as the one in charge of our scribe for the past month-and-a-half, as well as all of those other people you saw for yourself as you helped them find accommodations, do I not also deserve some measure of sympathy or care?”

“At the very least,” Al-Haitham says, sounding slightly more like himself due to the fact that he’s now talking in full sentences again, “our sword and I will be very well rested for the torture to come. And it will be torture on more familiar ground with all of the advantages that come with it.”

Here, Al-Haitham turns towards Madam Faruzan and Layla, expectant.

And of course, Madam Faruzan delivers, proudly tipping her chin up as she crosses her arms. “Worry not, my junior. While the two of you were asleep, the rest of us brain-stormed a most perfect solution!”

Before anyone can ask what that solution is, Cyno, Dehya, and Candace immediately tense, turning in time to see the researcher from Liyue come into view. Dehya turns at exactly the right moment to see something like victory in the man’s eyes even as Al-Haitham goes tense right next to her.

Dehya reaches out and taps Candace’s knee with the back of her hand. Candace, hums lowly, hydro energy thinly washing out to their entire group in reassurance.

Nothing is going to happen under Candace’s watch. And certainly not in front of Uncle Anpu’s house.

Out of the corner of Dehya’s eye, she sees Madam Faruzan and Layla quickly shuffle around to put themselves in front of and next to Al-Haitham, setting Al-Haitham at the very far back, with his back directly against the wall of the house. Good strategy. The last thing they need is everyone piling up on the side and the reporter showing up on the other.

The researcher comes up, fearless and feckless in a way that makes the idea that he’s of a scholarly sort somehow both entirely believable and also unbelievable at once, smiling blandly at the rest of their party as he helps himself to sitting down with them.

This can’t be how they raise them in Liyue. Dehya swears that every other person from Liyue she’s met had more manners than this. Like, way more manners. So many manners that they seem stuffy.

Cyno and the researcher talk some—Cyno trying to suss out how the hell the researcher found them when he could have sworn that everyone was occupied with eating or resting in their accommodations. The researcher explains that he’d gone for a walk to explore and it was only natural that he’d try to get up high to get the lay of the land.

Imagine his surprise to see so many familiar faces.

The researcher, here, introduces himself to Madam Faruzan, who doesn’t seem surprised to be well known considering she was just in Liyue, herself.

And here is where Madam Faruzan reveals the most perfect plan, as it were.

Dehya’s got her attention split between the researcher and Al-Haitham, who’s doing his best impression of a rock feature. So she doesn’t realize what’s going on until it’s happened.

Madam Faruzan has reached slightly behind herself to firmly put her hand on Al-Haitham’s knee.

“And I’ve heard, of you,” she says to the researcher as everyone slowly turns to stare at her hand on Al-Haitham’s knee, “and your admiration for my wonderful partner here. It’s very good of you to recognize skill and talent when you see it, now haven’t you a good eye? Don’t you agree, our Layla?” She pats Al-Haitham’s knee. 

Al-Haitham, and the rest of them, immediately turn towards Layla for understanding on this.

Layla, in turn, has planted herself right next to Al-Haitham. And then slowly, like watching several pieces of glass falling in slow motion, Layla turns her head to awkwardly rest her cheek on Al-Haitham’s shoulder.

“Yes,” Layla says, not stammering, not backing down at all, golden eyes meeting the researcher’s dead-on in an unshakable gaze that would have Dehya cheering for her any other time. “But it’s good to have Senior Al-Haitham back home with us after so long apart.” She turns to look up at Al-Haitham. “I’ve missed you, Senior. Home isn’t the same without you. All of my friends can tell you’ve been gone.”

Someone give this kid an award for acting, but what the hell is the role she’s acting here?

Dehya turns towards Candace as the last remaining source for sense. Candace, in turn turns to Cyno. Scholars and their insanity are his area of expertise, after all.

Cyno’s eyes flick between the strange tableau of Madam Faruzan, Layla, and Al-Haitham before he mouth silently, “Ah.”

Ah? Ah!? What’s that supposed to mean here?

