
1. SMUT

Summary for the Chapter:
The issue that has Layla wanting to sink into the floor, the entire back of her neck, shoulders, and ears burning up like she’s been left out to crisp in the Great Red Sands is the topic of their conversation.

The two of them have spent the past several hours openly discussing not just one but multiple…extremely dubious fictional novels and illustrated books of either a self-published nature or from publishing houses of a very specific repute.

In cruder, simpler terms, the two of them have been (very seriously) discussing smut fiction.





Layla is almost entirely confident that if she ducks out now to gather a few more reference materials she can build a barrier of books that might convince anyone passing by this table that she is not involved with the other two sitting at it. 

She is not confident that it will clue the other two sitting at the table with her that she currently wants to try to tunnel herself into the ground like she’s a Wenut or sand eel.

If Layla wasn’t in need of this many reference books, journals, and charts, she would have gathered all of her things and gone back to her dorm to finish this paper. And if she also weren’t the one to have asked Madam Faruzan to help her by reading over this paper she would have left straightaway.

If Layla knew how to un-invite her without offending her, she would.

Layla isn’t quite sure what brought Senior Al-Haitham over to start with, but she wishes that it were important enough that he’d leave to get back to it instead of sticking to the current conversation.

As it is, every now and again, Madam Faruzan and Senior Al-Haitham only occasionally remember to look over in her direction to take one of her finished charts, pages of calculations, or one of the actual papers where she presents her essay, and read it over, adding in corrections or suggestions. All the while they continue their own conversation which seems to have gathered most of their focus, attention, and energy.

The two of them are not…loud. Or being disruptive. It’s not like they’re behaving poorly. 

They are, after all, in the House of Daena, a place that Layla’s heard be called the Temple of the Haravatat considering their specialty and how many of them get involved in library sciences (she didn’t know that was a field). 

The problem is not that they’ve been talking to each other at length, pretty much since the three of them got here and Layla finished filling them in on her essay’s requirements and got to work while they started reading over what she had already finished.

The issue that has Layla wanting to sink into the floor, the entire back of her neck, shoulders, and ears burning up like she’s been left out to crisp in the Great Red Sands is the topic of their conversation.

The two of them have spent the past several hours openly discussing not just one but multiple…extremely dubious fictional novels and illustrated books of either a self-published nature or from publishing houses of a very specific repute.

In cruder, simpler terms, the two of them have been (very seriously) discussing smut fiction.

In the House of Daena. In the middle of the afternoon. While Layla is trying to work on a paper that will determine if she makes a rank advancement and get one step closer to Dastur this year or not.

When the whole changing of the administration happened and all of those restrictions on books and printed media and all were lifted, Layla guesses that she already knew that it meant that Sumeru would start getting an influx of new books that weren’t being controlled by the Akademiya. 

And Inazuma had started trade with the rest of Teyvat, and even before they closed their borders due to civil war they had a very healthy and ongoing export of books going out.

All sorts of new books were beginning to hit Sumeru’s streets and the House of Daena’s shelves now that you didn’t need authorization from the Akademiya to buy and own books privately, and book shops, lending libraries, and all sorts of literature trading spots were opening up all across Sumeru.

Of course this would mean that people would start talking about the books they’re reading. And with such a great new variety of books to talk about, Layla knows that it’s only natural for people to, well, actually talk about them.

But Layla didn’t think this would ever come around to becoming a situation in which she sits next to two of the foremost and respected Masters of the Haravatat and the Akademiya in general while they talk about smut fiction. As though it were a completely normal thing people do.

Layla never thought that the removal of restrictions and censorship from the government would put her in this kind of situation but here they are. And she really wishes they weren’t.

The two of them are normally fine company. And they really are doing her a great favor by reading her work over. But do they have to—

Of all the topics to be talking about! This one? 

Apparently Madam Faruzan is reading these because she’s trying to catch up on what the current generation likes. It’s part of her trying to be relatable so she can talk with the students she’s managed to gather more easily.

And according to the proprietor of the shop she went into this is it.

This being Heart-Thumping Serious Sex in the Akademiya Archives: My Daily Life as the Sage’s Dirty Little Secret. 

Well, actually, Madam Faruzan was offered that one first and she refused it. 

It was an anthology with multiple artists and authors. She wasn’t very enthused by the writing or art style of the first story in the anthology that the shopkeeper let her preview. Instead, after talking it out with the shopkeeper, Madam Faruzan ended up buying Political Unrest! The Ass-assination of the Akademiya’s Scribe which she thought seemed much more relevant to the current times.

“The Sage’s dirty little secret,” Madam Faruzan said of that first title with a strong measure of disdain, “was the corruption of an entire generation along with multiple infractions against the Akademiya’s most basic laws and our Cardinal Sins. This has all been resolved and put away and I’ve had enough of that sort of foolish business. It’s all in bad taste, really. It’s too soon!”

Of the second she said to Senior Al-Haitham with a much more curious and neutral tone, “What are the current laws on fair-use?”

To which Senior Al-Haitham replied, entirely neutral, “Not specific enough for this one to get flagged. Not that I would bother. It was altogether a low seller even though it was of decent writing quality. It was released at the same time as Reborn as the Grand Sage’s Ex-Husband…While Pregnant?! which had a sales benefit of having full-paged full-color illustrations. Although the General Mahamatra was very suspicious as to why this author for Political Unrest! The Ass-assination of the Akademiya’s Scribe had such a detailed and on-the-nose list of people who have tried to target me in the past.”

Layla didn’t listen to the rest of that part of the discussion because she was mortified, pen creating a big blot over the page of her essay that she’d just finished writing out.

