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The moment that Tighnari steps into Lambad’s he feels the fur at the back of his neck raise, ears at alert. There’s something wrong in a way that’s distinct from the way that there’s usually something afoot in Sumeru, and how all of that seems to condense into the perfect storm in Sumeru City.

In the land of scholars, something being wrong or off is not unusual. 

In fact, something going awry is usually part of the testing process. Tighnari knows he’s purposefully chosen some alternative methods that have taken him through some rough roads in order to fine-tune a process or test a specific hypothesis before.

If the only theories and hypotheses you test are the easy, safe ones, you’ll never really discover the full scope of a topic, after all. And if you aren’t testing the boundaries of your research, then can you really say you’re doing any research at all?

If there was ever a time when all things were perfectly at peace then it was before people lived on this land. Of this Tighnari is entirely sure.

But what is it, Tighnari wonders as he scans Lambad’s, that’s got all of the instincts he’s honed over years of untangling the messes of people with more ambition than sense warning him about further progress?

He can’t see or hear anything obviously wrong. It was a normal walk up to Lambad’s, and the crowd upon entering is about what he’d expect for this time of the evening.

Just from stepping into Lambad’s, Tighnari picks up the disgruntled complaints of a party to the left by the windows about a deadline that got moved up and how they’re definitely not going to make it and how unfair and arbitrary the move-up date was. To Tighnari’s right he can hear servers shuffling dishes to be brought out from the kitchens, quickly double checking with the kitchen staff on which is which and if the requested adjustments to the dishes were made.

As Tighnari moves deeper into the building he can hear Lambad, himself, taking an order from one of the wait staff and calling it back to the rest of his kitchen who echo it back to him. 

Tighnari smells all of the things he’s used to smelling in Lambad’s: the spice, the melting and rendering fat at the spit, the smoke of the coals, the traces of tea and coffee at the great pots kept warm. He smells the layers of incense that burn from braziers hung from the ceiling. He smells the scents of Sumeru City, caught and gathered into the clothes of the people crowded around tables and passing hookahs and dishes, pouring out tea or wine.

Everything as it normally is, without a single detail straying too far beyond acceptable tolerances.

So what is it exactly, Tighnari has to wonder as his eyes scan over the crowd, hand raised to wave at Lambad as Lambad points him up towards the second floor, that’s got him feeling like he’s about to walk into something incredibly ill-advised? Something that’s going to make him, later on, point back to this moment of wariness and go, “I should have known better. I did know better.”?

As far as Tighnari knows, there’s nothing new or strange going on in Sumeru City aside from its normal newness, its normal strangeness, that’s only developed itself further as they’ve explored a world with dreams and lords of dreams and without the Akasha.

When Collei had earlier passed him the invitation from Cyno to meet up tonight, Collei didn’t mention anything being amiss. Cyno’s note was a regular note—a little rushed in the writing, maybe, but that’s normal enough for Cyno on the job. 

Cyno had also mentioned Al-Haitham and Kaveh joining, and most everyone else they’ve come to know in Sumeru City being absent for the evening. It would be the just the four of them.

As Tighnari climbs the stairs and gets his first glimpse of the slightly less crowded second floor his eyes automatically move towards the direction his ears focus towards a specific table, around which familiar voices come from.

It is only upon gaining visual cues when he turns towards the familiar voices that Tighnari understands why instinct suddenly went on such high alert. And as he recognizes the reason for the instinct, he immediately wishes that he cancelled showing up tonight after all. 

He even had a good excuse.

He’s spent the entire day helping Sage Naphis re-organize records that Tighnari had sent over through the Akasha over the past several years detailing the changes in Avidya Forest. 

Now that the Akasha has been shut down, the documents had to be recreated. Thankfully, Tighnari and his Forest Watchers had their physical notes and journals to recreate most of the records from, and Master Naphis was able to supplement them with some of the other physical records they managed to have saved.

Most of the more recent records had already been worked on, but part of Sumeru’s ongoing series of shifts and changes included increased cooperation with other nations. 

Master had received a request from the Court of Fontaine, asking for access to records of the Avidya Forest Watcher’s work on regulating the Avidya Forest without exerting too strong a hand, hoping to turn the same methods onto restoring or at least helping along some of the areas of Fontaine that were ravaged by the mass flooding that had covered the entire country a few short months ago.

Of course the priority for helping their neighboring country with such a disaster shot the archiving and sorting of the Forest Watcher records right up the priority list. A group from Fontaine is due in sometime this week to collect as many of the records and start going through them in order to coordinate further assistance and future exchanges.

Master excused him to meet with his friends, refusing to hear Tighnari’s protests about leaving so much work to be done.

“We have the bulk of the hard part done, now all that’s left is the clean up. This is what I have assistants for, Tighnari. Besides, it is not as though I’ll be staying here overly long, either,” Master said. “And it’s rare enough for you to be able to carve out a chance to meet with your friends as it is. Let me have a chance to catch up with your Collei, who’s probably in the House of Daena trying to puzzle over something as we speak. It’s good for the two of us to talk because then we can share stories about you.”

Tighnari let himself be convinced away from the unfinished work too easily. The thought of Master and Collei having time to with each other in each other’s capable and warm hands made him too relaxed.

The warning sign that Tighnari didn’t realize was a warning sign until he lay eyes on what is definitely going to be a situation is that when he entered Lambad’s, among the system of smells and sounds at play, he did not hear Kaveh’s voice.

Which wouldn’t have been too alarming if Kaveh weren’t present to speak. 

But Tighnari knew that considering the time of evening, Kaveh would have definitely gotten there before he did. And if he wasn’t going to show up Cyno wouldn’t have said he would in his earlier note. Granted, there was the possibility that he could have gotten incredibly busy like Tighnari did, but it’s unlikely he would have cancelled so last minute.

Kaveh has a very particular methodology for when he does and doesn’t cancel social meetings. As tonight would be the first time that the four of them have been able to gather for longer than a few minutes outside of work in several weeks, chances of Kaveh cancelling were slim. 

So in the back of Tighnari’s mind he knew that the three of them were already there and waiting for him to round out the table of four. If Kaveh did actually cancel that would be a whole different bucket of knots to untangle.

As Kaveh was supposed to be there, Tighnari’s subconscious mind also knew that Kaveh’s voice should have been part of the sounds his ears would have picked up as he entered Lambad’s. After all, between the three waiting for Tighnari to arrive, Kaveh’s voice had the statistically higher chance of being the one he caught first as Kaveh’s the one most likely to be already speaking. Between the three, Kaveh was the one most likely to pick up the conversational thread and carry it until Tighnari arrived.

Except it’s Cyno and Al-Haitham who are the ones talking, sounding rather engrossed in a discussion regarding Professor Cyrus’ branching out of growing vegetables to now trying to grow a fruit tree.

“You see, the humor comes from the reference of using the word branching,” Cyno is explaining as Tighnari finishes the ascent to stand on the second story to fully survey the situation before him.

Al-Haitham is nodding, seated across from Cyno and next to Kaveh at a table near a cracked open window. 

Appetizers have already been ordered and it looks like a bottle of wine is opened and poured.

None of the three have made very much progress through the dishes. Tighnari would need to get closer to confirm how much anyone might have drank. 

But from this distance Tighnari can reasonably state that Kaveh has not drank very much. He also hasn’t eaten very much, if at all. What little of the appetizers he’s put onto his plate are just being listlessly pushed around. Kaveh’s staring down at the table, his temple resting against the heel of his hand as the other two appreciate the versatility of language like the complete weirdos they are. 

Cyno does push a platter of panipuri towards Kaveh, but Kaveh slides it towards Al-Haitham instead.

Somehow, Tighnari does not think that Kaveh’s dark expression and lack of appetite are coming from Cyno and Al-Haitham’s incredibly unique form of bonding and getting along. 

At least, not this time.

If that were so, Kaveh would be rolling his eyes and cutting in to explain to them why not all forms of humor need to be explained. Cyno would then point out that he was explaining it because a Haravatat was present and he thought that Al-Haitham would enjoy an in-depth examination of the word-play, and that if Tighnari were there to hear it he would also appreciate the thematic weaving of botanical elements. Kaveh would protest that it seems too much to refer to it as thematic weaving, so on and so forth.

Tighnari should have been hearing back-and-forth of this sort the second he walked into Lambad’s, at which point, upon getting them into eyesight and reasonable talking distance he would interject to side with Kaveh for a little so he wouldn’t feel too bullied, then switch to siding with Cyno or Al-Haitham if they came up with an interesting enough alternative argument to experiment on.

That’s clearly not what’s happening here.

Tighnari doesn’t know what’s happening here and what isn’t fully known is a danger to be handled with caution and appropriate care. Unfortunately, Tighnari doesn’t have the information needed to asses the threat level he’s about to walk into. And getting that information would require he walks right into it.

It’s a really conundrum. 

Kaveh staying quiet while also being awake and also not inebriated, pushing his food around like this is some entirely new variation of trouble that Tighnari had not yet encountered in this specific context. 

Part of him is weighing the merits of turning around and seeking out Collei and Master Naphis to see what kind of embarrassing stories they’re exchanging about him so that he can find out about what kind of story this will turn to after the fact. Or does he have the energy to commit to stepping into the story as it’s unfolding?

Before Tighnari can commit to a strategic retreat and group, Al-Haitham glances over and spots him.

Now, here, Tighnari knows he still has a chance to retreat. Tighnari’s let Al-Haitham slide and get away with enough that Al-Haitham would return the favor. In fact, Al-Haitham’s gaze is already purposefully turning away from him, giving Tighnari the perfect chance to step backwards and jog back down the stairs.

But upon spotting Al-Haitham’s attention diverting from a truly detailed discussion of wordplay, Cyno also looks over and that’s when Tighnari knows that he’s now part of the situation, whether he wants to be or not.

Well. It can’t be worse than a country-destroying, people-decimating conspiracy, right?

Cyno stands to give Tighnari access to the wooden bench.

Tighnari narrows his eyes at the seating arrangement which would conveniently for Cyno and Al-Haitham, allow them to get up and leave, while Tighnari would be blocked in across from Kaveh and next to the window. 

Tighnari takes the seat, catching a glimpse of Mehrak’s metal frame underneath the table as he sets his own belongings down next to her.

As though he were waiting for Tighnari—and he probably was—, as soon as Tighnari’s settled down, his tail neatly arranged on the bench and over his own lap, Kaveh announces to the table, “I have a headache and I think these two are actively gaining health benefits from watching me suffer through it. Is that possible? Some sort of psychic parasitism?”

The window, Tighnari decides, would be a somewhat embarrassing escape route but it’s certainly a viable one. And he’s certainly had to do stranger things in the name of preservation. Considering the company, Lambad would probably be forgiving of any mess made if Tighnari takes that route.

Tighnari reaches forward, tipping Kaveh’s cup towards himself to see it’s completely full and the contents are only water. There’s also a small teapot on Kaveh’s side of the table. Tighnari flips the lid open and catches a whiff of chamomile when he brings the lid to his nose.

“Eating usually helps with headaches,” Tighnari reminds him, causing Cyno to once again—pointedly—push one of the platters towards Kaveh.

“Feeding me only feeds the headache right now,” Kaveh says, pushing his entire plate over to Al-Haitham, who switches it out with his own emptied one. 

At least whatever’s bothering Kaveh this time doesn’t seem to be an Al-Haitham problem, too. If that were so, Tighnari would climb over Cyno to get away. That’s the last thing he needs right now, a Kaveh and Al-Haitham problem. 

Al-Haitham’s eating fine, though, and in Tighnari’s experience with the both of them, appetite being the first thing to go is a symptom they both share when under pressure.

“So you’re just going to sulk about it?” Tighnari asks, replacing the teapot lid and going to get  his own food from the remaining dishes.

“I’m attempting to think about solutions to my problems, but I’m at the end of my rope for things I can feasibly do by myself. And isn’t it just my luck that these two are of no help to me in the matter?” Kaveh sends a dark glower at both Cyno and Al-Haitham before he turns his gaze back down towards the table. He pinches the bridge of his nose. “They’re enjoying the situation too much to be of any real help. From the one I can expect it, from the other I can only say that the first is a terrible influence.”

“In light of recent events,” Cyno says in his own defense, “and considering the severity of all of the other situations we’ve dealt with in the past several months, your current troubles being what they are, are something to be at least a little amused by. How often is it that a problem one of us has isn’t one that impacts the state of the nation as a whole? Such a low-stakes situation is something to be somewhat grateful for, even if it’s causing so much grief. It’s a sign of a return to normalcy. Forgive me for enjoying it for the moment.”

Kaveh’s face screws up, “Alright. Very noble. Very well spoken. Yes, we can all appreciate the fact that my current issue is the worst thing any of us currently has on our plate and it isn’t even on the verge of a misdemeanor. But we can also try to figure out a way to get it off of my plate, too.“

“And your cause for amusement?” Tighnari asks Al-Haitham. “Or is it actually the simple fact of simplicity that you’re savoring, like Cyno is?”

“No,” Al-Haitham answers immediately and unrepentantly. “The situation is just entertaining to watch unfold. Besides, if he’s kept occupied by this then he doesn’t have time or energy to be causing more trouble with other things.”

Kaveh raises his head to flick the hand he was leaning on, brows furrowing deeper onto his face as he asks to the table, to himself, to the world, “I just don’t understand how I got into the situation. What’s the appeal here? What’s the end-game? It makes no logical sense!”

“The appeal of what? End-game of what?”

Kaveh looks up to Tighnari, a familiar expression that’s a hybrid of weary and chagrined playing across his face. “I feel like I ought to at least give you the chance to refuse getting involved. The illusion of choice and all. You probably don’t actually want to know.”