Madam Faruzan and Layla then proceed to lay it on very thick about how Al-Haitham’s leaving really put them in a bind in regards to their research plans. (What research?) And without him there’s a hole in their lives that they’ve been struggling to cope around. It’s a noticeable damper on their moods and their efficiency. How can they concentrate when they’re worrying about him galavanting about in a foreign land?

“I don’t know how you handle it, General Mahamatra,” Madam Faruzan sniffs, looking very misty eyed as she abruptly drags Cyno into this play, “spending so much time away from your Tighnari and Collei like you do.”

Suddenly, it clicks.

Al-Haitham blinks, Ah.

Candace puts a hand to her temple, Ah.

Dehya turns towards the sky and closes her eyes, Ah.


Scholar family angle. 


That’s the solution they came up with? Really? As though these shameless people are going to be deterred by Al-Haitham having a pseudo-partner-daughter relationship when they didn’t even care about Cyno and Dehya both pretending to be dating the man? 

But at least, now that they all know what’s going on, Dehya, Cyno, and Candace, and even Al-Haitham attempt to play along to try and sell it.

Apparently, it’s true that the three of them are engaging in long-term research together. 

Al-Haitham and Madam Faruzan are of the same darshan, and Al-Haitham’s spent a lot of time working on machine coding. So there’s a lot of overlap between their interests and fields that’s led to them having a solid, healthy, mutually beneficial (these are their words, not Dehya’s) mutually benefitting exchange.

(Why they can’t just say that they’re good friends is beyond Dehya, and it probably wouldn’t have helped this situation anyway. Scholars are just so weird.)

Layla’s often found herself going along with them because she’s working on modifying different machines for observing and recording stars from different angles at different positions and times of day. They’ve both been teaching Layla some tips about things she can do to her machines and helping her with some of her assignments with the proof-reading and pointing her in the direction of useful reference books and documents that aren’t as easy to find now that the Akasha system has been turned off.

The three of them are not as uncommon a sight as most people would think, hanging around the House of Daena, bursting in and out of Al-Haitham’s office, or taking up seats in one of the cafe’s near the Akademiya that caters to students and faculty on a budget (which isn’t Al-Haitham, but Madam Faruzan’s pride will only allow her to get him to pay so many times). 

Madam Faruzan and Al-Haitham are actually in the middle of planning for a joint expedition as soon as Al-Haitham can finish wrapping up the work of the current one he’s just coming back from and any backlog in his office.

“It’s actually very interesting—our findings based on long-distance passive observation are incredibly unexpected considering the available historical records we have,” Madam Faruzan continues, leaning forward with genuine excitement as she explains their research to the man from Liyue, who also looks sincerely and genuinely fascinated as the four nerds talk shop with each other. 

She and Al-Haitham are in the middle of explaining how they’ve been tracking different types of Primal Constructs across the Great Red Sands to observe their behaviors now that different ruins have started to emerge with the easing of the great sandstorm that seemed to be perpetually battering the Hypostyle Desert.

Dehya can almost forget that this guy’s been giving her a jaw-ache from grinding her teeth for the past week. Like, legitimately, he could be just a guy that got swept up into these three’s excitement.

(Except for the three of them are definitely overselling it with how they keep touching each other and the weird emphasis on certain words. It’s weird and stiff and jarring every time Dehya looks over and notices the touching and general close-ness still happening.)

For a moment—one glorious moment—Dehya thinks they can relax for this one. This is going to work.

And when Madam Faruzan concludes her explanation, she declares how incredibly important it is for the three of them to catch up privately, personally. And that they don’t have time for those with ne’er-do-wells, with their ill intentions towards their incredibly wonderful research. Which, surely, this young man is not, as he’s sure to understand the importance of her and Layla’s reunion with Al-Haitham and all of the personal catching up they have to do, and is definitely going to be leaving them well enough alone for all of this, yes?

The Liyue researcher doesn’t miss a beat when he immediately responds by calling Madam Faruzan honored grandmother—which has the woman’s face freezing—, reaching over to take her hand in his own and give it the world’s most condescending pat when he replies that he understands entirely. But surely such a noble and strong bond between family members can take a moment to breathe in the face of a potential new relationship forming.