Who was Madam Faruzan talking to that she got this as a recommendation? Where was she? there is no book shop that Layla knows where any of its employees, upon being asked for recommendations, would go directly towards smut fiction. 

(Does Madam Faruzan, Layla thought with something a lot like horror numbing her entire body, look like type of person who reads these type of books? Is that what happened? Did someone look at Madam Faruzan and immediately jump to smut fiction?

If it happened to Madam Faruzan that means there’s a possibility for it happening to Layla.)

Layla’s not exactly sure how or why Senior Al-Haitham is so familiar with this specific genre. 

But she does remember that Master Kaveh once told her and Collei that Senior Al-Haitham is like a toddler, or a cat. If you put something that can be read in his vicinity he’s going to go investigate it and give it a read, whether he’s truly interested in it or not. And then he’s going to have opinions.

She’d thought Master Kaveh was just exaggerating, in that way that he does whenever he talks about Senior Al-Haitham. Apparently not, but the question then becomes why does Senior Al-Haitham have these books near him?

Based on his commentary he doesn’t particularly enjoy reading any of them. His opinion of the prose is rather low, although sometimes he’s commended the artists. And he really does have several in-depth strongly considered opinions with suggested corrections ready to go for pretty much every title that has come up.

(Is that better or worse than if he did actually enjoy them?)

Truthfully, it seems that both Senior Al-Haitham and Madam Faruzan have rather missed the entire point of this genre of fiction. They’ve mostly been talking about the technical aspects of the writing and the decisions of the editor to arrange the illustrations and panels and the like.

Currently they’re discussing onomatopoeia and sound effect variances between countries, as well as the most common use descriptors of dialogue per region. 

The main part of this discussion that they’re currently stuck on and keep circling back to is the use of the word “mewled”. 

Layla is stuck on this page trying to focus on writing out her essay without accidentally writing out one of the other words they momentarily analyzed before returning to “mewled”.

It is much, much harder than you’d think to not accidentally write “simpered” or “gushed” considering that her essay topic is about non-biological entities that do not have reproductive organs.

But she’s already caught herself writing about the theoretical formulas for calculating the “gushing” of light waves from star systems in the middle of their end-stage life cycle. And she almost wrote that this one specific researcher that she’s based most of her essay on “simpered” over another, previous researcher’s proposed theories. 

At least they’ve finally moved on from Clash in the Desert Heat! A Village Guardian’s Ardent Love. 

Layla, earlier, had been so shocked once she realized what they were talking about that she accidentally let slip one (of many) question: Why were they so invested in this when neither of them seemed to even like any of the plots?

Senior Al-Haitham, one arm lightly resting along the table, and Madam Faruzan sitting across from him and brandishing a half-marked up diagram that Layla had just finished then had an entirely wordless exchange where Layla almost felt reprieve except the apprehension for the answer made it feel like she was being slowly lowered into ice water.

He finally answered, “There is merit to analyzing the linguistic choices across genres and sub-genres as they evolve and become their own cultural spaces. The patterns of language within these cultural subspaces sometimes manage to influence a greater population over time, or spread in unusual ways to modify dialects and change patterns of connections. Even with language barriers—or perhaps, in spite of language barriers.”

Madam Faruzan nodded along with his answer, adding on, “There’s a very interesting thread to pull regarding the minor differentiations in how overall archetypes and story patterns are handled depending on region. Even within the same country! A simple analysis of them based on publishing houses alone provides a wealth of insight into a region and a general age group. For example—“

Layla did not want to know examples. Layla had already heard too much in terms of examples.

But once Madam Faruzan gets started it’s very hard to stop her. A person would have an easier time handling rampaging Wenut, or calming the desert storms.

Madam Faruzan and Senior Al-Haitham then began to go into an in-depth explanation of a few examples of what they meant. 

Starting with Irresistible Addiction: Nectar of the God King, which is the first in a three part series, which was followed by a somewhat overlooked sequel Unending Adoration: Worship at the Feet of the Red Lord, and rounded out by a real best seller in the genre, Blazing Devotion: My One and Only Master of the Sands.

Apparently this series had heavy overlap in terms of plot arc and character trope, but not stylistic prose as My Archon Can’t be That Big! which Senior Al-Haitham attributes to a cultural difference between Sumeru and Liyue as well as issues with poor translation.

In a similar vein, The Archons are All After My Ass—Literally! had a much better quality and incredibly distinct prose compared to the other four in the genre and had very little to no overall difference between its translated editions, but it was also much shorter. And it was released around the same time as Irresistible Addiction: Nectar of the God King was so this specific sub-genre hadn’t quite yet settled into what it is currently. 

It is, Madam Faruzan mused, almost a shame that the genre didn’t evolve to follow that one instead of the others. There was some kernel of golden possibility there for something truly unique.

Unfortunately, that specific one seems to have inspired, instead, the explicitly titled Isekai Dragon-Dick Chief Justice which does earn points for creativity due to it being written by a presumably Inazuman author using Fontaine setting and mixing the two cultures almost half-decently. But the logistics of the sexual acts were either so boring that the eyes skipped past them entirely in an attempt to find something interesting to pay attention to, or so puzzling that it broke any form of immersion, if any immersion was achieved.

Senior Al-Haitham and Madam Faruzan agree that this one was, at best, inoffensively forgettable.

Hold that in contrast to a more recent update to a very popular series that creatively explored, with a startling amount of respect towards the culture and accuracy to anatomy, Too Many Teeth?! A Heated Showdown with My Most Hated Rival in the Bedroom!

(This one also benefited from having the same illustrator as Sweet and Sticky Nights in the Mawtiyima Forest~ A Forest Ranger’s Hidden Passion?!, who is incredibly talented at balancing both an individual style and a refreshing breath of realism in their works, despite the high elements of fantasy involved in the actual writing.