“You really don’t,” Al-Haitham agrees.

“It’s very polite of you to give me that option, but I can’t help but notice that Cyno and Al-Haitham have us against the wall, leaving the both of them in prime position to escape at will and leave me here with you. If you all think I won’t use a window to get where I need to go then you’ve somehow forgotten who you’re talking to.” 

Tighnari reaches over to open said window wider. Cyno immediately reaches out and grasps the juncture of Tighnari’s shoulder and neck, drawing him back. Underneath the table, Tighnari hears Mehrak power up and reach out to grasp his ankle.

Yeah. That’s what Tighnari thought.

“Alright,” Tighnari says as Cyno pushes a different platter—this one of battered and fried mushrooms and vegetables—towards him that the three of them clearly saved for his arrival. “I’ll bite—Yes, Cyno, I’m also going to have a bite, we can move past that obvious one. You and Al-Haitham can appreciate the versatility of language on your own time.—what’s the problem?”

-

Cyno is right in that there’s something novel about one of them having a problem that’s stressing them out so strongly be something that’s actually so incredibly minor. The problem doesn’t even touch against any laws—at least, not yet it doesn’t. There’s certainly room for it to get to that point, but it’s not there yet.

And while it’s not at that level of severity, Tighnari will be enjoying the novelty of it just like Cyno and Al-Haitham are.

The problem, Kaveh informs Tighnari, is that he has an…admirer. A very enthusiastic admirer.

“This is not new,” Tighnari points out. “You have enthusiastic admirers by the dozen. There’s a fan club. On your last birthday they sent your office a potted plant and receipts for donations to the current charities you’re supporting. You took a week to write them a thank you note because you weren’t sure how to address it.”

“This is different. This isn’t admiration based on my accomplishments, or my philosophies, or my works and deeds. I’m not talking about a group of people who’ve decided that they’ve been inspired by my work and adapting to my example of deeds as a direction to follow. I’m talking about…”

Kaveh’s face swings between its normal tone to such an alarming shade of red, bordering on puce, then rapidly draining to being so pale he looks ashen, then back to puce again in such quick succession that Tighnari immediately understands the source of the headache.

“What? What are you talking about?”

Kaveh ducks his head, lowering his voice as he hisses out, “The other type of admirer! The… you know.” He flounders for a moment while Cyno and Al-Haitham watch him work himself up to finally whispering, as though he were sharing some embarrassing and lurid secret, “Romance and. Ah. All the things that tend to go hand and…hand with such things. Like. A paramour. Lovers.”

“That’s it?” Tighnari says, disappointed despite himself. “Your problem is that someone wants to date you? I hate to be the one to break it to you, but you’ve got plenty of those sort following after you, too, and I’m sure some of them are in your official fan club.”

Tighnari then turns to Cyno and Al-Haitham. “How is this funny? Alright, it’s funnier than some of your puns and what you think are quippy comebacks.” Cyno and Al-Haitham both look their version of affronted. “But I don’t think it’s funny enough to warrant you all letting it string along like so.”

Al-Haitham and Cyno, inexplicably, both turn towards Kaveh, expectation clearly on their faces. Expectation for what, Tighnari can’t even begin to guess.

Tighnari can’t believe that prior to this, he and Kaveh both thought that Cyno and Al-Haitham wouldn’t get along.

Kaveh closes his eyes, pressing his hands to his face, voice muffled as he says something that might be a curse or could be a prayer, these days such things could go either way. Then he drags his hands down just enough that he can dig his fingertips into the inner corners of his eyes, mouth still covered when he says, “Tighnari. I think I’m going to have to tell you every excruciating detail of my past week. You aren’t understanding.”

(“Do I want to understand?” Tighnari asks, weary.

“Are you a son of Sumeru?” Cyno and Al-Haitham return, causing Tighnari to turn and wave for one of Lamad’s servers to come over and get real food and drink. He’s going to need it.)

It started about five days ago, when Kaveh was helping some of the older professors at the Akademiya with moving equipment and records around in the Kshahrewar’s main halls to make room for the machines being brought up from long-term storage. He’d volunteered to do it because it was the only time in his and the other professor’s schedules where they could talk, outside of formal meetings, and Kaveh had quite a lot of things to talk about. 

Shocker.

Anyway, as Kaveh was doing that he got roped into helping one of the professors return some materials to the House of Daena. In the process of doing that, Kaveh also went to take a quick look through the stacks to see what new things had been added to the rapidly growing fiction section of the library.

While there he ran into a foreigner from Fontaine who seemed to be having a strong bout of home-sickness and was having a rather miserable time trying to hide in one of the House of Daena’s multiple little nooks to whether it out.

No stranger to home sickness, Kaveh felt rather sorry for the man and offered him a handkerchief and a sympathetic ear.

Big mistake.

The homesick stranger took a strong liking to Kaveh and the two of them fell into a conversation that Kaveh, inexplicably, couldn’t draw himself out of. In fact, the two of them were no longer inside the House of Daena at that point, but in the entryway to the Akademiya as Kaveh kept trying to excuse himself.

Kaveh finally managed to get away, but only after being given an over-exuberant hug. Getting hugs was not, exactly, an irregular experience for Kaveh. Especially from people he’d just lent an ear or shoulder to while they were low in spirits. 

It’s just that usually the people going in for the hug at least ask him first, and if they don’t it’s because they’re under waist-height. Because they’re children and Kaveh can pardon the breech in space when it’s children.

Anyway, Kaveh stood at the entrance of the Akademiya for everyone and god to see, being hugged by a stranger who sounded like he was once more on the verge of tears as he proclaimed Kaveh to be a gentleman of utmost class.

Kaveh warily patted his back, half-heartedly expressing his thanks and demurring, while trying to step back. Meanwhile, everyone coming and going was rubber-necking the situation to the point where a group of Rtawahist Dasturs who were heading into the Akademiya for an early shift (not much studying of stars to be done at just past four in the afternoon, after all) were gawking and staring so much that they ran straight into the Corps of Thirty guard stationed at the entrance to the Akademiya. The guard had also been preoccupied with staring at Kaveh being hugged and cried on.

The entire group went down with a loud crash that echoed through the hall and gave Kaveh his chance to finally escape, but not before the hug took a turn Kaveh didn’t like when hands started drifting towards places hands shouldn’t be drifting.

Kaveh might have escaped the hug, but he did not escape the man. 

The man proceeded to follow Kaveh around the rest of the day, until Kaveh managed to lose him walking through the crowded streets of the Grand Bazaar as the rest of Sumeru started to get off of work and take to their evening shopping and relaxing.

To be clear, before that point, Kaveh did flat out tell the man that his advances weren’t just unappreciated, but were found to be distasteful and annoying.

“I’ve never met anyone like you before,” the man claimed.

(“Cliche, much?” Tighnari can’t help but comment, nose wrinkling.

“Very much,” Al-Haitham and Cyno both agree.)

“Look here,” Kaveh had said, working on keeping at least an arm’s length between him and the other man and well aware of the stares that they were getting. “You can’t just start acting like this with anyone who lends you a sympathetic ear. Sympathy and empathy are not inherently signs of attraction or interest. And if you think they are then maybe that’s the reason why it’s so rare to come your way. Have you considered that?”

(To this, Tighnari, Al-Haitham, and Cyno can only nod in agreement. Kaveh pauses in his telling of things to Tighnari to turn to Al-Haitham and say, “This is not a reason to never show sympathy or empathy.”

“No,” Al-Haitham agrees. “Nor did I say it was. In fact, I’ve been silent this entire time. Why are you putting words in my mouth?”)

The man did not consider Kaveh’s rather salient point, and did not consider Kaveh’s express lack of interest.

Kaveh got much more blunt than this. Kaveh flat out said no, although he was still polite about it. And then he said no again, but more firmly.

Then finally, Kaveh said no as bluntly as possible by channeling his inner-Al-Haitham to put an extra sharp sting into it that would hopefully leave an impression of anything but sympathy and empathy or general politeness.

(“You couldn’t have done it very well if he’s still causing you problems almost an entire week later,” Al-Haitham points out, very reasonably.

Cyno shakes his head. “The two of you have known each other for this long and you can’t do a passable imitation of him?”

Kaveh presses his fingers to his eyebrow to try and stop it from twitching right off of his face.

“The point of this entire thing is sailing right over your precious, thick-skulled heads on purpose. In fact, you’re both actively ducking and dodging to avoid the point.”)

Kaveh finally made his escape to meet up with Senior Faruzan and Layla, where he told them about the entire thing and thought they could all laugh it off as a one-time thing. 

But no, now here they are, several days later, and it’s only gotten worse.

According to some other people (not Al-Haitham or Cyno) who’ve weighed in on the situation, it’s possible that this is part of the culture in Fontaine. Playing hard to get is a form of courtship in Fontaine.

So Kaveh’s no is a no is a no, through some form of cultural misunderstanding is transformed in this man’s mind to a no is a no is a yes.

“No,” Tighnari refutes instantly, affronted on behalf of all of the people from Fontaine he’s ever met, “it absolutely is not a form of courtship in Fontaine. Who are you talking to?”

“It really isn’t,” Cyno and Al-Haitham agree, absolutely content and settled in their roles as a peanut gallery and chorus.

“Well tell that to this guy!” Kaveh hisses, throwing his hands up in frustration. “I don’t know how else to explain what’s going on. What other reason can there be? It’s the only conclusion that makes sense, even if that sense is poor. No, really, do tell that to this persistent burr of a man I’ve got stuck to my shadow. I need all the help I can get at this stage. And the current help I’ve managed to get clearly isn’t cutting it.”

“What’s his name, this burr and thorn? I’m not going to listen to this entire story with you calling him the man or the guy.”

Kaveh instantly groans, putting his head back into his hands once more.

The chorus at their sides immediately look very pleased. Cyno rests his cheek on the back of his palm, leaning onto the table as Al-Haitham’s eyes crinkle at the edges. The two of them look like a pair of very smug cats who’ve just knocked over every item of value in a house. No wonder Kaveh was so miserable when Tighnari arrived. 

“Tell him the name,” Cyno says.

“It’s reasonable that such a prominent problem that you’re speaking of so often gets referred to by name,” Al-Haitham prompts.

“I don’t know if this is his actual name,” Kaveh begins, which is already a bad sign.

“Never mind. It’s not that important compared to getting this entire story told and over with.”

“He said,” Kaveh continues, ignoring Tighnari’s attempts at knowing less, “that. For me. Just for me. Apparently. I could call him by the special name that all of his most.” Kaveh stops, expression contorting like he’s just been forced to lick wood varnish. The twitching has started up on his eyelid again. Kaveh pins the twitching muscle down with his fingers. “He said that just for me, he would permit the use of the name that his most intimate of friends and family use.”

“Go back to calling him that guy. For my sanity, at least.”

“He said to call him Dickie.”

Now it’s Tighnari’s turn to put his face into his hands, ears pressing flat against his skull. Cyno pats his shoulder. It does not feel very comforting.

“I need new friends. You all know that I come to see you all like this to relax with you, not get tension headaches. I get enough of that at work.”

“Do you want me to ask Lambad for more chamomile?” Cyno asks at the same time Al-Haitham says, “I’m going to ask Lambad for harder liquor. Any specific requests?”

“For Kaveh to skip to the end where he tells me that this is all resolved as of today and we won’t be hearing anything else about his new Dick.”

Oh, no wonder Cyno and Al-Haitham are having such a fantastic time with this.

“Do not,” Kaveh snarls, glowering at Tighnari. “Do not.”

As more food comes out along with the stronger liquor, Kaveh continues to relay the ongoing story of how things have escalated over the past few days, much to Kaveh’s—and everyone who’s had the misfortune to watch the spectacle unfold—disbelief.

The next day, as Kaveh was walking into the Akademiya to get ready for his morning class and to finish up some of the things he had left by the wayside when he left the day before while trying to escape the consequences of his good deeds, he was greeted by his new Dick and a giant bouquet of flowers.

Now, the reason Kaveh didn’t turn around and immediately leave to find one of the more secure back-entrances to the Akademiya to make a much quieter entrance is because of two reasons.

Reason the first, the bouquet of flowers was so large, so over-the-top, that Kaveh couldn’t actually see Dick (Kaveh has been refusing to refer to the man as Dickie.) behind it. Kaveh saw it from a great distance and thought that someone had either fucked up incredibly badly, or that someone was about to have a spectacular morning.

Reason the second, by the time Kaveh got close enough to the bouquet to start picking out the individual details of the flowers, Kaveh was also close enough and standing downwind of it. And wasn’t he incredibly lucky that this specific combination of flowers was just the right combination to trigger a bout of extremely violent allergies right then and there?

(“You’re a son of Sumeru with a dendro Vision, how can you have allergies to pollen?” Tighnari asks.

“I don’t know! I’ve never had allergies before! I didn’t think it was possible either!”

“Of course it’s possible, anyone can be allergic to anything. I mean it’s incredibly unlikely.” Tighnari scowls. “Statistically speaking, people with bloodlines from the Dharma Forest side of the Wall of Samiel have adapted to have a much higher tolerance to pretty much every type of pollen. And allogenes have been proven to have various degrees of resistances to their own element. It’s why Cyno doesn’t have nerve damage and why Dehya isn’t constantly going around with fresh burns.”

“His resistance couldn’t handle the romance of Fontaine, apparently,” Al-Haitham comments dryly. “It looks like Kaveh is rejecting Dick on more than one level.”

“I am in physical pain right now.”)

Some of the flowers, Kaveh explains, were express service couriered overnight from Fontaine to Sumeru—

(“Logistically speaking that’s impossible. Not even Cyno can do that kind of thing overnight. Cyno stop thinking about it. Al-Haitham, you also stop thinking about it. I’m not saying that to give you two a challenge. The two of you need to stop hanging out with each other when the only person around to keep you two focused is Nahida.”)