He says a lot of other things along these lines in flowery language that Dehya doesn’t care to hold onto, because the gist of it is “make way old lady, your time is up”.

Madam Faruzan sputters, red splotches rising up her neck and cheeks as she scowls, flustered as she gasps and starts on the researcher for impropriety.

“The youth of Liyue aren’t this disrespectful to their elders, what sort of boorish back-water spat you out? Who are you to be pretending at being civilized like so, hah? You shameless lout! Aren’t you supposed to be representing Liyue on this exchange? Do you think you’re doing so properly?” Madam Faruzan demands, resembling an agitated Stretchy Anemo Fungus as Al-Haitham and Layla do their best to keep her from unleashing a whirlwind in the scholar’s face. “Where’s your respect for family and tradition at, boy?”

At least this gives Al-Haitham his escape as he and Layla quickly get Madam Faruzan to her feet and quickly drag her inside Uncle Anpu’s house as she huffs and puffs and is barely restrained from blowing the whole village down.

And because they’re living in some poorly scripted stage-play, here is exactly when some Corps of Thirty arrive, having noticed one of their scholars gone missing, and quickly escort the man who looks entirely too smug for someone who’s on the shit-side of several influential people in the country he’s going to be living in for the next few months, back towards where everyone else is.

“What,” Dehya asks Cyno as they go inside Uncle Anpu’s house to make sure the building’s going to be presentable when the man returns later, “did you think was going to happen when you wrote to Tighnari aside from you venting some frustration? Because it definitely wasn’t this.”

“I was hoping that Tighnari would have applicable advice,” Cyno says, the three of them wincing when they realize that they can still hear Madam Faruzan yelling through the clay and brick walls from the back room as Al-Haitham and Layla attempt to talk her down.

Or, at least, Layla’s trying to talk her down. The one clear sentence any of them manage to hear out of Al-Haitham is, “If we can get diplomatic immunity, how much do you think it could excuse?”

“What kind of advice would Master Tighnari have?” Candace asks.

“Tighnari is unexpectedly popular abroad,” Cyno answers dryly. “Sometimes you have to physically beat them off with a stick.”

“Well,” Dehya says, gesturing between the three of them, “between us we’ve got a lot stick shaped things to hit with, except—“

“No diplomatic incidents allowed,” Cyno and Candace finish. Cyno continues, “Tighnari has other methods that aren’t so overt. He’s refined dodging admirers who don’t take a hint into an art form.”

“And did he share any wisdom of this art form with you to share with Al-Haitham?”

The three of them stare at the wall, through which they can hear Madam Faruzan talking about writing to her colleagues in Liyue to tell them of this awful little wretch.

“Either his letter is waiting ahead for me in Caravan Ribat, or he didn’t get a chance to fully respond due to Madam Faruzan.”

“Ah,” Candace and Dehya say. What else is there to say?

“Ah,” Cyno sighs in agreement, before they set their shoulders and go over to untangle their scholars.

-

By the next day when they’re set to depart, apparently word has spread of the scholar family trio of Al-Haitham, Madam Faruzan, and Layla. Whether it was by Madam Faruzan and Layla laying that groundwork to get everyone to play along, or because it’s genuine, is uncertain.

What is certain is that all of the villagers who they pass or come out to wish them well as they leave also help on trying to sell the angle. It’s a village-wide attempt at well-intentioned gas-lighting. Everyone talks loudly and enthusiastically about how well the trio of scholars get along and balance each other out, blah-blah-blah, stuff, going-in-one-ear-out-the-other.

It is not, Dehya has to admit, a particularly hard sell. 

When Dehya thinks about it, this is also the most believable angle they’ve got so far. It barely needed any set up. 

But with the way they’re all piling on together, they’re definitely overselling it—laying it on way too thick—to be honest. They’ve overshot the mark.