Senior Al-Haitham is nearly entirely sure that the illustrator is an Amurta undergraduate who’s specializing in anatomical drawings and diagrams. This must be for practice. Good on them for taking the initiative and finding a way to get paid for practicing and honing their craft outside of standard assignments.)

Layla, there, let slip the scandalized comment about this possibly being some kind of heresy.

To which, Madam Faruzan nodded and answered, “Oh, yes. To the most adamant and boring of historians, certainly. But even the most ardent of the zealots who follow Al-Ahmar I’ve met and talked to are rather lax about this kind of thing.”  


“You talked to Al-Ahmar zealots about this?”


Madam Faruzan gave Layla a very peculiar look. “Layla. The main reason I’m reading these is to get a better grasp on the current culture. If I don’t talk about them to people then there was no point. Also, who would be able to assist me in understanding the cultural context and inaccuracies better than the people who actually are practicing believers of the religion and from the culture being referenced?”

(Layla did not have the energy to point out that most of these authors were not aiming for religious, cultural, historical or even grammatical accuracy or respect when writing these stories. If you could even call them stories. 

Layla barely had energy to keep working on writing out her calculations while having this conversation.) 

“Anyway, we had a very enlightening discussion about it and a good laugh about some of the writing choices. I theorize that the light attitude is because this book was about Sages Sobek and Thoth, rather than Al-Ahmar, or Sage Hermanubis. It’s only a spin-off, on top of that, too. The original series’s was Hot Summer Day, a rather tame and boring time for all ten volumes. Now, the real jewel from that author was Muscular Mahamatra: Melt the Pain Away After Being Hunted Through the Desert for 100 Days and 100 Nights. That’s their peak.”

“Why are these titles so long?” 

And how were they both saying them with such straight faces? Layla doesn’t think she could even make it through one part of the title without her voice changing at least half an octave.

“Translation issue,” Senior Al-Haitham answered, drawing over one of her scrap pages to write the title down in Inazuman characters. “Most of the driving trend setters for the genre are coming out of Inazuma. The titles are translated from Inazuman characters into Sumeru or generalized Teyvat-trade but it isn’t so neat. Then those publishing here in Sumeru use the poorly translated Inazuman titles as templates for their own, and it turns into this.”

Senior Al-Haitham and Madam Faruzan also discussed, at length—more about the social context rather than any technical details of the prose, the illustrations, or translations this time—You’re Under Arrest! The General Mahamatra’s Tender Interrogation.

Apparently this one was so accurate in describing the details of prisoner intake as well as the specifications and security measures for going in and out of the maximum security holding cells that the General Mahamatra himself had the author tracked down and all of the published editions removed from circulation to avoid compromising the Akademiya’s security.

It was later re-released with details altered or removed, but the General Mahamatra’s been wary of security leaks ever since. This, combined with that other story from a supposedly different author and a different publishing house, has him wondering if it’s one of his own high ranked matra moonlighting by consulting on the side. If so, he needed to figure out who it was because they can’t be leaking this kind of detail for publication.

Al-Haitham has argued to the General Mahamatra that the risk posed from that book—considering the date of publication in correlation to current matra security reports—was minimal. 

The problems with vulnerabilities in the matra’s security could have been solved and addressed much easier if one were actually looking at and addressing the abysmal state of existing security measures. Why bother hunting down some poor anonymous writer being paid in spare change per word to scare the life out of them and put a fear of the real General Mahamatra’s tenderness when they could just grab some Kshahrewar out of the Akademiya hallways and make them get to work?

The two of them knew at least one Kshahrewar Master who’d do the work for a nominal fee and leap for the chance to do it.

The General Mahamatra was not pleased with this argument. In fact the two of them are still at odds about it to this day.

After that—much to Layla’s ever growing, never decreasing, horror—Madam Faruzan and Senior Al-Haitham began a very serious, very detailed discussion of the series My Kshahrewar Senior has a Sex Dungeon?! 

It’s illustrated. In full color. The series is up to volume twelve and still going strong. It remains one of the top sellers in both the genre and sub-genre it belongs to.

There are collector’s editions with stain-proof pages. Volume number six, specifically, is always out of stock and awaiting a new reprint with waiting lists that go on for months at a time. Volume nine has been banned from print entirely.

The Kshahrewar formally launched a protest over the terrible inaccuracies and violations of basic woodworking principles in volume seven, stating that it was blatant misinformation. The author was forced to go back and rewrite the entire thing. The new story is the current published volume seven, which means there is a secret, extremely limited in number, other volume seven in circulation among collector’s markets.

The topic, itself, of someone from the Kshahrewar having a sex dungeon, apparently wasn’t close enough to offensive to give the actual members of the darshan any issue or offense.

According to both Madam Faruzan and Senior Al-Haitham, it is not unusual for most graduates of the Kshahrewar to have built some kind of dungeon—and this dungeon being a sex dungeon is even less unusual.

Unless, Senior Al-Haitham clarified, the Kshahrewar graduate doesn’t own a house to build a dungeon in.

The archetype-slash-open-secret of members of the Kshahrewar being known to have sex dungeons is something Layla’s never heard of before and she wishes it stayed that way. Just like how, apparently, members of the Haravatat read smut fiction like they read a newspaper or a darshan-wide generalized quarterly update.

According to Senior Al-Haitham the technology that goes into these sex dungeons is the backbone for a lot of technology that’s used by the general public today.

Sanitation. Anti-friction material. Tear and puncture resistant weaves. Thermal regulating materials for use on skin and also in construction. The list of patents, inventions, commonly cited research statistics and principles that are based on the data and experiments done in these Kshahrewar dungeons goes on and on and on. 