—while others were Fontaine-specific cultivars that were only sold at high end floral shops around Port Ormos and the luxury side of Treasure’s Street. 

In fact, Kaveh would later find out after being discharged from the Bimarstan from the gossiping of the aunties and uncles on the way home that his new Dick had bought out all of the florists for those specific varieties of flowers. And the entire time he was excitedly pondering over how well they would be received.

Dick did not mention Kaveh by name when he was doing this wondering, but upon being questioned about it the answers he gave could have led to no other unfortunate name.

(“One bouquet cannot be that big.”

“Tighnari,” Cyno says, putting a hand on Tighnari’s arm. “Let him finish before you jump in to pick apart the story. He never specified that it was one bouquet.”

“He might have avoided that emergency Bimarstan trip if it was,” Al-Haitham muses.)

Kaveh managed to get away from receiving the bouquet and Dick’s advances that morning because he practically sneezed himself into unconsciousness, at which point he was rushed inside the Akademiya by some extremely concerned students who were also on their way in. 

With clear air and a lot of distance from that first bouquet, and with the help of the students, Kaveh got to his offices. By the time he got there he was no longer out of breath and seeing spots, but he was incredibly dizzy from the sudden onslaught of allergies.

Said allergies immediately reared their vicious heads as soon as the door to his office opened.

The bouquet was really only the the tip of Dick’s figurative iceberg.

The incredibly over-enthusiastic Dick had sent enough flowers to Kaveh’s office that it looked like they had opened a door straight into an overgrown field.

Kaveh caught one glimpse of the horrific pastel scene and felt immediate alarm because who the hell brought these into his office anyway? It’s a shared office with three other temporary professors! Where did all of their stuff go?

Then all coherent thought was knocked straight out his skull along with the breath in his lungs as Kaveh caught a breath of the room full of flowers.

Whoever had arranged the profusion of flowers around the office had thought to crack open the tiny window to ventilate the room. Unfortunately, the wind was blowing into the room, not out of it, and that meant as soon as the door opened, the heavy perfume of all of those flowers was immediately blown straight into Kaveh and the student’s faces.

That time, it was not just Kaveh who went down, but three of the other students who all got light headed—one of them fainting away into dead weight, causing Kaveh who had been leaning on their shoulder to almost go down with them.

The entire group of them got hurried off to the Bimarstan while specialist cleaners from the Spantamad were sent to the office to get rid of all of the flowers, make sure there was no residue left, and to double-check just-in-case if there was anything untoward going on in terms of possible drugs, inhalants, or other unsavory elements.

Kaveh was only just able to get to his morning class, which he eventually ended up switching to a student-led discussion because traces of the flowers were sticking to his clothes—and he had started getting hives on top if it all—and there was also a third much smaller delivery of flowers waiting in the classroom.

Kaveh had Mehrak take those flowers out, but Kaveh and several other students spent most of the class breaking into abrupt sneezing fits, complete with watery eyes that made them all look like they’d been bullied to near-death.

Kaveh couldn’t get out of the Akademiya sooner. By then his hives had become a full blown rash underneath his clothes. 

Unfortunately, as soon as he did leave, his Dick was waiting for him.

Fortunately, it was to apologize. It was a sincere and very heartfelt apology, in which the regretful and very sorry-looking Dick offered to pay for the medical bills for Kaveh and the students.

Kaveh was about to inform the sorry Dick that medical care in Sumeru, at this level at least, is entirely free and there was no charge to worry about so they could just part ways here and never see each other again.

Senior Faruzan, who just happened to have heard about the spectacle from that morning, Kaveh’s subsequent admission to the Bimarstan, and put that together with what Kaveh had told her the night before, was waiting in the wings for that specific moment, though.

She swept in, elbowed Kaveh in the kidney so hard that he almost passed out, and agreed on Kaveh’s behalf.

(“I can’t accept the money,” Kaveh hissed at her once he’d gotten his breath back. “That makes it worse!”

“It’s payment for emotional distress. Maybe this costly expenditure will make him think twice about the whole thing. If he’s going to be this kind of pain to you, you ought to at least get some benefit, you know?” Senior Faruzan then ordered, “Stay doubled over and wheezing. Cry a little, maybe. I’m going to work on getting our money’s worth out of him.”


“Our?”


“My dear junior, don’t you know that your troubles are my troubles? That’s the exact perfect shade of red. Stay that way.”)

“Don’t tell me you ended up accepting after all,” Tighnari groans. 

“What else was I supposed to do? Throw the money back at him as soon as Senior Faruzan’s back was turned? I took the money and bought some stronger allergy medication from the apothecary along with some rash ointment, then set the rest aside to send over to the Spantamad cleaners and the students who helped me to make up for the trouble.” 

“Ask him,” Al-Haitham says, reaching over to pour Kaveh a new cup of tea and then top off Tighnari’s wine, “what he did with the flowers.”

“I don’t want to ask anymore.” Tighnari eyes the window. “I assume that Kaveh’s new Dick—“

“Stop. Seriously. Stop.”

“—didn’t find out the home address to fill.”

“If he did this situation would not be as it is,” Al-Haitham confirms.

“There’s no courier brave enough to complete the delivery, unless he’s also managed to bring couriers over from Fontaine,” Cyno says.

“I ended up sending them all to the Amurta’s labs to do with what they will. It seemed like too much of a waste to just throw them all out. It’s not the flower’s fault that I’m allergic to that combination.”

“What,” Tighnari presses the heel of his hand to his forehead, “would that have accomplished? They’re already cut and altered for floral arrangement. What was the Amurta’s lab supposed to do with that?”

“I don’t know, I don’t care. I would think that they’ve got better facilities to deal with the incredible pollen situation at least. Maybe they just passed them out to their faculty. I don’t care. What was I supposed to do with them, anyway? Return them? Lie back and get smothered to be polite?”

Long story short, Kaveh went home that day while being teased and checked in on by various other persons in the Akademiya as news of that morning’s floral disaster started to catch and spread through the rumor mill. 

And as Kaveh mentioned before, the news of it had already been spreading throughout the streets of Sumeru City, although none of the gossiping aunties and uncles knew that Kaveh was having the worst allergic reaction to the attention.

On his usual walk home Kaveh found himself being heckled over his new gutsy admirer, which quickly switched over into extreme, Sumeru-style overbearing and back-handed concern when people realized that he looked rather worse for wear and not in the way that would suggest a successful go at romance.

Handa Uncle, over at the butcher’s, when Kaveh passed, immediately called out to say, “What’s wrong with you? What’s new and wrong with you? It was that rich one, wasn’t it? I knew it. No good has ever come from someone with that much money focusing it on one person.”

Meanwhile, the aunties who were hanging around outside of the butcher’s and chatting with the grocer next door while bullying the grocer’s clerk by critiquing his ability to arrange fruit and vegetables at the stall-front, all swarmed him, dragging him off the street into their clutches to examine the redness peaking out from his collar and around his wrists, his watery eyes, and the redness around his nose from him constantly wiping away the after-effects of sneezing.

There, Kaveh was informed, against his will, of how practically all of Sumeru knew about Dick’s long-reaching efforts at trying to get Kaveh’s attention and goodwill. 

Speculation had already been circulating all morning about how the flowers were being received, and what exactly, a man was doing with that many flowers. Most everyone had agreed that based on Dick’s description, they were all for Kaveh, but the question was whether Kaveh was reciprocating of this fanciful Dick’s affections.

Upon being informed that no, he absolutely was not reciprocating anything and that he had very clearly informed the obstinate Dick about his lack of reciprocation multiple times, and then had a horrific allergic reaction to these affections this morning, the aunties and uncles mutually agreed that this Dick was no good for Kaveh or for anyone.

“If you can’t take a no, then what good are you? Isn’t that the first thing you teach your children?” One of the aunties tittered before leaning around the edge of one of the poles separating the butcher’s storefront from the grocer’s to inform the grocer’s shop-boy that if he needed help figuring out the best way to stack melons then she could give him her own child’s wooden block toys to practice with. Did the grocer charge him for any melons that go rolling off down the street?

As all of them agreed that Kaveh had done his due diligence and no fault was on him for this one, Kaveh felt a wave of relief after a trying several hours. Finally, Kaveh thought, people reacting with sense!

The relief twisted into some strange bitter-sweetness because they started simultaneously talking about how they supposed that this foreign Dick couldn’t help being so enamored with Kaveh, while at the same time speculating about several of his faults.

Kaveh was, according to the aunties and Handa Uncle, as well as everyone who was popping in and out, quite a catch.

He’s rather smart and good looking. Well. The good looking was accepted but countered with how much better he’d look if he didn’t constantly look so stressed and if he got more sleep and also ate more. 

Also, wasn’t it unfortunate that Kaveh had such unique proportions of limbs? Making his clothes must be such a pain, and customizing anything must cost the arm and a leg they were being customized for.

At least they weren’t questioning how smart he was.

(“That’s a surprise,” Al-Haitham says. “Normally they don’t hold back on how foolish they think you are for whatever great trespass they imagine you’ve done.”

“Yes it was. I think they were feeling sorry for me,” Kaveh admits, almost looking amused. “Forget the fact that I redesigned the silhouette for Port Ormos and built the Palace of Alcazarzaray. If you ask the aunt next door I’m just as much a fool as any other man who can’t be trusted to not go to sleep with my hair wet.”

“Does she know you don’t sleep?” Tighnari asks.

“Oh, yes. I could sit here and tell you the colorful commentary she has about my poor sleeping habits but that’s an entire night and a day that has nothing to do with the subject at hand.”

“The Dick at hand.”

“If his chosen name was anything other than that I really think I would be dealing with this situation better.”)

He’s polite and knows how to cook—although whether he was good at it or not was a matter of extreme debate between Uncle Handa and the auntie who runs the take-away shop closest to the house.

“Of course he can cook well, do you think I’d be giving him such good cuts if he was going to waste it?” Handa Uncle argued.

“Well if he knew how to cook so well, why is he always going out to eat, hm? And why is it that he and his Al-Haitham are always going around looking so skinny and getting snacks throughout the day?”

“He’s a busy man!”

“Too busy to eat a well balanced meal? That sounds like an issue of poor scheduling, which is another thing about him that is quite unfortunate—all that running around, constantly on the go. It’s not healthy! Don’t you schedule any time to take a breath and appreciate what you have? You should while you’re young. Once you get to a certain age appreciating things becomes so much harder with the aches and the pains and the whining of children who aren’t even children anymore.”

And as to him being a polite man, this was generally agreed to be true as long as his Al-Haitham and a wall weren’t involved, in which case—didn’t they know that even if it takes two to argue, a disagreement at such a volume draws in everyone else in earshot and no one else in earshot was consenting to be part of such ridiculousness?

(“No comment,” Al-Haitham says of this, even as Tighnari and Cyno turn to look at him.

“Of course you have no comment, you are the comment.”

“That makes no sense.”

Tighnari stands up, reaching over to clap his hands between Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s faces before they can get started on one of these consensual non-consensual arguments.

“Focus. Kaveh’s new Dick. Local gossip. Why is this still a problem several days later?”)

Anyway, long story short, he was a catch. Anyone would be lucky to have him, except for anyone they were related to.

The aunties and uncles agreed to spread word to counteract the rumors of his suitor by explaining it was entirely one-sided and very much unappreciated on Kaveh’s part, and that this Dick was unsuitable for Kaveh in many ways.

It only seemed right, they reasoned, that they help Kaveh out. Didn’t he have enough trouble on his own without a foreign Dick throwing in to distract him and give him allergies and the like?

By the next day, through the power of the network of gossips Sumeru’s uncles and aunties make, it seemed the entirety of Sumeru City knew that Kaveh had an admirer of the wrong sort, and that the advances were unwelcome, and that it would be best to dissuade this Dick and get him going on his way as soon as possible.

But the next day, Kaveh arrived at the Akademiya and found chocolates waiting for him in his office. Expensive chocolates—the kind with gold flake, wine liqueur filling, so on and so forth. 

Each chocolate was shaped like a stylized flower, the kind of pattern seen all over Sumeru in the forms of embroidery, sculpture, stained glass-pattern, and textile print. It was incredibly detailed work. Some of the chocolates were marbled. Some of the chocolates had been painted so that the gold was only on the finest, thinnest parts of the chocolates. Some of the chocolates had been shaped in such a way that each layer was an different type of chocolate ranging from ultra-dark to light milk.

Each chocolate had its own individual crinkled cup of embossed waxed parchment paper with gold powder. And each of these crinkled paper cups sat in a compartment inside of an incredibly high quality, expensive, and beautiful wooden box with a lacquered interior. The lid of the box had a marvelously detailed inlay depicting an even more intricate flower pattern.

The box, everyone who saw agreed, was incredible craftsmanship. The wood itself was also rather rare, involving veneer from burl maple in such quantity and quality that they must have all come from the same burl—meaning that this box was made to order.

All this in under forty-eight hours. No one could agree if that was money talking or the power of Dick.

The box of chocolates was wrapped in an insulated box that had slivers of Mist Flowers tucked in among the layers of insulation. This was was further wrapped up in fine, high quality wrapping paper that was tied together with a delicate lace ribbon.

Kaveh, personally, did not open the box. He couldn’t risk it. 

Instead he passed it onto one of the other professors he was sharing the office with, who only agreed to getting involved because Kaveh offered to help them grade midterm papers and the professor was also in the middle of helping some of their students with one of their semester-long projects and couldn’t keep saying no with an audience.