The villagers seem really happy and are very enthusiastic about it all. And in the face of that kind of enthusiasm, how can anyone have the heart to tell them to cool it? Especially since Dehya has a feeling that Madam Faruzan went off to complain to some of the other village elders, who would have definitely found equal insult. This is probably more about pride than it is about Al-Haitham for some of them, to be honest.

Unfortunately, it’s just not working. At least, not the way that anyone intended.

Oh, the researcher and reporter both are definitely buying into what everyone’s selling here, despite how weirdly it’s all been set up and shoved into their faces. 

(That’s surprising considering how damn sharp they’ve been about literally everything else, and their supposed ability in their professions.)

It’s just that in the way that everything goes weird when Al-Haitham’s involved, these people aren’t reacting in the way you’d think anyone would react to this kind of thing.

The researcher from Liyue’s fixed on the mindset that he can romance, seduce, or otherwise just pilfer Al-Haitham away from his scholarly family of three. Exactly what that means Dehya’s got no clue and doesn’t want to know.

(Madam Faruzan has complained loudly and at length about this in the less than twelve hours they’ve been here.)

Meanwhile, that morning, the reporter somehow managed to sidle up to Al-Haitham when Dehya was distracted by trying to restrain Madam Faruzan from taking out her bow and bludgeoning the Liyue researcher for his lack of respect, while Cyno was giving his matra a debrief on how Madam Faruzan and Layla would be joining them, and also as they could see and hear they would be handling a brand new chaos storm with their two new additions.

The reporter immediately began to ask Al-Haitham about his home life and what it was like helping as a guiding hand to such a sweet child and assist in the care and work of an elder figure. 

(She asked this looking up at him through her lashes in what Dehya thinks was meant to be a very sultry or seductive way. Dehya’s surprised that Al-Haitham was able to answer. Her voice was pitched so low that Al-Haitham’s sound cancelling would probably have muted her entirely if he wasn’t stuck looking at her directly.)

“It’s a full-time job,” Al-Haitham replied, clearly hoping that she’d get the obvious hint that he didn’t have time for her or anyone else and whatever they were selling, so stop pitching. 

Then to prove the point, Al-Haitham started to go over to help Dehya. Honestly, Dehya appreciated the switch. Al-Haitham’s a lot better at getting Madam Faruzan to chill out than Dehya is. Dehya could face off with the reporter, and Al-Haitham and Madam Faruzan could go hide, and steam and vent. 

Except the reporter followed after him, looking up at him with her face too red for it to be sunstroke or sunburn, and her eyes looking like she was going to burst with something that should definitely be kept behind closed doors and only to consenting parties.

Dehya and Al-Haitham made the switch and by the time that Dehya’s finished dumping the reporter off with a crowd of grim looking Fontainians (who look like they’re ready to physically gag her and then strap her to the back of a Sumpter Beast for a moment of peace) Al-Haitham’s had managed to get Madam Faruzan calm once more.

“So that backfired in ways that make me want to throw up,” Dehya says. “Because based on what that reporter was saying, this is making you more appealing. It’s like. Single dad and filial son allure or something. I think some of the researchers were trying to explain that you aren’t actually Layla’s dad or Madam Faruzan’s son and that’s not how these kind of relationships work, but I think she’s got herself stuck in a fantasy. Foreigners are strange.”

Everyone lets out various groans of exasperation.

Candace, the only one out of them still capable of managing this situation with grace, turns to look at Al-Haitham, “What’s it like being such a great catch?”

Al-Haitham just looks up at her and then turns towards the village, “Do I have an excuse to stay here with Setaria and Rahman while the rest of you leave?”

“No,” Cyno says, sounding very disappointed about it. “Not one that wouldn’t stop those two from deciding to try and stay behind with you.”

“You’re not leaving this mess in my hands,” Candace says to them both, much to everyone’s disappointment. “Not if you want to avoid diplomatic incident.”

“You’re just too much of a hot commodity,” Dehya complains, kicking at his leg. “Have you considered a change in style to tone it down a little? Try making yourself look ugly or something. It can’t be that hard.”