These sex dungeons are basically off-the-books experimental laboratories that toe a dubious line with human trials. 

(A consented toeing, of course, Madam Faruzan assured her, leaving Layla feeling not very reassured.

Based on the current literature toes are, Senior Al-Haitham elaborated, a favorite in the sex dungeons.)

Senior Al-Haitham’s own headphones borrow some of the research and insight on sound proofing gained from those sex dungeons. Modified and much improved upon, of course.

Meanwhile, Layla—this entire time—has been sitting here listening to all of this while trying to work on her essay. And instead of being able to focus on writing out her calculations and her own observations from the past several months, she can only think about smut fiction.

How are they not embarrassed at all?

Madam Faruzan and Senior Al-Haitham are not the types of people who get embarrassed about easily. They’re both very blunt in their own ways. Madam Faruzan gets flustered, yes, but it’s usually more because she’s been caught off guard about something. But Layla doesn’t think she’s ever seen Madam Faruzan or Senior Al-Haitham embarrassed by something.

Is this just a Haravatat thing?

In that case—forget the learning over twenty languages to graduate as a joke that they keep pretending is a joke! If this is what it turns the members of that darshan into, or what being part of it requires of you, no wonder their enrollment and pass rates are so low!

Layla catches herself almost writing out the word “warbled” instead of “wobbled” while describing the behaviors of a star she’d spent the past few months observing that might be hitting some form of late-stage type shift. She sets her pen down, resting her head in her hands, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath.

Meanwhile, Madam Faruzan has switched track away from the word “mewled” to start complaining about how the titles were much simpler and classier back in her generation. Whatever happened to the classics? Less is more!

“Too Many Eremites,” Senior Al-Haitham counters bluntly, “is not a classic nor was it classy. The titles from your generation weren’t any better. They’re of questionable quality in a different direction. Not to mention the actual contents.”

“Fifty Shades of Scarlet was a classic and it was also tasteful,” Madam Faruzan snaps back, affronted.

“It was filth,” Senior Al-Haitham replies. He has a strange way of saying this without sounding judgmental at all: an objective statement rather than a subjective opinion. As though it were a fact that’s been thoroughly debated from multiple sides and found to remain true. “It was also clearly plagiarized from the earlier work An Anal-ysis of Sagacity. The author just changed the setting from the Dharma Forest to the Great Red Sands.”

Madam Faruzan gasps, lowering her voice into an almost-hiss, “It was genre redefining! Did you even read it? Are you just saying that based on what you’ve heard from others? What kind of Haravatat are you?”

Layla does not want to hear about what kind of Haravatat Senior Al-Haitham is, or what those others might have said about Fifty Shades of Scarlet.

She stands up while the two are distracted with debating the quality of Fifty Shades of Scarlet versus that of An Anal-ysis of Sagacity. 

“I’m going to—“ Layla gestures broadly at the books of shelves around them, getting distractedly waved off by Madam Faruzan as Layla hurries off to be anywhere but at that table for just five minutes.

She’s going to have to build a barrier of books. That’s the only way this is going to get done. She can’t have this kind of distraction. 

She’ll just slip them pages over the edge or something. But she needs some kind of physical barrier separating them for her own sake. She only has…sixty-nine percent of her paper of to go.

Layla resists the growing temptation to try and knock herself unconscious against a shelf. She’s not supposed to be relying on her body’s strange ability to handle problems when she’s not conscious to see how they’re handled. This is a habit she’s dedicated to breaking. And it’s going to take more than whatever this is to get her to go back on that resolution.

Maybe she can call it quits and retreat to her dorm once she’s gotten to eighty-percent completion. Maybe seventy-five. As long as she’s got the majority of the paper reviewed she thinks she’ll be fine. And the suggestions they’ve made on the existing parts are already very good.

Yes. She’s just got to…endure for another eleven percent of her paper. And then she can go. Eleven percent isn’t so bad. She’s already halfway to done with the entire thing! She’ll just ask someone else to help her with the final proof-reading. Not a Haravatat.

Layla claps her hands to her cheeks as she rushes through the shelves to find some of the older encyclopedias. 

Yes, she’s sacrificing time and energy to go pull books that would make decent barrier making material. But overall Layla has to concede that taking the time and effort to do this now is going to spare her some overall suffering. 

Give a little to gain a little, or something like that.

In the meantime…

Focus, Layla. Focus. Stars. Night emissions. No, wait, light emissions…


Notes for the Chapter:
An immense wealth of gratitude towards both echoelbo and skyspider for helping me come up with the names for these smut fiction books. I couldn’t have done it without you.






2. EPISTOLARY

Summary for the Chapter:
“She didn’t feel like listening to our nerd talk,” Tighnari informs Nilou, eyes crinkling up in the corners. Nilou can hear Dehya fondly saying the exact same thing, now. Neither Al-Haitham nor Tighnari begrudge her this.

Dehya’s decision to bow out of the evening and the conversation is, they admit, warranted.

“Should I also preemptively take my own leave? What is the mood for the night?”

“Depends on what you think of a good time,” Tighnari replies.





“What an unusual pair the two of you make, is someone coming or going?” Nilou asks as she approaches the table.

Al-Haitham and Tighnari sit across from each other, lacking the distinctive third that normally rounds out their party: Collei, Cyno, Kaveh, sometimes even Dehya.

Tighnari gestures for her to join them, Al-Haitham silently dipping his chin in agreement before Nilou takes the place of their third.

Dehya, they inform her, was apparently there to round the pair out into a trio, but had left just a few minutes earlier. The three of them have not been here very long at all, in fact. But Dehya, upon realizing what their mood for the night was, decided she’d leave them to it to find company better suited towards her own mood.