Anyway, once that was opened Kaveh immediately wrapped it all back up again and sent it forward to the retired Professor Hadi.

“Why would you send it to a retired Professor?”

“She’s very nice to me and I thought she could use something pleasant.”

“And did she,” Al-Haitham asks, clearly already knowing the answer, “appreciate the thought?”

Kaveh’s sour expression, here, was all the answer needed. But just in case it wasn’t getting across, Kaveh explained that on the bottom of each of the chocolate’s individual slots in the box there was a hidden picture. Once all the chocolates were removed from their slots, the full picture was a picture of Dick. Dick was at the bottom of the box.

“Misery may love company, but I don’t love misery,” Tighnari says, tossing the remnants of his teacup out the window for Al-Haitham to fill from the next unopened bottle of wine.

On day number four, Kaveh received a poem, delivered to him by courier along with a full canvas portrait of his own face.

Kaveh, at the time, had been in the middle of talking with Senior Faruzan about how his fortunes had not changed, in fact they were probably getting worse because now he couldn’t go anywhere without someone asking him about his unwanted Dick problems. 

(Kaveh—much to his own grief—has had to repeat, in various ways, to several people, multiple times per day, that he is entirely uninterested in Dick and yes, he’s very sure. No. He did not want to give Dick a try. He was contemplating wearing a sign or having Mehrak project an ongoing looping message saying as much, too.)

And if people somehow didn’t yet know the context for that, it led to a whole new slew of problems concerning Kaveh’s—well. 

They were all concerning Kaveh.

Anyway, there with Senior Faruzan, an entire cafe’s worth of nosy people who were incredibly invested in Kaveh’s ongoing Dick issues, the courier arrived with a thick envelope that Senior Faruzan immediately tore open, before she starting tearing in.

“I actually do feel bad about this one,” Kaveh admits to them. “That poem seemed like he put sincere work and effort into. It seems poor to be mocking him over that. I mean—obviously it’s not going to change my mind. But it was a sincere attempt at reaching out to me.”

“No, you shouldn’t feel bad about it, it was terribly written,” Al-Haitham says. “Senior Faruzan told me about the poem afterwards. It falls flat by any criteria you try to asses it with. Even going by contemporary poetic standards it’s hard to call what he sent you poetry.”

“I doubt Kaveh’s Dick is an expert in writing poetry,” Cyno says. “This may be a case of the effort given being the true determining factor to weigh quality and sincerity.”

“He attempted to rhyme scarlet with palimpsest. There was no effort.”

“Did it work in the context of the poem?” Tighnari asks.

Al-Haitham shakes his head at the same time Kaveh raises a hand, palm facing down as he twists his hand back and forth.

“Depends on how strictly you’re grading, really.”

“I think that it’s impressive that Kaveh’s Dick knew how to correctly use the word palimpsest to start with,” Cyno decides.

“Hey now, he might not know how to take no for an answer, but I don’t think that’s an accurate metric for assessing his general intelligence level. Let’s give some leeway here. For all we know he could be very clever. It’s not like any of us have stopped to actually talk to him. I certainly haven’t. And surely he must have some degree of intelligence otherwise I don’t think he could have pulled off three incredibly complex deliveries on such short notice.”

“Are you defending your Dick now?”

“Can we please stop calling him my Dick?”

“Well he’s certainly not our Dick,” Al-Haitham points out, nose wrinkling slightly in distaste. “And he certainly wants to be your Dick. I can’t imagine why.”

“I don’t like hearing the word Dick coming out of your mouth,” Kaveh decides, reaching over for the wine and getting rebuffed by both Cyno and Al-Haitham.

“We need you fully coherent to finish telling this story,” Cyno says. 

“Drink your tea or your headache will only get worse,” Al-Haitham says. “And I’m not dealing with that on top of your Dick problems at home.”

“There’s no more story to tell,” Kaveh says, much to Tighnari’s relief. “It’s been four days of escalating gifts while I dodge seeing him whenever I can as all of Sumeru City talks about Kaveh’s Dick problem. I need this week to be over. I need this Dick to go back to wherever he came from. Wasn’t he so homesick just a few days ago? Why isn’t he going back? He’s clearly got the resources to go! What’s keeping him here?”

“You and your Dick-comforting abilities,” Cyno and Al-Haitham both answer causing Kaveh to scowl.

“I just don’t understand it. What’s the appeal here? What part of me saying no in increasingly angry ways is appealing? What does he think is going to happen here? That he’ll bumble upon just the right display of ostentatious wealth that will have me abruptly switching tack and going, ‘Ah, now I see the depth of your feelings and wallet. You’ve proven yourself true to me. Take me, I’m yours.’? Am I supposed to miraculously see the light?”

“The light of Dick.”

“He doesn’t even know me! What’s the reason here?”

Tighnari, now nursing his own headache, also puts his head into his hands. He really should have listened to his instincts on this.

“Am I really going to be the first one to tell you that romance knows no reason? Besides, don’t you know saying ‘love at first sight’?”

“Or more colloquially and frankly phrased, thinking with your dick.”

-

Tighnari squints against the sharp afternoons light, Collei shading her eyes with both hands as they both leave the House of Daena.

For the past two weeks that Tighnari has been in Sumeru City—which is a week longer than he was supposed to be here—Collei has been charged with going back and forth from Sumeru City and Gandharva Ville every other day. 

While the Forest Watchers are more than capable of running themselves in his absence, he had not anticipated being gone this long and he’s not sure of when he will return. At the same time, the ongoing work with Fontaine’s researchers and environmentalists has had unexpected snags that have required him to request more information in the documents kept in Gandharva Ville.

Collei has been running back to Avidya to gather reports from the Forest Watchers and whatever documents are missing to bring back to Sumeru City, and then once in Sumeru City, gather more requests for further information to later run back to Gandharva Ville.

This could be done with a bird, but there’s only so much that Tighnari can write down and there’s also only so much that a bird can carry before it starts making more sense to just send a person.

Being a good neighbor and assisting Fontaine through their recovery is proving to be a much more complex task than originally anticipated on all sides.

Fontaine’s system of bureaucracy is truly a formidable foe, even against its own self. It’s really just something else.

They’ve got to notate what goes to what department, then who specifically, and then get sign offs for everything just to be confirmed as sorted. It doesn’t help that they’re not entirely sure who should be assigned what as Fontaine has never faced a nationwide disaster like this one. Furthermore, every time they want to reveal new details that weren’t already shared regarding the matter, they’ve got to get approval from the senior official that was sent over.

This senior official—Who the Fontainians admit isn’t really an official of the government so much as he’s a very concerned civilian who’s funding a great deal of reconstruction, and is part of the unofficial, but still widely respected, environmental protections committee from before the flooding. So he’s got some form of influence on proceedings as he knows who’s who and how all of the small unseen gears lock in together.—is incredibly hard to track down and get a hold of though. Tighnari, himself, hasn’t even seen him.

But he sure has seen the stacks of documents requiring his sign off piling up while the Fontainian’s wring their hands over how much work is backing up and how much they want to actually get started on work back in Fontaine.

Tighnari really doesn’t understand any of it himself. In this kind of situation, isn’t it better to ask forgiveness rather than permission?

Tighnari’s really been trying not to get too frustrated over it. They’re all just doing their jobs, and they’re clearly not having a great time of it. This on top of the stress of having a disaster on their hands back home that they’re tied up in trying to fix by a paper trail’s really got to wear on the nerves.

At least things on the Sumeru side are going well, for once.

Anyway, while things are currently stalled while someone’s gone out to try and find the right person to sign off—and in lieu of him, someone of slightly less rank who can temporarily sign off on provisional approval just to let them all start moving forward again—Tighnari and Collei have decided to get some fresh air and sunlight. It’s not as though they can do anything more with the Fontainian’s stuck waiting.

Once they get their signatures, they’ll send a runner to go find them and Tighnari and Collei will go back to the grindstone.

“It’s a little late, but how about lunch? Skewers?” Tighnari suggests to Collei who’s still squinting at the bright sunlight, but she nods gamely.

The two of them make their way down to the Grand Bazaar. Tighnari asks Collei about her studies and if she’s doing alright with her assignments while working on this with him. Collei says that she’s been getting some help from the other Forest Watchers while he’s busy and that the work isn’t too hard compared to some of the assignments that both he and Madam Faruzan have given her. 

When in Sumeru City, she’s taken to finding Layla in the House of Daena to work alongside. Their subjects and the levels of their classes are entirely different, but Layla’s really nice about reading Collei’s work over for basic things like grammar and spelling and formatting. And Layla’s asked for Collei’s help in recounting her observations while traveling to work on her star charts and making notes on other meteorological phenomena.

“I’m glad that the two of you kept up correspondence after the Inter-Darshan competition,” Tighnari says. 

Collei nods, “So am I. I think we can thank Madam Faruzan for the connection.”

The two of them pick up their skewers, choosing to find a quieter spot out of the afternoon crowd to eat.

As they’re trying to find that rare spot in Sumeru City’s Grand Bazaar, Tighnari’s ears pick up on familiar voices just ahead of them.

Sure enough, through the crowd, Tighnari spots the bright color of Kaveh and Nilou’s hair and clothes, with Al-Haitham’s much darker clothed figure between them. Nilou and Kaveh are both slightly behind Al-Haitham. Kaveh’s hand waves, gesturing as he talks to Nilou, who looks rather taken aback by what he’s saying. Al-Haitham, meanwhile, looks like he’s in the middle of trying to get groceries.

Every so often, Kaveh will, without looking, take something out of Al-Haitham’s hand and put it down then replace it with something else. 

Tighnari can’t quite hear what they’re talking about over the sound of the crowd, and he’s uncertain if he wants to focus his hearing on figuring it out.

Collei spots the three, “Master, look! I’m going to say hello. I have to thank Senior Al-Haitham for helping me find some older reference books in the House of Daena and sending them to me.”

Tighnari sighs, hopes that whatever’s got Kaveh so riled up and Nilou so shocked looking isn’t what he thinks it is, and follows after Collei.

As they approach, Al-Haitham is in the middle of moving from one shop to another. Kaveh reaches into one of the shopping bags, pulling out an apple that he rubs on the back of Al-Haitham’s cape before taking a vicious bite out of it.

Based on the way Kaveh’s brow is furrowed and his jaw is held, this is less about snacking and more about getting the teeth into something before you bite through your own tongue with outrage. Stress eating. Ah. They’re onto that stage of things.

Tighnari and Collei get into earshot and noticed by the trio just as Al-Haitham is informing Kaveh that he will be paying for another apple, and Kaveh responding that Al-Haitham doesn’t have to be so stingy, the apple isn’t even crunchy enough.

Nilou quickly grabs the two of them and shoves them out of earshot of the fruit stand owner before she hears Kaveh and comes out to start yelling about the slander being said about her products.

“Hi Collei, Master Tighnari,” Nilou says, handily dragging the two men further along even as the two of them continue to bicker. “I heard the two of you were in Sumeru City.”

Collei nods, both her and Nilou falling into a comfortable exchange as Nilou directs their entire group for away enough for Al-Haitham to resume his grocery shopping without his and Kaveh’s arguing over the apple causing a full out riot between the two of them and a shop-keeper. Tighnari resigns himself to eating his skewers on the go in the opposite of quiet.

“Kaveh was just telling us about his ongoing Dick problem,” Nilou tells Collei as she lets both Al-Haitham and Kaveh go. “It’s getting very serious.”

Kaveh grimaces, turning away from Al-Haitham towards Nilou, “Please don’t phrase it that way.”

Collei gapes at Nilou and Kaveh, eyes wide. Her face is slowly turning pink as she valiantly keeps herself from looking down. “Um? Ah? Did you say—I’m sorry you’re having. Um. Problems. Have you seen a doctor? Maybe?”

Tighnari reaches over, supporting the bottom of the bag with Collei’s skewers before it falls out of her hands, reminding her to hold onto her food.

“It’s a person, Collei. Dick is the name of a person.”

“Well, he’s also a dick,” Kaveh concedes. “Such is the power of names, I suppose.”

“And he should probably see a doctor anyway,” Al-Haitham says, going to duck into the butchers to be informed of what Handa Uncle is going to allow him the honor of buying today.

“Sorry!” Nilou laughs, light pink dusting her own cheeks. “That’s just what everyone’s calling it. I didn’t realize you didn’t know.”

“Am I supposed to know about…Dick problems?” Collei asks with no small measure of trepidation. She turns towards Tighnari. He shakes his head at her.

But he can’t quite resist answering,  “There are bigger problems in this world than Kaveh’s Dick to concern yourself with.”

Collei’s face scrunches up as she goes bright red. Nilou laughs and Kaveh groans.

“Alright, what’s the status update on this?” Tighnari asks. If he asks he can pretend that there was even an option to not find out.

Tighnari’s barely finished asking before Kaveh’s launched into the latest Dick update.

Apparently, in the entire week between Tighnari’s learning of this issue and today, the situation has not improved at all.

This morning, while Kaveh was trying to run his own errands, Dick had found him and decided to invite himself along on Kaveh’s business. 

And for almost the entire time he was doing it, he was swinging between talking himself up to Kaveh about how well respected he is in Fontaine as both a giver and a real upright guy, and talking about how Kaveh was so wonderful and how he learned so many things about Kaveh while he’s been here and the more he learns the more convinced he is that if Kaveh would simply give him the chance they could get along fabulously.

As this was happening, because Kaveh’s Dick issue has now been well circulated among the people of Sumeru City, they were being heckled at every turn as though it were a sport with a cash prize for the winner.

The more Dick talked the worse it got.