Cyno’s eyes spark with the faintest edge of amusement. “Perhaps you should reconsider not wearing the standard mahamata officer uniform. As unflattering and impersonal as they are, I don’t think the people of Fontaine can handle the kind of skin and figure you expose with your own wardrobe choices. You stand out too much, Scribe.”

Al-Haitham levels them both looks of equal annoyance.

“As pleasant as it is to look at, and as practical as it is for the heat and combat movement,” Candace begins in a voice that says that she’s absolutely one-hundred-percent on-board with the messing-with-Al-Haitham ship here, causing Al-Haitham to turn a look of betrayal upon her, “I think your wardrobe choices are perhaps a little too pleasant for those of different cultures. Look at how they dress, Al-Haitham. They’ve covered up quite a lot. And from the pictures that Layla and Dehya have shown me, both the Court of Fontaine and the people of Liyue favor a much more…altered silhouette. You’ve overwhelmed them with natural form. You’re too much a pleasure for the weaker minded among them to look at.”

Before Al-Haitham can say anything to them Madam Faruzan suddenly perks up. An imaginary light bulb goes on above her head as she slaps her fist against her open palm.

“That’s it!” She turns to Al-Haitham, beaming with a heart full of sincerity. “It’s your outfit! We have to change your clothes to something more modest. Do we have time to get you something before we’re set to depart?” She turns and starts to make her way through the village at speed, “I’ll find out!”

“I’ll go with her,” Layla is quick to say as she jumps to her feet, immediately following after, much to everyone’s relief. Madam Faruzan’s stylistic tastes can be…strange in new and unexpected ways.

Cyno turns back to Al-Haitham, nudging his foot against Al-Haitham’s leg. “Relax, Scribe. It could be worse.”

Al-Haitham turns a look of tired question towards Cyno, too tapped out to say the question out loud. Dehya has to agree. How could this possibly be worse?

“They could be trying to legitimately hire or work with you instead of bed you,” Cyno points out. “Imagine if they did want you for your mind instead of your body. With this kind of shameless enthusiasm? The Sages would finally have competition for getting you to do some work. It would be the most serious threat to your determination to hold fast to your current job yet. You might even end up accepting the post of Grand Sage for real with this kind of threat to your patience at your heels.”

Al-Haitham is very quiet as he considers this. And then, solemnly, he says, “Do not speak such things into existence.”

-

Tignari’s letter was waiting for them ahead in Caravan Ribat, but unfortunately his main tactic was using Cyno and Collei against admirers, and also the subtle and difficult-to-trace use of various mildly-drug-laced smoke pellets and scented oils. 

Clearly that first tactic didn’t work when they tried it using Madam Faruzan and Layla. 

As for the second one—well. Al-Haitham, Cyno, and Madam Faruzan, between them could definitely whip something up. No doubt, no question. 

But no one wants to test whether or not Al-Haitham or Madam Faruzan can be trusted to not do anything…proportional to their current stress levels.

By the time the entire party is in view of Sumeru City’s main gates, Dehya thinks she’s either going to cry—but not like, weepy-cry. She means angry-cry which involves a lot of screaming, punching, and possibly sparking some flames while cursing—or lie down and go to sleep for a month straight. Maybe both.

Al-Haitham literally takes a moment to lean against her shoulder. After spending so much time literally glued to his side, Dehya thinks she can tell just how deeply relieved he is to see home in sight. It’s a relief that goes deep into the gut. A second wind.

It’s the same expression pretty much everyone here has—even the foreigners who just want this to be over so they never have to see these two specific compatriots again outside of a professional setting.

Personal esteems and reputations, Dehya can tell, have changed for the worse by a huge amount over the course of this journey. Letters are going to be let loose like arrows to send all of this gossip back to the homes of the other people who came to Sumeru on this exchange. And she’s not just talking about the people from Fontaine or Liyue. No.

Knowing the Akademiya’s rumor mill and how fast you can get news to spread just by saying something in earshot of an idle aunt or uncle, the entire country’s going to know and have opinions on this incredibly unbelievable series of events that have unfolded over the past few weeks. 

Dehya is and isn’t looking forward to how those rumors start to spread, change, evolve, then come back to bite them all in the ass.