“She didn’t feel like listening to our nerd talk,” Tighnari informs Nilou, eyes crinkling up in the corners. Nilou can hear Dehya fondly saying the exact same thing, now. Neither Al-Haitham nor Tighnari begrudge her this.

Dehya’s decision to bow out of the evening and the conversation is, they admit, warranted.

“Should I also preemptively take my own leave? What is the mood for the night?”

“Depends on what you think of a good time,” Tighnari replies.

Well. Based on what the General Mahamatra Cyno and Master Kaveh say of the rare occasions Al-Haitham and Tighnari are together and presenting a unified front, Nilou’s nearly entirely certain that their good time is someone else’s grief.

Tighnari explains that he and Al-Haitham had just gotten out of a seminar that the Vahumana was hosting on the recent publication of a new series of biographies regarding a small circle of very important researchers from a few centuries ago, based on new notes and items that have been uncovered as the Akademiya slowly reviews its physical archives. 

Now that the Akasha has been shut down, Sumeru has had to turn back towards their physical records and vaults—many of which host forgotten and hidden gems of information that were never absorbed into the Akasha for whatever reason.

It’s a mixed bag of pros and cons that they’ve received from the Akasha being shut down. 

On one hand, it’s much more difficult and requires real legwork to find specific documents and pieces of research. On the other hand they’re now finding a lot of things that would have remained forgotten and unknown due to the rubric for Akasha data entry constantly causing those items to be pushed down in relevance—for several centuries at a time, apparently.

Tighnari was attending because two of the people in this circle of researchers were pivotal to some of the Amurta tenants that he studied and improved upon during his own time in the Akademiya, and as a Forest Watcher. In fact, one of them was also a Forest Watcher, herself.

Al-Haitham was attending because he was, predictably, curious about something that was making such great waves in the large overlapping circle of current-day scholars who studied these past researchers so closely.

The seminar started off fine, but quickly derailed. And the resulting adrenaline rush of that seminar going in a completely different direction than they anticipated has really gotten to them.

“I feel like I’ve just gotten a face full of Ley-line energy enhanced spores,” Tighnari tells her, tail starting to swaying behind himself just as he manages to force himself to stop bouncing his knee. “Or like I got thrown into an aggravate field.”

Al-Haitham nods, not saying anything but also distinctly just as excited as Tighnari is, based on Nilou’s limited experience in his company. He does look particularly bright-eyed.

The two of them haven’t really been able to focus on anything else since they got out of the seminar, much to Dehya’s chagrin. The two of them have made valiant attempts at not talking about the seminar, then would inevitably find themselves looking at each other, knowing what the other is thinking, and getting right back on the not-so-abandoned-track.

“We were poorer company then normal,” Al-Haitham concedes, not looking particularly sorry about it.

“Why did the seminar go off?” Nilou asks. “And into what?”

The two scholars exchange very particular looks. 

Tighnari looks like he’s moments away from bursting out into laughter. Al-Haitham’s eyes shine all the brighter with similar amusement, although he’s managing to reign it in and keep the amusement expressed through the shine of the eye alone. For now.

“How do you feel about discussing the private lives of the dead?” Al-Haitham asks.

“I’ve…never thought about it before.” 

Nilou supposes that she’s talked about dead people a fair amount. Not that she’s ever really thought about it. 

It seems like talking about the deceased is part and parcel of living in Sumeru, where talk of the God-Kings and their Sages and their mortal-kings and Sages happens every other conversation. That and pretty much everyone is always quoting this or that dead writer, scholar, philosopher, so on and so forth.

Even for those of them who don’t get into the Akademiya, most of them have just passively picked up bits and pieces of scriptures and memoirs and all of the things the dead leave behind, woven into the every day for the living to keep building off of.

Nilou’s spent hours reading through old plays and sagas, wondering about the authors, about the people depicted in them. Sometimes when they’re talking about how to modify plays or performances they start talking about what the person must have felt or thought—ways they might have done better or later viewed their actions as mistakes. 

When wandering through the sands, clearing her mind of everyone else so that she can look within to understand her own opinions, Nilou has often turned towards questioning and examining the source she’s working with. She’s thought about their lives, the things that informed their choices and motivations—she’s questioned their minds and their hearts equally.

On a more personal note, it’s not uncommon for her family members or friends of the family to talk about other family members who have already passed away. 

They gossip about this or that bit of a hidden secret that gets uncovered after the funeral, or finally spoken about several years after the departed has been lain to rest. Sometimes they don’t even wait that long, releasing secrets like crystal flies before the wake has even started.

It’s usually things about potential affairs, gambling, or secret spats that were poorly kept behind not-quite-closed doors.

Nilou’s never really participated in any of this herself. She’s not of a generation where people are being buried yet—barring extremely unfortunate circumstances—, and none of the relatives in her age group really have scandalous secrets that they’re keeping for the grave. 

It’s mostly aunties and uncles who are doing the talking.

But Nilou’s never really thought about whether or not this talk, all of this speculations, is right or wrong. Not unless the people talking have been exceptionally catty about it. Then it feels poor to speak of someone unable to defend themselves. 

Otherwise it’s mostly just…part of things.

Nilou frowns. Is this something she’s supposed to have thought about before? Because now that she thinks about it, she feels like she’s catching on the edges of something to pull at. Some stutter in the steps of the thought she didn’t notice before.

“It’s not so serious,” Tighnari assures her, the tip of his boot lightly tapping against her ankle to draw her out of her thoughts. “It’s not something that usually comes up in conversation, is it? My parents talk about their grandparents and the weird stuff they got up to all the time, or the things they read in their ancestor’s passed down books and journals of notes. My mother has an entire treatise on her great-uncle’s thoughts about tree frogs and how his…uh. Academic rival, I guess, at the time was a complete idiot who should never have gotten a degree.”