When Dick was talking about his own supposedly extraordinary self, the aunties and uncles—and even the hard of hearing and cataract-riddled grandmothers and grandmothers—going along the street would chime in with their own opinions of Dick’s self-proclaimed accolades and good points. Even a few passing teenagers and children running about and getting tangled up in other people’s shopping had their own opinions, scathingly or light-heartedly delivered in the way that people under the age of twenty can pull off without repercussions.

Dick would talk about his philanthropic deeds in his homeland. Someone would then comment that surely this homeland of his must miss his wallet, what if someone else was taking up the slack while he was throwing his money away here in Sumeru? Better head back straightaway before they forget him and move onto the new wallet.

He also talked about how he’s rubbed elbows with some of the most important people in the Court of Fontaine, having even had the distinct honor of having met the Duke of Meropide outside of the prison fortress. 

Well, a young child missing a front tooth with a giant cowlick that just wouldn’t stay down even as his mother tried to hold it flat with a spit-slicked palm said, I don’t think that means very much here. We don’t have a Duke of Meropide. I recently played marbles with the Archon though. 

Well, Dick stammered, caught off guard by the child’s unimpressed reply, I once got front row seats to watch the former Archon of Fontaine, Lady Furina, perform.


So you paid to look at your former Archon from far away. You didn’t even get to talk to her? Lord Kusanali didn’t make me pay anything. We even traded marbles. You want to see my new marble?


And before Dick could reply to that, a passing aunty slowed down to click her tongue and titter, Are you trying to one-up a child? Shame!

So on and so forth it would go. 

Dick would try to extol his virtues and anyone capable of speech in the surroundings would shoot them down like they were having fun at a carnival game. It was actually pretty fun to listen to. Kaveh was feeling, for the first time in several days, good about things. Almost relaxed, even.

In between shooting different virtues down for sport everyone seemed to have a comment to Dick’s general unsuitability and lack of compatibility with Kaveh.

Unfortunately, their ways of expressing this were not relaxing and had Kaveh constantly on edge.

The various ways they expressed the lack of compatibility ranged from pointing out how Dick’s virtues weren’t very impressive and how Kaveh’s own accolades were much more admirable, to then pointing out that Dick’s infatuation was very ill-advised and strange considering he’d only known Kaveh all of a handful of days and that Kaveh was a man of many talents and even more flaws.

“Well yes, he’s a very handsome boy, but he doesn’t know how to pick out a ripe melon. He has to have his Al-Haitham pick it out for him and even then they only get passable melon half the time and that’s after everyone else has gotten the better melons while they were arguing over the one mediocre one. And both of them have dendro Visions, shouldn’t they at least be able to pick out good fruits?” This was said by the retired uncle who sits and chats with the auntie who runs the snack shop across the street from the vegetable stall that Al-Haitham and Kaveh usually frequent on the way back from work. 

“It’s true that he’s an incredibly kind boy. A real example for how a man should act and live. Always offers to help people carrying too much for their own sense and says please and thank you and holds open doors and calls others out for cheating in line,” the man running the kulfi stall affirmed. “But what’s going on behind closed doors, ah? Always late for something, always running around like that’s his real job. I feel quite sorry for him sometimes, you know. I’d offer him a free serving of kulfi if I thought it would do any good. I don’t think he even tastes it sometimes, the way he gobbles it all down while running around. I suppose that might mean he has a strong gut.”

(“I always appreciate your kulfi,” Kaveh had to stop in his tracks say, which nearly caused Dick and the little assembly of heckling children they’d temporarily gathered to all collide into each other just shy of Kaveh. “I wouldn’t keep coming around if I didn’t.”

“Ah, I thought that you kept coming around because your Al-Haitham was usually already here to stick with the bill.”

“I come around when he isn’t here! It’s not like I schedule it like that. He just happens to be here at the same time I am!”

“Yes, yes. And it just happens to have been that way for the past twenty years since you two were both in your Akademiya-greens. Yes.”

“As a matter of fact yes, it just so happens to be so. Why do you have to give me such a strange look—why are all of you giving me such strange looks?”)

Credit where it’s due, Dick took more offense than Kaveh did over the back-handed, round-about, two-faced compliments-censures that were being thrown his way even as they were being used to try and dissuade Dick’s attention. He wasn’t even that flustered over the returning fire directed at his own virtues. There was something there to find as…admirable? Respectable?

Thus offended on Kaveh’s behalf (even though it wasn’t really necessary) Dick began to argue back at the hecklers and commenters, which became a whole new cycle of back-and-forth that Kaveh couldn’t shake the entire time he was attempting to run errands.

One of the sisters who runs a fabric exchange in the market that Kaveh usually ends up buying from whenever he needs new clothes commissioned, just happened to be passing by as Dick was defending Kaveh from a good old fashioned Sumeru-style round of compliments, saying that this was very rude of everyone to be saying about him out loud in public. Kaveh would never get this treatment in Fontaine.

“You can’t take him to Fontaine,” the sister said, affronted as she stopped right in the middle of the street. “They wouldn’t know what to do with him in Fontaine.” She strode over and grabbed Kaveh’s wrist, holding his arm up as she gestured to his torso and legs. “Look at him. Look at these proportions. Sure they look quite fine, but they’re a tailor’s worst nightmare. You’d kill your tailors and Sadeeq Uncle isn’t going to be commuting to Fontaine to dress this nightmare of a man every time he needs new clothes. What, do you expect him to go around naked when he wears all of this clothes to tatters? Shame on you! Where are your thoughts at, eh? Get your mind out of the gutter!”

This evolved into a whole new discussion of what exactly Dick wanted to do with Kaveh in Fontaine and why he thought Fontaine would be better than Sumeru. In what way was Fontaine superior to Sumeru? This Dick had some temerity to be saying such a thing in the direct shade of the Archon of Sumeru’s divine seat!

Kaveh only barely managed to escape that due to the riled up enthusiasm of the crowd that was forming, and also Dick running away with the excuse of having to attend to business elsewhere, which was news to everyone—Dick having business. Kaveh strongly suspects that’s a lie seeing as how the man’s been wasting so much time chasing after Kaveh like so.

Anyway, it appears that Dick is now occupied with doing whatever it is that foreigners with more mora than sense do when they’re not wasting their time hounding people they have unrequited infatuations for, thus Kaveh is free to unwind by complaining at length while accompanying Al-Haitham.

Speaking of Al-Haitham, the three of them peer into butcher’s shop, just as Al-Haitham steps out of it.

“That took a while, what were they doing, getting it fresh from the pasture? I didn’t even hear you trying to argue with him choosing what you’re allowed to get today,” Kaveh says, leaning around Al-Haitham to wave at the butcher.

“You aren’t supposed to argue with him,” Al-Haitham replies as Nilou nods her agreement, also having been on the other end of the butcher’s incredibly unique style of running his shop. “If you argue he keeps you there even longer. The wiser strategy is to just let him say what he needs to say, pay, and leave.”

“You were in there a long time anyway,” Tighnari points out, also ducking in to wave at Handa Uncle who waves back, while also holding up a freshly plucked chicken. “What took you if you were already on the path of least resistance?”

Al-Haitham’s placid features momentarily shift to reveal the faintest trace of the exact same flavor of bitter-amusement that everyone else who’s talked about Kaveh’s Dick situation has, before it’s swallowed back up again by the normal calm.

“He was informing me of the many ways I have thus far failed to support Kaveh in his trying time of need while dealing with his Dick problem, and how I should endeavor to make up for this and how I can do that.”

Collei and Kaveh start choking, Nilou covers her face with a hand. Tighnari turns his gaze towards the sky and wonders if he’s really at a point in his life where he’s thinking that lightning strikes seem like tolerable ways to end a day.

“He would not permit me to leave until I gave a verbal agreement that yes, Kaveh is having a hard time with his Dick and that I must be considerate of all the issues this may cause between the two of us. Why would it cause problems between the two of us?”

“Did you ask?”

“No. I would have been in there even longer. In any case, once I agreed to get things moving along, he then gave me several recipes to cook for Kaveh to make sure he has the energy to continue the good fight—“

“His words, I’m assuming.”

“Yes. The good fight resisting the advances of Dick.”

Kaveh slumps forward, hitting his head against Al-Haitham’s shoulder with a long groan.

“Did he give you the extra good cut of lamb he usually only saves for aunty?” Nilou asks.

“Yes, as well as a slip to take to the liquor merchant for a supposedly high quality cooking wine that elevates every dish it touches.”

Everyone’s attention perks up at that as they all huddle around Al-Haitham to read the slip in his hand.

“I’ve not heard of that brand,” Kaveh says, chin hooking over Al-Haitham’s shoulder to read. “Are you sure you’re not being drawn into some sort of scheme to get you to buy something we don’t need?”

“No, it’s real. It’s not a wide-known brand because the maker isn’t really in the business. She just makes a few bottles every so often on the side,” Nilou tells them. “My mother was given a bottle of that when I had my first solo performance at the theater. It really does make a difference. We still have the bottle. She’s only used it for extremely special occasions since she got it.”

The five of them continue to shuffle along the shops as Al-Haitham knocks things off his list and Kaveh continues to complain and be complained at, with several shop-keepers and other shoppers pitching in whenever they see Kaveh.

Collei and Tighnari finish off their skewers, Al-Haitham gets the cooking wine, and the five of them end up sitting on collapsible chairs huddled around a chaat stall, sharing a platter of vada pav for another round of stress eating. This round of stress eating is for both Tighnari and Kaveh.

Meanwhile, Kaveh and Al-Haitham both get complained at while they both complain to each other in return, and then separately complain to Tighnari, Nilou, and Collei.

“Now I know that I do look good,” Kaveh says which causes Al-Haitham to roll his eyes skyward and turn his sound-cancelling up. “But it’s definitely not to the degree that this Dick seems to think I am. I don’t know what’s worse, really—him saying all of this out-loud, the aunties and uncles jeering about it and knocking me down several dozen pegs by refuting everything good he’s said about me in their own well-meaning way, or the crowds that are getting drawn to this to dog-pile about several other topics that have nothing to do with me but are somehow now part of the whole Dick-issue. Who’s side are people on anyway? If they’re going to be helping me, shouldn’t it be by actively driving off the overly enthusiastic foreigner in the same way they chase off other people with brooms instead of taking the chance to take well-meaning shots at me?”

Tighnari barely holds back from pointing out that some of those shots, statistically speaking, aren’t well-meaning.

“Well, Master Kaveh, you do have a fan club so it isn’t as though you’re entirely unappreciated,” Nilou points out.

“You have a fan club?” Collei asks, astounded.

“It was a shock to me, too,” Kaveh assures her. 

“They’re shockingly organized,” Nilou informs them. “And rather well behaved, at least in comparison to Master Kaveh’s current admirer.”

“What would they even do though?” Collei asks. “What does a fan club for a person do?”

“Not much,” Kaveh mutters under his breath as Nilou answers, “They usually just talk about whatever he’s working on and the best ways to follow his example or help him with what he’s doing without getting in his way.”

“That sounds very helpful. Does that helping extend to. Er. Personal problems?”

“I’m not sure, but I think they’re having trouble because they’re agreeing with a lot of what he’s saying,” Nilou admits. “I’m not part of the fan club—sorry, Master Kaveh—“

“No, that’s better for me. I don’t know what I’d do if I actually knew someone in the club.”

“—but I do hear about it here and there because they hold smaller meetings in some of the cafes I go to. Apparently they’re very glad that you’re finally being appreciated and given so many gifts, they just wish that the gift-giving was more respectful and generally tailored to your tastes. Also they’re um. Appreciative of some of the turns of phrased used to appreciate you.”

“Just say they agree with the assessment of my face.”

“They agree with the assessment of your face. It’s a very kind assessment!”

“It’s embarrassing is what it is. Why couldn’t more of this be focused on my deeds? Sure, some of the talk starts off talking about the things I’ve done. But it always somehow circles around to—“ Kaveh waves a hand at his face. “Isn’t this the land of Sumeru? Scholars and the enlightened erudite? It’s not the face that should matter so much!”

“It’s because this is the land of scholars that so many recognize you as being handsome,” Al-Haitham suddenly says causing everyone to turn and stare at him. Tighnari focuses his hearing in and out to make sure that his ears are still working as they should be, before realizing that they are and that means he really did hear what he just heard. “It’s not an unreasonable thing to be saying about you. It’s probably one of the more factually true things with some measure of tangible basis, compared to the more subjective and fluctuating opinions that go around about you.”

Kaveh blinks. “Are you admitting that you think I’m handsome?” He turns to examine the almost empty platter of potato balls between them. “Was I drugged? Were you drugged? What’s wrong with you?” 

Kaveh even reaches over to brush Al-Haitham’s back to feel his forehead, then his cheeks and neck for a fever, carefully rearranging the cord for his earpieces as he does so. Al-Haitham bears with this patiently as he finishes off his piece of vada pav.

Tighnari bears with this only because there’s nothing else to do for it other than walk away and he can’t, in good conscience, leave Collei, who’s in the unfortunate position of being in the seat stuck between a box and a shop wall. Escape for her would be somewhat difficult.

“It’s nothing special,” Al-Haitham dismisses. “Why should it be news to you that I find you aesthetically pleasing to look at when so many others also readily admit to it in much grander, theatrical terms?”

“After all these years together some part of my appearance must have grown on you, naturally. That’s not the surprise. It’s even mutual. Sometimes I find myself feeling fondness towards seeing you, even when you’re doing that eerie thing with your double-jointed fingers. It’s just you admitting to it so easily that’s giving us all a shock. It’s incredibly suspicious.”

“Why? You’re not nearly so shocked to hear such things from others. Normally you find it flattering. Dick aside.”

“Yes, yes, Dick aside. But you normally don’t go along with the majority. What’s going on with you?” 