They did some pretty fucking desperate things to keep Al-Haitham’s ass safe.

Nahida better fucking appreciate this. Dehya’s going to ask for pay due to emotional distress or something. She’s definitely heard Lady Dunyarzad say that once or twice while discussing ongoing lawsuits with some of the merchants and suppliers who’re trying to cheat her or worm their way out of their contracts just because they think they could get away with it under her watch.

As the expedition heads off around the back of the city, towards the gate used for larger, official Akademiya expeditions and caravans, a buzzing feeling of anticipation starts to build in Dehya’s shoulders, her teeth.

Is it because she’s so excited for this to be over? Or is it because she’s spent the past couple weeks living in a state of paranoia and vigilance that’s given her a keen new sense for Problem Number Two about to walk straight into trouble?

Dehya needs a vacation. An uninterrupted vacation away from all of these people.

And then, suddenly, Al-Haitham, between her and Layla, shifts. His entire posture seems to change. It’s not relaxing, it’s not tensing; it’s somehow both at once in a way similar to when he’s getting his body loose to jump into a fight, or when he’s comfortable enough to cut loose and sprawl out a little.

When she glances towards him there’s surprise and a whole messy tangle of things that flash in his eyes, which light up the otherwise bland and stone-like appearance his face has taken on as self-defense and self-preservation. It erases the past month and change of extreme exhaustion and stress entirely. He looks like a brand new man.

He looks like a man who’s got his hands on something interesting, something mysterious, something that’s either going to bite him or bless him, and he’s not sure which but by god is he going to find out even if it does come around to kill him.

Dehya’s brand new and sharply honed senses tell her that here’s Problem Number Two not just about to walk into trouble, but run into it head first.

Hey now, Dehya is about to ask, what kind of trouble is that look about?

Then Layla makes her own sound of absolute gut-deep relief and Dehya turns to follow both of their gazes ahead, towards the large, guarded gate that blocks the road that leads straight to the heart of the Akademiya.

Ah, Dehya sighs, relief punching its way out of her. Of course that’s what that look is about.

Ahead of them, at the closed gates which are just now starting to open now that their party is in sight, stands Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar.

There’s the trouble. And what a sight for sore eyes this specific trouble is!

Dehya can’t help but grin.

Master Kaveh stands out from the greens and browns and all of the colors of the earth and sky like a masterpiece. The signatures scarves and cape of his are a blot of rich crimson that leaps to catch the eye. And his hair is a gold and bronze cast that haloes the face. Even as they close the distance, Dehya can imagine the vivid colors of his eyes burning out of his face, all of his attention focused on them to pick up as many details as he can.

All of him stands out in vivid contrast against the backdrop of Sumeru City and its peaceful palette.

And it stands out all the more the closer they get, as Dehya can see the man is clearly pissed. Or at least, annoyed. The man is pacing in a sharp line, the trailing ends of the deep red scarves snapping mid-air with every turn—although his eyes are definitely focused right on them.

He looks like a lion at the end of his patience. Or an aggravated Shroom-kin, super-charged on elemental energy and ready to go.

Dehya can clearly see the downward twist of his mouth, the sharp furrow of his brow, and what promises to be an absolute barrage of complaints, questions, and other commentary ready to be let loose from the sharpness of his gaze alone. 

The closer they get the more wound up Kaveh gets, stopping his pacing as the doors behind him have swung open fully to reveal the wide and neatly paved path deeper into the city. The mostly empty and peaceful looking road home is in sharp contrast to Master Kaveh—who’s presence, standing still, somehow gets louder, bigger, and distinctly more displeased. His arms are crossed and his foot is tapping away, impatience as loudly stated as if he were yelling it or having his little machine project a statement of it right in the air above him.

As soon as they get into reasonable earshot, by some unknown signal Kaveh starts to march forward. At her side, Al-Haitham’s pace quickens to match.

The two are quickly crossing the remaining distance—

“Do you know how long I’ve been waiting here for you? What’s your hold up?” Kaveh demands, his briefcase waking up from where she’d been waiting dormant on the ground to float after him. The machine looks a lot more happier to be seeing them than Kaveh does, as her display switches into a little smiling face with upturned eyes.