Al-Haitham nods in agreement. “In regards to discussions of the dead and speculations of their living in an academic context, however, the topic has become controversial and divisive in recent generations of scholars,” Al-Haitham informs her. “Previously, the examination and analysis of personal effects found to belong to historical figures was taken for granted as part and parcel of studying them.”

“But,” Tighnari picks up, “over the past generations there are some who’ve argued that private correspondences have no place in academic discussion, considering that they rarely contribute anything to a specific person’s body of work and only informs of the private nature. Their work should be understood as it is, as it was intended, in a vacuum without regard towards personal factors that may or may not have influenced it.”

Al-Haitham nods. “A person being a known researcher who voluntarily published their work while alive does not automatically permit access to their personal correspondences or give consent to a public, scientific, analysis of their private lives afterwards.”

“But,” Tighnari says, “there are certain schools of analysis that raise valid points on how certain works, certain records of interactions outside of the public eye can inform and change the view of published research and philosophies. Sometimes the findings uncovered in these records can provide the missing link to understanding how a person came up with specific idea, which can offer insight for others working on the same or similar issues.”

“Or more frequently, it informs of preexisting bias that would cast the conclusion in less than flattering light. Or reveal how certain studies were targeted towards proving a point for unsavory purposes.” Al-Haitham pauses before providing Nilou an example. “Several years ago there was a theory on physiology that seemed to suggest persons of specific features were predisposed towards certain aptitudes.” 

Nilou and Tighnari both make faces at that. That kind of theory seems to scream of something untoward and unfair.

“It was later discovered in several personal diaries that the scholar in question was heavily biased against people of descent from very specific eremite tribes and actively sought out scientific proof to support his views. Naturally there had been speculation on this before, but nothing concrete to completely disqualify the scholar’s research until those diaries were found and read through.” 

“Anyway, there are definitely moral and ethical qualms to consider when looking through a person’s private belongings then discussing them as though they were matters the public had any right to. Especially when those private records are being discussed in ways that have nothing to do with their research or other scholarly contributions.”

“However,” Tighnari and Al-Haitham both say at the same time, in the same tone, exchanging the same look with each other.

Ah, Nilou thinks. Here is exactly why these two in combination give so many other people grief.

“However?” She prompts.

“There are some things about a person can be understood and accepted as plain fact because they are fact. And there’s no point in discussing them because there’s nothing to discuss. Except…”

“Several of the scholars being discussed in this specific seminar were known to be in same-sex relationships with other scholars of that same circle or that general era of time,” Al-Haitham explains flatly. “There’s no documentation that’s been submitted to legally tie anyone together, but based on all surviving records that were publicly or privately submitted and found it’s been generally known to anyone who’d care to look that there were definitely romantic and sexual relationships going on. This is not speculation.”

“Except for the people who’ve got their heads buried so far in the sand that they refuse to accept it as anything but speculation. I’ve got no idea why some people are so opposed to recognizing these relationships. It neither adds nor subtracts towards any of the established research, and what’s it to you if a group of people from a couple of generations ago were in open relationships? It comes around to being farcical, how strongly some of the self-proclaimed leading scholars on these historical figures are so opposed to recognizing something that most people who never study the backgrounds on these same figures understand as simple fact.”

Tighnari explains to Nilou that one off-hand comment about records of land division and the redistribution of deeds to ensure “her good friend had something to her name when I’m gone” sparked a several persons in the seminar hall into disbelief, repeating in various volumes and tones, “Good friend? Is that where you’re going with this? Good friend? I paid for this seminar on good friends?”

It was all downhill from there.

Five minutes into the start of the seminar, the entire hall was divided in multiple directions over the multiple configurations this dead group of scholars were known, argued, debated, speculated, or generally understood to be grouped into.

“They were lesbians,” Tighnari says flatly. “I don’t know why this is so hard for people to accept and move on from. This part isn’t even snooping into personal records. It’s not like they were keeping it a secret. Their descendants, and the descendants of the other scholars in this circle, are more than happy to talk about their ancestor’s relationships with each other. I would know. I shared a lab with one of them for about two years when I was in the Akademiya.”

“Were they there today?” Al-Haitham asks.

“No, otherwise I think Malik would have given himself some kind of injury laughing at the absurdity of it all,” Tighnari snorts, rolling his eyes. 

“If there’s proof of it, and it’s not really a secret at all, or something anyone’s trying to keep quiet, then why is it something to argue about?” Nilou asks. “And why does it seem to come up at all?”

“An unfortunate combination of para-social relationships between scholar and subject, strange conservative views, and a really confusing timeline for what appears to be several open relationships starting and stopping all at the same time.”

They sit there in silence as Nilou attempts to digest all of this information while Tighnari and Al-Haitham continue to think over what happened at the seminar. She has better luck digesting the food that Lambad’s servers have brought out to the table.

“I still don’t understand why it’s such a big deal,” Nilou confesses. “Why couldn’t they just agree to disagree—even if they were disagreeing over something foolish—and move on to whatever it was they meant to talk about in the first place?”

That, Nilou thinks, seems more scholarly and academic. Or at least, what one would think is the more scholarly move than getting stuck in the weeds about a topic that wasn’t originally meant to be discussed for several hours.

Alright, that is also something scholars would do. 

But it sounds like it got very emotional, very heated. 

And from what Nilou has seen of scholarly disagreements (and the many times she’s been told off, brushed off, and generally turned aside by members of the Akademiya) the emotional side is the losing side most of the time. Showing emotion while trying to present a your side of a disagreement is a sign of a weak argument and a lack of rationality.