“Does that mean I should also stop breathing air and eating rice while I’m at it, too?” Al-Haitham asks dryly. “According to traditional beauty standards, as recorded through scientific studies and historical records, your features have several of the properties found to be conventionally attractive by the majority. Those standards of beauty also just happened to have held mostly stable over the past several years while others changed. Putting aside the skewed ratios of the rest of your bodily proportions that cause all of the tailors you’ve ever met to up charge you, and examining just the face the mathematical ratios—“

Kaveh shoves the last of the vada pav into Al-Haitham’s mouth.

“Never mind. I’m over the shock. That sounds entirely like you. Eat some potato and leave the talking to the rest of us. We had a good thing going for a moment. Ah, well. It is good to know that I can always trust you to be my stable rock of vexation in a sea of baffling turns.”

-

The thing about the Akademiya and the House of Daena being institutions several centuries old is that they have physically undergone multiple renovations to keep up with changing times. Except these renovations have not always been as neat and tidy as the exteriors and facades of these buildings would suggest.

It is the open secret known by every scholar to spend longer than a year in the Akademiya that the House of Daena has some unknown number of “rooms” created out of negative spaces hidden by shelves, walls, hallways, and other renovations that didn’t line up properly.

While this normally wouldn’t be an issue or very interesting considering that most of these rooms would technically be inaccessible…

This is also the House of Daena, where scholars congregate to whittle away their hours to the point of insanity as they beat their heads against one single assignment for days at a time.

The reality of it is that most of those rooms are known, as are all of the passageways to getting to those rooms, and that knowledge of those rooms gets passed down one generation of academics to another—like ancestral properties. 

And generally speaking, they’re treated that way. 

Everyone tends to stick to the rooms and spaces they’ve been introduced to, and when they stumble upon unfamiliar ones, that look occupied they try to avoid them in order to avoid inadvertently offending several generations worth of scholars for the trespassing. After all, who knows who’s included in those several generations? 

Sage Naphis taught Tighnari the passageway to the secret lab room that his own seniors taught him back when he was still a student, that they learned from their seniors, so on and so forth. Tighnari has already showed it to Collei her first month attending classes here.

That’s where Tighnari is coming from now. Even after graduation, sometimes when he’s at the Akademiya and he needs a break from the noise so he goes back to that room that Sage Naphis showed him years ago.

He didn’t need that break right now, not really, but he did need to check if he left recent copies of his personal notes in there.

The delegation from Fontaine is really stuck beating their heads against a wall in regards to how slowly things have been going. They’ve finally finished the initial review of the information Tighnari and Sage Naphis had ready for them, but they’ve got follow up questions that they want to address in person before they leave and things turn into a real crawl through mail and courier. 

It’s just that, as usual, they’re waiting on more sign-offs and approvals to request for the additional export of suggested materials back to Fontaine. The Akademiya and House of Daena have already approved the release, but now they’ve got to get the approval from their side to bring these things in, and if some of the machines and devices will be allowed through the border. To get that approval they need a sign off from their most senior person, who can’t sign off because he doesn’t know anything about what’s going on because he’s been near impossible to pin down ever since they got to Sumeru City.

Anyway, Tighnari’s hoping to find some of the research he had done on the side and not released to the Akademiya because the methods of research weren’t exactly…above board. He’s hoping to sneak these notes over to the members of the Fontaine delegation for them to sneak back into Fontaine. He has a feeling that none of them are going to be too fussed about the sneaking with how much trouble they’re having with the official resources.

(Look, Tighnari can appreciate the intent of laws and procedure. But there’s a time and a place for all of it. Despite what Cyno might say, not all laws were created equal. There’s a time and a place for strict adherence to policy, and it is not in the face of extraordinary life-threatening circumstances.)

Tighnari’s found his notes and is on his way out of the House of Daena when he spots Kaveh quickly pulling a bookshelf away from the wall near the hidden entrance of the room that Tighnari knows Kaveh, Al-Haitham, and several of their other Akademiya friends use.

He’s about to leave that well enough alone when he sees an ensemble carrying instrument cases, dressed in the bright pastels of Fontaine. All of them are quiet and looking around, but they’re clearly looking for someone.

Tighnari darts over to the same shelf. He is not risking getting caught into whatever that is.

Tighnari squeezes through the narrow gap between shelf and wall, turning to use the mechanism that one of their predecessors installed to silently pull the shelf back into alignment with the others.

The shelves here were only partially built into alignment with the wall, creating a very narrow gap that Tighnari Follows into an alcove that had been blocked off and created by other walls and shelves that had been built over time.

Tighnari parts the thick drapes that cover the entrance to that alcove, squinting against the lights.

Layla is sitting at the low, wide table, fast asleep and face-down in piles of schematics and charts, snoring softly. She’s lucky that she’s so young. Her back can take that kind of punishment.

Al-Haitham is also there, laying down against several pillows with his cape draped over his front. He was probably asleep before Kaveh came in. Kaveh is sitting next to him, Al-Haitham’s legs drawn over his lap, in the middle of explaining that no, he’s not ditching work, he was already off of work and was going to go home, and what was Al-Haitham’s excuse for napping in the middle of the day when he should be attending to his duties?

“I know you’ve been called addicted to work, but calling this place your home is something else,” Al-Haitham says, still in the process of blinking sleep from his eyes. “I have an entire department to delegate to and no meetings to transcribe. I’m enjoying a shortened work day.”

The two of them turn when Tighnari walks in.

“Does your being here happen to be tied to the chorus wandering around the House of Daena?” Tighnari asks, sitting on the side of the table closest to them, across from Layla who doesn’t even stir. Poor kid. Tighnari remembers being her ages ago. Now when he’s pulling these intense research stunts he’s got his own workspace and a cot handily close at hand for the passing out. Someday Layla will have that luxury. She’s too smart not to.

He caps her ink bottle and starts to gather up her papers and tools so that she doesn’t accidentally damage them upon waking.

Al-Haitham, looking slightly more awake, turns raised brows at Kaveh. He clearly hasn’t gotten to that part of his explanation while he was also picking at Al-Haitham.

“He’s sent me a singing telegram,” Kaveh says, slumping down over Al-Haitham’s legs in his lap, hitting his forehead against Al-Haitham’s knees. “He brought them over from Fontaine. And apparently they’re being paid enough that they’re willing to risk the wrath of the House of Daena librarians. They actually caught me outside and started setting up their instruments, and I wasn’t going to sit there and wait for it to unfold. I ran.”

“They better not go through with it,” Al-Haitham says, pushing at Kaveh’s head with his knees. “The complaints of those librarians rolls up to my office. I don’t want to hear single word out of anyone that would lead to your Dick becoming my problem.”

“Not my Dick. This Dick was always going to end up being your problem. We live together. It’s only a matter of time before he manages to figure out who you are and starts pestering you about the situation. Besides, what are you even hearing?” Kaveh pinches Al-Haitham’s calf, scowling at him, “You’ve closed your ears to absolutely everything. You only let the shallowest impression of it wash over you, like a duck with water.” He turns to Tighnari, still scowling as he shakes the legs in his lap. “This one here has been absolutely useless to me. More so than usual. Do you know what he’s been doing this entire time I’ve been dealing with this? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. He’s too entertained by it. This is entertainment for him.”

“I hear enough of it from you. Your Dick problem is all that you talk about lately. Aren’t you one of the most direct sources I can hear accurate information about it from anyway? Besides, we all know that all of Sumeru City knows about your Dick problem. And most of them are also updating me on your Dick problem against my will. I’ve already heard too much of it. I’m already involved more than I want to be.”

“Have you met him yet?” Tighnari asks. Al-Haitham shakes his head.

“And I never will,” he says with such confidence that Kaveh instantly makes a face. “Second hand reports will serve me well enough. I don’t need to be a first-hand witness. If I’m present to for a first-hand account I’m too close to Kaveh’s Dick problem and I as I have said multiple times, I do not want to be actively involved in it.”

“You’re too entertained by Dick,” Kaveh complains. “It’s not that funny. It’s not funny at all.”

“It’s certainly very stimulating hearing about it after the fact.” Al-Haitham does look very amused as he settles back into the pillows, arms shifting underneath his cape as he rearranges the fabric over his torso. “Are you saying you’re uninterested in Dick? Your Dick?”

“I wish,” Kaveh says after a moment of working his jaw silently, “that we’d all stop talking about Dick like this. You especially. From you it feels like an extra layer of damage is being delivered to my psyche. I need to find out what his real name for his not-intimate, not-special friends is. If I could stand being in earshot of him.”

“Is there something strange about the way I talk about your Dick? In case you didn’t notice after all these years of complaining about the way I talk, I talk this way about everyone. Your Dick isn’t very special in this regard.”

Tighnari wonders if he should chance it with the singers and musicians. Layla grumbles something in her sleep, turning and crumpling a page under her cheek.

“I don’t know what you and the rest of Sumeru expect me to be doing anyway,” Al-Haitham continues, slight frown crossing his face. “Why is this something I’m expected to handle with you? You’re the one he’s interested in, not me.”

“You’ve listened to the ever escalating story of how this Dick has been causing me distress and annoyance—“

“What would you expect from a Dick?”

“—and after witnessing literally everyone we know making their attempts at sending him away, dissuading him, or otherwise just trying to offer me a word of comfort or reassurance, your conclusion is that you’ll just kick back and watch. You could at least say something that isn’t useless commentary. Help me out! After listening to everything unfold, surely you’ve got some ideas for what I might try to solve this issue.”

“How am I supposed to help you, exactly? The entire city has committed themselves to helping you and it clearly hasn’t gotten you anywhere. If an entire city of people actively working to thwart one man’s efforts hasn’t stymied the embarrassment coming your way, how am I, alone, supposed to change that? Your high opinion of my capability is burdensome.”

Kaveh closes his eyes, clearly wanting for patience that he no longer has as he digs his fingers into the meat of Al-Haitham’s legs like he’s imagining strangling someone. Al-Haitham or his Dick, it could be either of them at this point.

“You could attempt to put an effort into being sympathetic.”

“I’m not sympathetic.”

“Pretend.”

“Why,” Al-Haitham asks, looking genuinely confused, “would I do that? Why would I waste the effort on that sort of lie? You’d know I wasn’t sincere and you’d just get even madder.”

“Yes, but at least I’d be mad at you instead of—Dick. I’d much prefer that. Wouldn’t you? You could, also, attempt at offering some sort of constructive commentary that leans in a direction towards useful. That’s all I’m saying.”

“I already told you: your only option at this juncture is to wait it out.”

“It’s been three weeks, waiting it out is not viable with this rate of escalation.”

“Then, unless you’ve got another strategy that—for reasons only you could know—you’ve yet to implement, there’s nothing I can tell you. Unless you move.”

“Have you made any official report with the Corps of Thirty for harassment?” Tighnari asks. Surely the Corps of Thirty are fully aware of the situation, but there’s not much they can do if Kaveh doesn’t file something.

“Technically he’s not broken any written law, just some unspoken ones of common sense. I’d get a restraining order, but for what? Because he follows me around and says nice things about me? Because he’s sent me multiple expensive gifts of a non-sexual nature? He’s not even lay hands on me aside from that first time before things exploded like they have. Also, I don’t know his real name.”

“He sent you Dick in a box,” Tighnari points out. 

“He sent me a picture of himself in a box.”

“Was anything I said wrong? I’m fairly certain him sending a picture of himself in a box did not have a platonic intent.”

“I’m surprised you’re even complaining,” Al-Haitham says. “His latest gift to you—before this failed singing telegram delivery—was an extremely large donation to one of the charities you were having trouble finding funding for.”

“So he was, in part, at least telling some form of truth when he said he was a giver,” Tighnari muses. “At least he isn’t a liar.” 

Kaveh sighs, “Yes. I suppose that part is true at least. That one I really can’t complain about, which makes it all the worse. His latest gifts have been considerate.”

“Not,” Al-Haitham disagrees, “all of them.”

“Yes, singing telegram aside.”

“I am not referring to your chorus.”

Kaveh frowns, “Aside from that and the donations I’ve not had anything else though. I’ve only been annoyed by him showing up at the Akademiya or around the streets leading to the Akademiya trying to find me and starting arguments with the aunties and uncles over my reputation. Another reason why I’m not sure if the Corps of Thirty can even do anything.”

“I’m surprised that he hasn’t shown up at your house yet.”

“I’m sure he knows where I live by now—as does the rest of the entire city, just my luck—but either he’s got some form of restraint holding him back or the entire city is somehow managed to get that taken care of without my knowing. Al-Haitham, what other gifts do you mean?”

Al-Haitham gives Kaveh a considering look, clearly weighing whether or not he should answer and how so.

And then, he must decide that giving the answer is the path of least resistance here, because he explains.

Sometimes, Kaveh’s Dick is unable to find Kaveh so he ends up leaving the package with a courier to deliver to Kaveh’s offices, or he ends up giving the gift to someone else. These someone else’s and these couriers, for the most part, do not want these gifts to reach Kaveh. So they do the next best thing by bringing them to Al-Haitham directly.

Except, usually, everyone agrees that whatever waste of mora Dick has come up with to try and woo Kaveh with next is truly a waste, so it ends up getting tossed. Now, Al-Haitham could walk away there, except during the course of these interactions what usually happens is that whoever is around decides to pitch in with their own opinions on the Kaveh’s Dick, pitching them directly at Al-Haitham.

The result is that not only is Al-Haitham being the recipient for increasingly tacky and distasteful gifts from Kaveh’s Dick, he’s also being loaded down with opinions, complaints, commentary, and different gifts from whoever was throwing their opinions at Al-Haitham for Kaveh.

“Why are they giving you gifts to give Kaveh?” Tighnari asks at the same time Kaveh says, “How come I never actually got any of those gifts?”