In fact, Mehrak speeds up ahead of Kaveh to get to Al-Haitham first. In a series of short chimes and beeps, she begins to try and tell Al-Haitham something. Al-Haitham slows his pace, but doesn’t stop as she follows at his shoulder while he continues forward to meet her master. Al-Haitham turns slightly towards her, apparently understanding whatever she’s saying as he gives her slight nods to show that he’s listening to her.

“And who asked you for your precious time? Not I, surely, as I’ve been absent for the past two months, nor would I dare to request something so clearly valuable and scarce,” Al-Haitham replies to Kaveh. Kaveh immediately rolls his eyes, lip curling up in annoyance. “And the last letter I wrote to you was to say that I’d delivered your letter and gifts to your mother.”

“Another thing for me to take issue with. You’re gone for almost two months and the only message you send back is to tell me that? Of course you delivered it fine, why would that be a question? Why wouldn’t you? Or do you mean to tell me that your abilities might have been below that of a common couriers? Hah!”

As soon as they’re in arm’s length of each other, Kaveh’s hands raise to take Al-Haitham’s shoulders as he narrows his eyes, giving Al-Haitham a long once-over. 

It wouldn’t take a particularly keen eye to see that Al-Haitham’s been having a rough time of it. And Master Kaveh has built his profession and reputation to where they are with the acuity of his.

Kaveh’s eyebrows raise immediately as he steps back.

“As to who sent me,” he says sounding distracted as he continues his assessment, rubbing the hem of Al-Haitham’s cape between his fingers as he straightens it out, “you can thank Lord Kusanali for the fuss.”

Oh good, Dehya thinks as she hangs back to watch Problem Number Two and his Trouble go through their weird ritual of reunion, so Nahida was listening to their complaints as they were going along. And she sent in actual back-up this time. Nice.

“She called me over early this morning and informed me that my classes were being taken over for the day, and to pardon her overstepping, but she had a most urgent matter for me to attend to. For a moment there I really was concerned, you know. And then she said I had to wait here for you. Did she really miss you that much? I can’t imagine why. Can you believe that? Al-Haitham, if it weren’t her doing the asking I think I would have done something incredibly rude.”


“You think?”


“Don’t be a pedant so early in the day. It’s below my pay grade to be waiting to pick you up at the gate like you’re a green behind the ears freshmen, but here I am. What’s it like being god’s spoiled favorite?”

“Well paying. Not that you’d know. You ended up saying yes to her request, despite it being annoying and beneath you, as a favor didn’t you? If you asked for your hourly rate, she’d have agreed easily.”

Kaveh makes a sharp noise of disgust. “It was a favor between friends, who’d ask a friend to pay?”

Dehya did. And Dehya’s absolutely going to be asking Nahida for more on top of it. And Nahida knows it.

“Now what’s wrong with you? What happened to make you look so…” Kaveh’s nose scrunches up as he gestures to all of Al-Haitham. “Squirrelly. Ruffled. Like you put effort into something and it put effort back right at you. All you did was go to Fontaine and let Cyno do the talking while you collected papers. What was so difficult about that?”

“I do wonder what you think my job is, exactly,” Al-Haitham muses. And then he impatiently waves Kaveh’s hands away when Kaveh attempts to continue straightening out Al-Haitham’s travel-worn and mussed clothes, reaching his own out in turn to fix a twist in Kaveh’s scarves from his pacing. “Nothing is wrong, can’t a man be pleased to return home after a time away?”

Kaveh immediately scoffs, rolling his eyes. “You know when you say things like that you sound incredibly suspicious? This is why Cyno had such a hard time believing it when I said that you were actually of decent character. I suppose it’s some sort of talent. Well.” 

Kaveh gives Al-Haitham another once over, concern overpowering irritation for a moment as he raises a hand to Al-Haitham’s face, thumb touching against the edge of jaw, right where Dehya’s been observing Al-Haitham’s slowly chewing his cheek raw. Kaveh softens further as Al-Haitham grasps his wrist, not pushing him away or doing much of anything, really. 