And it seems very much so like the emotional side here is the side that refuses to acknowledge something that most everyone has accepted as common-place fact and moved on from.

Indulging in someone acting like a stubborn and contrary toddler, picking at scabs and bandages or poking bruises when told not to seems like something that wouldn’t happen in a formal seminar that’s supposed to have multiple organizers and all of the things that are in place to keep scholars on track.

Nilou’s gone to a few of the free, open to the public ones before. She knows that they’ve got timers and organized point-by-point guides, moderators to keep it all in check and the crowd from getting distracted, and lead speakers and all sorts of measures in place to prevent what Tighnari and Al-Haitham described.

No one knows how poorly a scholar can get off track better than a fellow scholar, after all. The Akademiya’s long practiced in managing this sort of event.

“It’s a big deal because this kind of stubborn mentality gets applied to so many people that it gets exasperating to hear at all about any single one of them,” Tighnari answers, pulling an exasperated face himself. “There’s only so many times you can hear about someone refusing to acknowledge the color blue is blue before it becomes a pain point, you know? After a certain threshold, it starts to scream of willfulness rather than any sort of almost-excusable ignorance.”

“Consider it as though you have introduced yourself to someone who then seems to never get your name right in any interaction afterwards, no matter how many times you and others have corrected them, or even shown them official, legal documents with your name on them. And their reasoning for not ever saying your name properly is simply because they like to call you something else, better.”

“That would do it.” Nilou wrinkles her nose at Al-Haitham’s example. “But how can someone be so…willful? If there’s evidence and it’s talked about and it’s not necessarily from private correspondences and all of that questionable mess?”

Tighnari and Al-Haitham then, much to Nilou’s mix of shock, delight, and dread, give her several examples of this frustrating form of willfulness.

The two of them cite several persons in both real and fictional history who’ve become, or have been, topics of hot-debate and controversy for things that they shouldn’t have been. Most of the topics boil down to the same back and forth about relationships. Specifically, the nature of their relationships.

For example, there is a very well known Vahumana essay that discusses the fall of one of the kingdoms of the Great Red Sands. Sometime during that kingdom’s slow decline into ruin, an artist left behind a stone relief of two women embracing. Whether this was a commission or one of the women in the image is the artist herself is uncertain and another matter of debate.

But the main reason why this essay and this specific image is something so many people continue to talk about is because of what it was called: Figure Sixty-three: Two Friends Embracing.

“Yeah. That sure is how I greet all my friends.” Tighnari rolls his eyes. 

Al-Haitham turns towards Tighnari. “If you ever greeted me like so, I would send you off to get checked by the Bimarstan for some kind of mental break or drug. Failing any of that, I would file a public indecency charge.”

“What a roundabout way to confirming that we’re friends.” Tighnari looks back to Nilou. “Now, I can’t describe what this relief looks like out loud. At least, not without encouraging this one,” Tighnari jerks his chin to indicate Al-Haitham, “over here to throw out a public indecency charge for the fun of it to somehow get Cyno down here and nursing his own headache. But the women in this relief were naked. And based on their expressions, incredibly happy to be so.”

“And it was not,” Al-Haitham adds on, “an embrace. Not the sort of embrace you would give anyone in public.”

“Well. They sure were embracing something. Not in the common way. But there were parts being held by other parts.”

Nilou’s eyebrows raise. And keep raising.

The argument is that the women were sharing a moment of grief, or offering each other comfort, in the face of a terrible tragedy. The relief was, according to the essayist, a beautiful moment of humanity in the face of forces beyond their control.

“Comfort is certainly one way to refer to it; a rather tame one that’s been used over the years,” Al-Haitham acknowledges.

“And they were definitely sharing something. But based on their positioning, it definitely was not grief.”

“Did this essayist build an entire foundation for their paper on pornography?” Nilou just barely manages to bring her voice down. The patrons of Lambad’s are usually boisterous enough that you can’t really hear anyone else’s conversations unless you’re trying to. But Nilou would rather not draw attention.

“The most amusing part is that anyone reading can clearly tell that Figure Sixty-three was only included to pad the entire essay out to meet some sort of minimum word, reference or page count,” Al-Haitham answers. “It was only there for the padding, but most people don’t remember the rest of the essay. If you were to give the name of this essay to someone in the Akademiya they would most likely give you vague looks.”

“But if you ask, What do you think of Figure Sixty-three? chances are you’ll have at least a dozen scholars crowded around you within the next half minute all ready to tear each other’s throats out.” Tighnari grins at her. “If you ever need to make a quick escape or dodge a topic, just throw that one out there.”

“Do be cautious with using that one in the House of Daena,” Al-Haitham warns her, momentarily turning serious. “The librarians have a zero tolerance policy for Figure Sixty-three specifically and will call the matra to escort anyone who even looks in the direction of whoever is speaking out and give them a one-week ban. Minimum.”

Another example—one that neatly illustrates that this is not just an issue here in Sumeru, but also a decisive talking point abroad—is a series of published letters from a notable bard in Mondstadt and a poet in Liyue. No one is quite sure if these letters are legitimate letters or if they’re an attempt at extremely niche genre fiction.

What anyone with common sense is sure of is that the two were in a sexual relationship.

“They spend about a fourth of each individual letter writing about how large their harvest of eggplants or zucchini or whatever phallic shaped vegetable you can think of is, and how the fields are doing,” Tighnari waves an exasperated hand. “It wasn’t subtle.”

“If these were real letters the only reason they didn’t actually just talk about what they clearly meant was because they had some measure of pride as a bard and a poet,” Al-Haitham says. “Which is the current prevailing theory.”

“I don’t think this is something people should have theories about. It seems very clear what the intent was. Even if this were actually private letters and not some unusual form of fiction.”