“They populace of Sumeru City is now in competition with Kaveh’s Dick to make sure he stays here,” Al-Haitham answers Tighnari. “Or to otherwise just show off to Kaveh’s Dick about how he’s not very impressive.”

Tighnari rolls his eyes. He can’t say he’s surprised by that strange turn in almost-sensible tactics.

Then Al-Haitham turns back toward Kaveh, “Of course you didn’t get any of them. I got rid of them.”

“You presumptuous little—“

“You didn’t need any of them either and I don’t need the clutter in the house. Were you going to keep all of the gifts if I did pass them onto you? You’d have dithered over what to do with them adding more stress to the situation.” 

This is entirely true. Everyone knows that. But Kaveh sputters, attempting to interject to refute the incredibly solid point. Al-Haitham continues over him.

“Besides, if either of these parties really wanted for these gifts to get to you, wouldn’t they have just found a way to give them to you directly? Even if it was difficult? Why am I getting involved and playing messenger and secretary for you? You don’t pay me for it and neither do they. In fact, they give me more trouble about the situation while giving me work to do; asking me about how I’m supporting you and if I’m doing alright with the stress this must be putting on me. It’s a very strange question to be asking, considering that any stress I’m getting from the situation is due to them pulling me aside to try getting me involved.”

“Don’t make it all sound like it’s all on you! Don’t forget I’m the real victim here.” Kaveh huffs, “I’m getting lectured, heckled, and complained at, too! Everywhere I go! All the time!”

Their house is not built on a residential street because it was not meant to be a house. This Tighnari only learned recently. Along with the information that this has not stopped the people living on the residential street that ends just short of their house from considering the pair part of their community anyway.

There is an older woman who lives in the house closest to theirs who’s taken keen interest in the both of them over the years. Namely, keen interest in pointing out their many flaws and trying to feed them both until they’re round enough to roll down the ramps that swirl around the Divine Tree like marbles.

This older woman, Nour Aunt—Tighnari’s not met her, but he’s definitely heard of her and heard her complaining from afar—has taken both Kaveh and Al-Haitham aside together and separately to complain about all of the fuss that Kaveh’s Dick has caused all over the city.

“What’s so special about you that’s caused all of this fussing, anyway? Isn’t it bad enough that you have every tailor and seamstress in the city dreading you darkening their door, now you’ve got the florists and the couriers and everyone in between ready to riot?” Nour Aunt complained at Kaveh at the same time she was piling on giant platters of still steaming food for him to bring back to the house to eat.

“I’m only one man, Aunt, I can’t eat all of this. Have a care.”

“One man? What are you on about, one man? Last I checked there’s two of you in that house, unless you’ve figured out how to keep up an entire spat by yourself. In which case I think you need a doctor. Your Al-Haitham needs to eat too. You both need to keep up your strength to get to fixing this problem of yours. If I have to hear about this shameless Dick of yours irritating someone one more time…”

“He’s not my Al-Haitham,” Kaveh said, entirely by habit after several years of her only referring to them each as that. And then, Kaveh protested further, “And he’s not my Dick. That’s the entire reason there’s even something to talk about here. I don’t want him. This is going to sound cruel of me, but I don’t think anyone wants him…Well. Except maybe his family. But if they really did want him why did they give him that nickname…”

“Of course no one wants him! Who would when he’s acting like that? He’s acting like his namesake and aren’t those bad looking enough without the poor reputation being spread about? I don’t even see how it because such a big deal. I’ve never seen a Dick that was worth talking about. As to that matter, I’ve not seen your Dick, either. I don’t ever want to. Make sure that I don’t.”

“Well Nour Aunt, for that I think we can safely say you’ll never see this Dick because you’re still waging a one-person war against ophthalmological aides of every form. Ow!”

On Al-Haitham’s side, she got him when he was returning the dishes from earlier. He was going to just leave them at her door and go, but caught him before he could make a clean escape. She then roped him into helping her move things around in her back courtyard as she cut herbs and checked on vegetables, all while she talked at him. He only caught some of it because he had his noise cancelling on.

But the gist of things was that Nour Aunt was peeved that she’d not heard of Al-Haitham lifting a finger to help his Kaveh (“There’s no point in contesting how she refers to us. It’s been years.”) but she was also concerned because on his behalf because, well. Who wouldn’t be?

Surely some of this trouble with Dick was bleeding over onto Al-Haitham’s side in some form. How could it not? Nour Aunt seemed to take it as a matter of fact that any problem one of them would face would eventually become the other’s and thus a shared problem. And as they all supposedly should know, a problem shared was not necessarily the trouble halved, but sometimes a trouble multiplied.

She was asking Al-Haitham if they were both sleeping well (Upon Al-Haitham pointing out that Kaveh never sleeps well she asked him what he was doing about that and if he’d ever considered that it might be partly his fault. Al-Haitham said nothing in response.) and if they were at least able to have moments of peace with each other, since peace seemed to be scarce on the streets.

(Al-Haitham asked her if her sharp ears happened to hear anything that would lead her to think otherwise. Nour Aunt countered that he didn’t want to know what her ears were picking up on, all without her trying, and that he was quite fortunate that she wasn’t taking him to task about all of those other things she heard. Against her will. She had priorities to address).

Moments of peace, she stressed, were important when dealing with such long-term problems. One couldn’t constantly be under the stress without reprieve.

Al-Haitham attempted to impress upon her in return that this was really not his problem, it was all Kaveh, and attempting to make it his problem was going against Al-Haitham’s will.

This was, predictably, ignored.

Also, she wanted to know, were things affecting his work? He really should quit and get private, independent employment. The Akademiya didn’t treat him well enough. This line of questioning immediately led into her talking about how a man of his talents surely had better employment options that didn’t involve the stupidity of the Akademiya at large. What was the Akademiya doing about this strange Dick anyway?

Here, Al-Haitham realized she didn’t even need him to pretend to listen, she was really just grumbling to herself. So Al-Haitham bore it all silently, waiting for the chance to make the neatest escape possible without somehow bringing home more food.

He got away with an entire kilo of cherries that he and Kaveh split after dinner as Kaveh complained about the complaints he’d been getting. Al-Haitham cut the cherries while Kaveh shelled pistachios. Al-Haitham picked out the pits, passing one half into Kaveh’s red-stained and waiting fingertips, popping the other half into his own mouth, while Kaveh passed Al-Haitham slightly dusty pistachios for them to alternate between tart-sweet and salty.

(“Those were very nice cherries, are there any left?”

“Yes. And I’m sure if you can stomach another round of hectoring from Nour Aunt that there’s more where they came from.”)

And then, at some point in between those two occasions, Nour Aunt had them both over at the same time and really lay into them about how they should be working together on this problem and with the two of them working on it combined, how come it hasn’t been resolved yet? 

All of their protests were slapped down likes flies, squashed into paste with irritated vindication.

Eventually the two of them settled into just sitting there and taking it, along with the giant containers of food and freshly picked vegetables.

When they got home, by mutual agreement they opened several bottles of liquor and since it was a Friday night and neither of them had to do anything the next day, they drank until they could put as much of that day and that lecture from mind.

They didn’t say anything more about Kaveh’s Dick the entire night and quietly spent the evening talking about anything else they could think of before falling into what was probably the most relaxed silence they’d had in the house for over a month.

Tighnari, head in his hands, as the two of them fall into detailing a much needed reprieve from the Dick-craze into quieter normalcy, can’t believe that all of this is happening and continuing to happen.

And it had to happen when he was here to experience it rather than hear about it by messenger-bird in the safety of Gandharva Ville?

This is Kaveh’s strange mixed-curse of timing bleeding over onto everyone around him.

Don’t people have real problems to address anymore? 

Here’s Tighnari in the middle of helping people from Fontaine sort out a literal national disaster that involved the entire nation flooding from border-to-border while also managing the recovery of Withering Zones and Eleazar patients, and attempting to rehabilitate the previous Sages back into somewhat acceptable members of society, and the rest of Sumeru City is busy twittering over some guy who calls himself Dick and wants to be known as Kaveh’s Dick.

Why are Tighnari’s real-world problems somehow falling to the wayside compared to this? It’s unrealistic. It’s unbelievable.

It’s entirely in line with how things have played out in Sumeru after the ousting of the previous corrupt administration.

As Tighnari is weighing his chances of running into the singers if he leaves now, Al-Haitham and Kaveh have fallen into their own little private world. 

Al-Haitham and Kaveh have both moved so that they’re sitting practically on top of each other. Al-Haitham is nearly entirely in Kaveh’s lap as Al-Haitham fixes flyaway hairs that have escaped Kaveh’s braid. Kaveh has an arm around Al-Haitham’s waist, head leaning on Al-Haitham’s shoulder, and is wondering about whether or not they’ve got enough cherries to make filling for pastry and if they’ve got the ingredients for a pudding to use up the last of the pistachios.

Layla disrupts all three of them from their thoughts when she wakes up with a sudden snort.

All three of them fall silent as Layla jerks up, sitting up straight, hands awkwardly flailing outwards, crumpling up some of the papers Tighnari wasn’t able to clean up.

Layla blinks around herself, bleary eyed with a giant ink smear on her cheek.

“Huh? When did all of you—?” Layla mutters, scrubbing a hand over her eyes. Then she looks around, a disturbed furrow to her brow clearing up as she breathes a sigh of relief. “Oh good. It was just a dream. It was so strange.“

“Can’t be stranger than the reality we live in,” Tighnari points out, earning nods from the stacked up fools and Layla, herself. “What was the dream, Layla?”

“I dreamed that a giant eclair was leaving trails of cream around Sumeru City and we were all trying to chase the eclair away,” Layla says, frown returning. “Why was I dreaming about eclairs? I’ve only ever had a bite of one once, and it wasn’t very good…Master Tighnari do you think this means I’m calcium deficient? Should I go to the Bimarstan for calcium supplements? No one tell Madam Faruzan about this, please. She’s already convinced I don’t eat enough. She keeps buying me food to bring back to my dorm with me to snack on, but I don’t have room for it and I don’t have an ice box.”

-

The Amurta faculty canteen is arguably the second best one in the entire Akademiya, second only to that of the Vahumana faculty canteen. The food still isn’t anything to be too excited about, but the dining hall’s seating is right up against one of the Amurta’s more…tamer experimental fields which houses mostly semi-stable edible cultivars of common plants in Sumeru.

Tighnari can’t say that he’s surprised to see Al-Haitham and Kaveh both in here, nor is he surprised that no one’s telling them that technically speaking they shouldn’t be here. Al-Haitham is a unique case of being exempted by the limitations of his Darshan by his role in general administration, and Kaveh is…well. He’s Kaveh and he’s had possibly one of the worst months anyone can say anyone has had in recent history.

The two of them are in line to pick up food, Kaveh leaning heavily on Al-Haitham, the entirety of him drooping like an incredibly upset plant. 

As Tighnari approaches, he hears Kaveh indicating to Al-Haitham what to put on their trays, nit-picking at which specific pre-portioned dishes from the warming trays Al-Haitham is reaching for.

“No, not that one. The other one. There’s more potato in that one compared to meat—how much protein do you need in a day? See a nutritionist.”

“You’re the one having too many carbohydrates,” Al-Haitham refutes.

“Stress eating is a poor habit to have,” Tighnari says, walking up to them. He’s not really here to eat, he’s just here for a break and to maybe grab some berries from the experimental field. Things have stalled again with the Fontaine delegation. This time they’re waiting for their leader to come back and read through the official correspondence sent back from the Court of Fontaine which will have either their approval to move forward with current plans and come back, or a denial which would require them to pivot and start coming up with a new plan before leaving.

Tighnari has to wonder how the Court of Fontaine is handling things back across the sea. Surely people have started complaining by now about lack of progress. Unless they’re doing something else over there and this poor delegation of officials, researchers, and funders are wasting their time and the Akademiya’s.

“It’s either this or resorting to physical stress relief,” Kaveh replies. “And there’s only so many commissions I can take from the Adventurer’s guild in a day while also balancing out the rest of it.”

“It’s better than drinking,” Al-Haitham points out, dodging Kaveh’s hand when Kaveh goes to slap his hand from picking up a small little plate of mixed greens and putting it on the tray is probably for Kaveh. “Or staying up all night muttering to oneself and pacing a groove into the floor.”

Tighnari glances up at Kaveh who just rolls his eyes. “He’s exaggerating. I’m not sleeping any more or any less than I normally do.”

“Tell that to poor Mehrak’s overworked power generator.”

“Mehrak’s power generator is perfectly fine.”

Tighnari tunes this part of their conversation out, about to tell them that he’s going to get some fruit from the field next to the dining area, when he hears a sudden commotion near the entrance.

Before Tighnari has completed his turn to look, he’s startled into looking back at Al-Haitham and Kaveh.

Kaveh, upon also hearing the uptick in noise by the entrance, also went to turn. But Kaveh must have turned faster than Tighnari because upon seeing whatever it was, he turned around again so suddenly that he hit his head right into Al-Haitham’s, as he had also gone to look at what caught both Kaveh and Tighnari’s attentions.

Tighnari turns back to look at whoever just came in to see what would cause that kind of reaction.

As he does this, several things happen at once in a very, very impressively short amount of time.

Firstly, Tighnari sees a rather plain looking man—tall, thin, well-dressed in the dress of the Court of Fontaine—walking into the canteen with an impressive bouquet of flowers.

Naturally, Tighnari puts Kaveh’s reaction together with the man’s dress and the flowers and comes to the conclusion that this must be Kaveh’s Dick, in the bland-looking flesh.