“Alright. We can discuss it some more later. Let’s get you delivered to our Archon first, so you can finish whatever this is up, and then we can go home for real. You really do look like whatever this was did a number on you, for once. I can’t tell if I’m pleased by the noticeable show of effort or not.”

The two of them immediately leave, walking through the gates shoulder to shoulder and moving into a new topic of discussion (Perfume and how popular fruit based scents are getting, which is apparently the gift that Kaveh sent off with Al-Haitham to deliver to his mother in Fontaine).

“Should I be insulted about how ungrateful he is or relieved that I no longer have to look at him?” Dehya asks no one in particular.

Behind her, she hears that the rest of the expedition has caught up and is getting sorted out to be escorted to their various lodgings and accommodations on and off campus, while luggage and their cargo are partially unloaded.

Dehya turns over her shoulder in time to see the researcher and the reporter staring off at Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s backs as they bicker off into the mid-afternoon.

“Why,” the reporter says, arms crossed, expression annoyed—Dehya can’t believe that this woman has the guts to be the one looking annoyed after all of this—, “didn’t he just say he was taken? And of course it was to the most famous architect of the age. I can’t believe he wasn’t bragging about that. I could have gotten an article from that.”

The researcher looks very cross, frowning with disapproval as he shakes his head, clicking his tongue. “The manner of foreigners is very peculiar. What face and time did he think he would save this way? What’s the point in a secret about such a good match? Ah, such a shame. Such a waste.”

And then, without another word, both of them shrug and go off on their way to collect their luggage and splinter off to their assigned groups.

Cyno and Madam Faruzan watch the two go by before moving to join Dehya and Layla in the utterly, stupidly unremarkable ending to what’s been a very long, trying, and unbelievable time of things. Dehya can’t tell if she’s let down by how easy it was or pissed off that this is all it took.

“At least,” Layla says, picking up on how Cyno and Madam Faruzan are clearly feeling the same as Dehya, “it’s over now. Senior Al-Haitham’s free, Master Kaveh’s watching him, and you all made it back in one piece without a diplomatic incident.” 

They turn to look and Al-Haitham and Kaveh are just barely visible as little colorful specks that have apparently stopped to argue with each other.

Dehya points behind them at where the scholars are being divided up by the mahamata. “If this ever happens again, I don’t care if that man,” Dehya points towards Kaveh, “has a paying job with the government educating the future or whatever. I’m dragging him over to handle it.”

“Agreed,” the other three say at once.

Then Cyno, without turning to look at the rest of them, says, “I’ll finish things up here. If you’re not sick of the company yet, do you want to meet at Lambad’s for a late lunch? Drinks on Lord Kusanali.”

Madam Faruzan’s eyebrows raise, bemused as she turns towards the man, arms crossing, “And with what authority do you have to say that, our General Mahamatra?”

Cyno pulls a small, but still filled, coin purse from a pouch at his waist. “The remains of the expedition’s budget that were set aside for unexpected circumstances are entirely under my purview to use as I see fit.” He turns towards them. “I deem it not only fit, but fair. And I’ll be off duty as soon as I sign these ones off. Lord Kusanali would understand, and most likely encourage, a small delay in my personal reporting into her. I’m sure that she’ll be plenty occupied with the Grand Scribe’s in-person report for now.”

Before anyone can question it, they all blink at what feels like a puff of freshly cut grass being blown directly into the face. A blessing and an encouragement, laced with something like apology and also laughter, all in one.

Ah, they all think as they blink away the feeling, that’s a yes.

”I’m ordering the most expensive things Lambad has on menu right now,” Dehya decides as Madam Faruzan nods enthusiastically, and Layla somewhat less enthusiastically. “The country owes it to me. And the next time Nahida asks me for a personal favor someone remind me of the hangover I’m about to give myself from agreeing to doing this one as a reason why I should think twice, charge triple, and go into ready to, probably, die.”


Notes for the Chapter:- As-salamu alaikum: Arabic greeting, with a meaning like “Peace be with you”.