He’s really unimpressive and unassuming looking. In fact, he looks rather boring. Tighnari imagines that if they were in Fontaine it would be impossible to pick him out of a crowd, he’s that nondescript. Maybe if they were to do some kind of material analysis of his clothing they’d find something particularly interesting like a rare type of dye or high quality blend of fabric. But from a distance (that’s quickly shortening as the man spots Kaveh and starts making his way over) he looks utterly plain.

Based on the amount of fuss and talk he’s generated, and all of the things that he said about himself, Tighnari had imagined someone more…more. Just more. 

As it is, Tighnari is rather unimpressed.

As Kaveh’s Dick draws closer more of his features become clearer, but that doesn’t make them any better. He’s got green eyes and light hair. He’s certainly rather tall, but that’s not anything special from Fontaine. His skin is pale with a light touch of freckles, again not special for someone from Fontaine.

The only reason he sticks out is because he’s obviously foreign and also because he shouldn’t be here.

From a look the most intriguing thing about him is that he’s here. Tighnari wonders how he got through so many layers of Akademiya security, glancing behind him to see if any Corps of Thirty are to follow. There aren’t.

Now that’s curious.

Tighnari’s instincts, upon noting all of this, begin to stir and prickle. It’s just like that night that feels like it was ages ago, back at Lambad’s. What are they warning him of, though? Tighnari doesn’t see any weapons on this man’s person and he doubts that this one Dick would be capable of overpowering Kaveh by force, let alone with Al-Haitham, Kaveh, and Tighnari, plus several of the other people in this room who would no doubt throw themselves in the line of fire if the three of them got involved.

As Tighnari’s mind gathers all of this information to come up with a sense of general unease, Tighnari sees Al-Haitham, one eye opened and turned to the side even as he raises a hand to where he and Kaveh collided, also put two and two together to get the answer of “time to leave”.

Al-Haitham, over his shoulder, gets a glimpse of Kaveh’s Dick coming their way, and proceeds to try and extract himself from the situation that he’s been successfully avoiding for the past month.

Kaveh, realizing that Al-Haitham has also realized what’s going on—through some natural instinct that the two of them have built over the several years of being locked into each other’s company for better and for worse—snakes an arm around Al-Haitham’s waist. He pulls Al-Haitham, who was already in the process of moving away, in so close and so forcefully that the two of them collide again. They collide so hard that if it weren’t for the fact that Kaveh was holding onto Al-Haitham and they were up against the metal rails for sliding the food trays, they would have fallen down. As it is, they just fall into each other.

Knowing Kaveh and how he thinks, he probably did it on reflex to make sure that if he’s about to suffer something horrendous that Al-Haitham would at least keep him company on the way down.

The funny thing about situations like this is that sometimes—very rarely—the subjective passage of time seems so stretch out and slow to allow a person to watch every single detailed step of how misfortune is about to slam into them at maximum velocity, all the while you know that there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it.

Tighnari is experiencing that right now.

On one side he’s tracking Kaveh’s Dick getting closer and closer. On the other side, he’s watching the Kaveh and Al-Haitham show start to play out again. And here he is right between the two. He’s going to suffer no matter what.

Because he’s got the perfect vantage point between the two, as well as more context than most would have on the parties involved, Tighnari can see the exact moment where Kaveh somewhat recovers from the jostle and sting of two impacts in a short period of time. And then, once recovered, Kaveh puts together what’s in front of him as one plus one to finally arrive at the long awaited two. Also known as the most obvious solution to the Dick problem he’s had in hand for several weeks.

Taking himself off of the available market.

And who else could Kaveh possibly do such a thing with, if not Al-Haitham? There’s no one else foolish enough in the entirety of Sumeru City to try it.

The Kaveh and Al-Haitham situation, after all, is one that the general populace tries to observe from a distance, in the same way that Al-Haitham was trying to only observe the Dick situation from a distance. Getting involved just makes more problems.

Besides. It wouldn’t really work with anyone other than Al-Haitham anyway. When those two are together there’s no room for anyone else. It’s in the words themselves. Kaveh and Al-Haitham.

In truth, knowing those two, they probably also thought of this as a potential solution to try, but didn’t bother with the trying and just discarded this solution as an out-of-sight and out-of-mind path that they’d never walk down.

Al-Haitham, after all, had explicitly said he didn’t want any involvement in the situation and was actively avoiding it. And Kaveh would have subconsciously weighed that in along with the fact that during his interactions with his Dick, Al-Haitham wasn’t usually on hand to try this tactic with.

Tighnari might have brought this solution up to them to ask them why they didn’t just give it a shot to definitively rule it off of the list, but he’s been rather occupied with real world problems that affect lives on a broader, more immediately important scale. Besides that, he also thought that even if he did bring it up, Kaveh would protest with any number of denials and rebuttals that would give him a headache, and Al-Haitham would simply refuse to back any claims up if confronted about it.

But circumstances have now clearly changed now that they’re a month into this, and this path of possible ways forward has neatly lined itself up with the current course.

Kaveh, now, has Al-Haitham firmly in sight, in mind, and in hand. And a month in, his patience has worn down to near nothing, and with the opportunity to shoot the shot right here, Kaveh must figure that he might as well go for it.

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham must have calculated—as per usual—that at this point, he’s stuck in it with Kaveh and any attempts to get out of it would be more trouble than they’re worth. So, as he so often goes, Al-Haitham commits to the path of the least resistance.

Tighnari watches Al-Haitham and Kaveh reaching this obvious conclusion at the exact same time. And, in that same time, Tighnari watches them going through rapid calculations and weights of dignity, desperation, and overall stomach for tolerance.

Ultimately, Kaveh reaches the end of his calculations and stages of grief first, throwing down and committing to the gamble a fraction of a section before Al-Haitham can finish his own and come to peace with the disaster that’s about to hit them all like a stampede of enraged Sumpter Beasts.

It’s a good thing that Kaveh and Al-Haitham both have their backs turned to the approaching Dick, because Kaveh looks exactly like he’s experiencing acute systems failure through his entire body. He also looks like he’s contemplating the cleanest and most efficient murder of everyone who’s inadvertently contributed to this moment in time coming to be.

“Azizam,” Kaveh coos, turning his mouth in towards Al-Haitham’s covered ear. Tighnari can literally see Kaveh’s grip on Al-Haitham’s waist tightening, pressing them together flush. The veins and tendons on Kaveh’s hand stand out. If Al-Haitham doesn’t end up with deep bruising after this, Tighnari will be shocked. “My dear. Are you sure you’re good with just that tray of food? You haven’t been eating enough. I’m worried about your health.”

Al-Haitham also turns towards Kaveh, the two of them practically temple to temple as he responds sweetly (for Al-Haitham, at least), “Habibi.”

Al-Haitham’s hand drifts down to grasp Kaveh’s wrist. The motion of the arm would be visible from behind, but not the way Al-Haitham’s fingers circle Kaveh’s wrist and squeeze so tight that it looks like he’s about to break it. 

By the end of this they’re going to have matching bruises that are going to be very interesting to explain to the Bimarstan.

Al-Haitham’s Vision briefly lights at his shoulder, like he’s contemplating using it to teleport away. Kaveh’s Vision glows in response at his thigh in warning.

“Shouldn’t you be more concerned for yourself?” Al-Haitham asks lightly, other hand rising to Kaveh’s face to lightly brush against his jaw even as his eyes meet Kaveh’s and promise multiple discussions at various volumes about this moment in their future. “You’ve been sleeping so poorly. The bed is always cold when I wake.”

Tighnari would swear that the food in the warming trays curdles. The sunlight just outside the windows looks a little dimmer. The trees and bushes also look a little shriveled. 

Someone whispers, “Right in front of my fucking salad…”

He thinks he even hears someone gagging. Multiple people gagging. Someone doesn’t quite succeed in holding it back and does vomit. Tighnari closes his eyes as he tries to ignore the sharp smell of it coming from too close for comfort. Not that anything in this room, this moment, is comforting or comfortable.

Tighnari, here, also feels the faint sting of stomach acid rising in his esophagus. He gamely swallows it down as the couple manage to look graceful in shuffling over with their trays all the while locked together like that, refusing to let the other escape first. 

Kaveh and Al-Haitham even manage to make the way they speed up look quite natural—graceful and well practiced—as they get to the end of the line (literally everyone else around and ahead of them hurries to get out of the way of this to help expedite their escape without getting themselves involved) and out of here to, presumably, start yelling at each other over how things came to this point and who’s fault is it, and all the rest. 

All of the usual things that come with Kaveh and Al-Haitham and the ways they eventually work together to solve a problem, usually against their will.

Tighnari and the rest of the entire room turn to look at Kaveh’s Dick to see the response. If he decides to press on in the face of that then the entire city is really out of luck. One Dick really will have conquered Sumeru at that point. They might need to get Nahida involved to kick him out without offending the Iudex of Fontaine.

Tighnari can imagine the ridiculous headlines Fontaine would be publishing in response now. 


Sumeru Makes a Big Deal about Dick. Akademiya can’t Handle Dick. Archon of Wisdom doesn’t know about Dick.


He feels a headache coming on to take the place of the physical manifestations of a headache that are rapidly leaving the room.

Thankfully, Dick looks rather heartbroken. In fact, the bouquet of harmless looking Sumeru Roses in his hands seems to will with him. The man’s green eyes look shiny, like he’s about to start crying.

Tighnari almost feels sorry for him and then raises a hand to slap himself back into sense. Why would he feel sorry for him? He brought this on himself.

“I need to get back to real work,” Tighnari mutters to himself. Enough with this absolute nonsense. He’s got to get back to working on real world problems that have real world impacts on people’s livelihoods and state of living. Not just Dick’s.

Even as Tighnari is turning towards the exit to get out of here before something new and terrible happens—like Dick deciding to go after the pair—the doors to the canteen burst open, banging against the wall and nearly clipping someone who was doubled over by the waste bins, gagging.

“Sir! I’ve finally found you!”

Everyone turns to see several out of breath people in the same Fontaine style clothing. Tighnari recognizes them as various members of the Fontaine delegation.

Tighnari’s instincts dig their teeth into the back of his neck as he feels his ears go alert, tailing going still. He can literally feel his body start producing adrenaline as all of his senses hone in on the harried group.

Without Tighnari’s conscious approval, he’s marching up to Kaveh’s Dick and the members of the Fontaine delegation that are trying to pull the man back out of the canteen, trying to explain to him how far behind they are and could he just open the letters and they’d do the reading and if he just wanted to leave his stamp behind they’d never tell anyone, if they could just get this done with, please, Richard. Think of our families.

“Richard,” Tighnari repeats flatly, gaining the attention of one of the Fontaine members who’s standing by and watching the spectacle go on in despair.

“Ah, Master Tighnari,” she says, turning towards him with the familiar embarrassment and exhaustion everyone from that delegation has turned towards him and the rest of the Akademiya as they struggled through their own bureaucratic policies for the past month. “Yes. I don’t think you’ve ever been introduced. This is Earl Richard, O. Rex. He’s been appointed as the main point of contact for approvals between us and the rest of our fellows back in Fontaine.”

She proceeds to explain that Richard, Dick to some, is some sort of environmentalist big-shot back in Fontaine and has been since even before the flooding. He’s funded several wildlife preservation and environmental restoration projects. He’s rather well respected for it back in the Court of Fontaine, and is a prominent voice in lobbying for enhanced environmental protections and other regulations.

Because of his prominence in the area, as well as the fact that he had already volunteered a very large sum of his own personal funds to help with Fontaine’s restoration, he was given this important role when they were all selected and dispatched to Sumeru.

Things had gone well for the first few days, but what they didn’t expect was for Dick to suddenly start acting out of character.

“This isn’t like him at all,” she insists to Tighnari even as he feels his pulse start to jump in his throat, his palms, hell. He thinks he can even feel his pulse at his ankles right now he’s so—

“I don’t know what’s gotten into Dick, Master Tighnari. It’s like he’s another man! I’m sure he’s going to come back to his senses, but—well. Erm. Master Tighnari?”

Tighnari closes his eyes and opens them, realizing it makes no difference. He’s so furious that all he can see is Dick.

Dick is the puzzle piece of the entire situation that slots into place and manages to light up Tighnari’s entire brain like a bonfire. Tighnari feels like a bonfire. He feels like he got struck by lightning again. He feels so angry that he’s circled around to stupid.

He’s been stuck here for a whole month trying to solve an officially declared national crisis while listening to a second, unofficial, national crisis because of Dick.

He could have gone back to Avidya Forest and spared poor Collei all the running around weeks ago. He could be back in Gandharva Ville looking over reports and picking up where he left off on his own personal projects. He could be sleeping in his own house—not that Cyno’s home is poor, but Tighnari’s been missing the sounds of his forest. 

Tighnari feels his tail bristling, starting to twitch and lash from side to side as his ears flatten against his skull. He feels his lip curl up over his teeth, exposing the sharp canines that he doesn’t normally emphasize as a hiss rolls through his throat, his lungs.

“Are you fucking kidding me,” Tighnari hisses. Dendro energy begins to condense in his palms, the Vision at his waist glowing bright. Whoever hadn’t already cleared the area when Kaveh and Al-Haitham enacted their final solution immediately full-body dive out of the way and underneath furniture as Tighnari speaks. Very wisely, those nearest the door have already gone running out of it.

Even a few of the Fontainian officials who were trying to simultaneously comfort, distract, and then pull Richard O. Rex back on track take notice and start to inch away from him. Meanwhile, the Dick remains blissfully unaware of the throttling Tighnari’s about to be giving him—potential diplomatic incident or no. 

“You mean to tell me that this entire time—this entire month—this entire process has been blocked by Dick?”


Notes for the Chapter:the amount of dick jokes i was able to cram in here shocks even me