Al-Haitham and Tighnari both nod in agreement before continuing on. 

In more recent history, there is ongoing debate among certain scholars and biographers involving one of the women from the same circle of people who were being discussed in today’s seminar and an unidentified woman. Despite the fact that the scholar, herself, is known and has descendants and there are others who can speak of her where she cannot, this was one secret that she did—mostly—manage to bring to her grave. 

The actual name and identity of the woman is unknown, although she was somewhat known. 

In letters to others the scholar referred to this mystery woman as the florist or the groundskeeper. Considering that the scholar, herself, was not landed, as well as the contents of the letters, it is unlikely that either of these were the mystery woman’s actual profession.

Some have even questioned if the florist was, in fact, a woman.

“If they are referring to each other as women and calling each other ‘my darling wife of my heart’ then I am pretty sure we can definitively say that they’ve made themselves clear how they want to be thought of, but what would I know?” Tighnari rolls his eyes.

Among the other things the women said in their letters were references to “how dry her flowerbeds are”, and how “they long for an expert and familiar, tender touch”. These letters go back and forth from both women for years.

Nilou feels her ears going hot, resisting the urge to pull her hair down around them.

“The scholar in question,” Al-Haitham clarifies to Nilou, “was a geologist by trade, and is also on public record stating that she couldn’t grow a weed with a dendro Vision if she tried. It need not be said that the flowerbed she is calling attention to is not, in actuality, a real flower bed.”

“Well apparently it does for it to be something people are even disagreeing about!” Nilou replies. “I can’t believe that this is the sort of thing people talk about in the Akademiya! All of the scholars who talk about their work and their studies around Treasure’s Street and the Grand Bazaar normally make it all sound much more important than…than gossip.”

Nilou can’t believe that there are people from the Akademiya who’ve had the nerve to call her and other members of the troupe or people she knows gossips and rumor-mongers who only know how to flatter scandal! 

Meanwhile it appears the entirety of the Akademiya is riddled with this kind of absurdity where they talk about whether or not so-and-so was dating this person or that person when it has nothing at all to do with any kind of scholarly pursuit that Nilou can imagine.

“In all fairness to some of the scholars who are in disagreement over who’s doing what with whom, for this specific circle of persons who were meant to be discussed during this seminar, many of them were in a series of open relationships with each other that have an incredibly confusing timeline. So for some it isn’t a question of whether or not certain persons were involved, but if they were involved at the time of this or that work being researched or published.”

“And that,” Al-Haitham says, “almost becomes important because this specific circle of scholars had unusually high research and publication output, that tends to cross-reference each other in multi-disciplinary studies. They also have several publications in which they challenge each other’s findings and try to prove each other wrong. If someone is trying to assess the work with consideration towards more personal feelings possibly getting involved, knowing the timeline for who’s in with who at what point during these studies does become a potential factor.”

“Imagine how messy research can get if you start involving relationships on several fronts that start, stop, and have multiple influencing factors from other persons in the same system of support most people would turn to when they’re having a hard time in their private lives,” Tighnari says.

“Messy seems like an understatement.” Nilou doesn’t really have to imagine it. The Zubayr theater and the performers who aren’t strictly part of the troupe but are known to them have their own tangle of dramas that Nilou’s somewhat managed to dodge getting pulled to the center of. But just barely.

And…to be fair. Nilou, herself, has gotten into a few arguments over the adaptations and portrayals of certain figures in plays and poems with other members of her troupe and her fellow dancers and performers when discussing interpretations and the like. 

Sometimes she’s gotten so frustrated by someone else’s interpretation that she’s gone out to have those moments of solitude in the desert to question herself and find her own root again.

Nilou puts her head into her hands. “This is exactly like all the times I’ve had audience members come up to me and say that something about the performance’s atmosphere was too charged during certain scenes between two characters or the actor’s interpretation of certain characters was given too much attention or nuance.” 

It’s usually not even for something Nilou performed. Nilou’s a dancer, not an actress. Nilou rarely dances in a group ensemble, and there are only a very few story-dances that the troupe performs regularly. They just don’t have enough trained dancers for that.

Also, in addition to not being an actress, Nilou also isn’t a the director or producer, set designer, or scene choreographer. She doesn’t have any in put on anything except her own performances. Although sometimes others do ask her opinion, which Nilou does appreciate.

And even if Nilou did have that kind of influence she wouldn’t have anyone change anything about their performances. Usually. Mostly!

In any case, the things she’d change are very rarely the same things she gets complaints about. Usually the complaints are about how they’ve put too much emphasis on the relationship between antagonist and protagonist, or the protagonist and their best friend, so on and so forth…

“See, you’re getting it.”

“I’d rather not.”

“We’d all rather not. But you have to wonder though, if like calls to like. What were the odds that this entire group were inclined to such relationships before meeting each other? Or did they influence each other and slowly work up to that?” Tighnari turns towards Al-Haitham. “When they were all introducing themselves to each other do you think that was part of the introduction to see if they would get along or not? Like some sort of introduction to a secret club where you need to say a certain passcode to get in?”

Al-Haitham’s mouth twitches up at the corner, eyes narrowing to signal unvoiced laughter.

“A members only club.”

Nilou starts coughing on a laugh even as Tighnari hisses, rearing back. “Ugh. Cyno’s rubbing off on you in all the wrong ways—shut up.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face did the talking for that one. Who knew the two of you would be such bad influences on each other? Aside from Kaveh—we can never let him know he was right.”

“Kaveh doesn’t need to be told he’s right, he assumes it naturally. Especially when it’s about something he assumes is going to go badly. For someone who claims to be an idealist he can be very pessimistic.”

Tighnari nods along, arms crossed as he hums his agreement.

“Have either of you two considered not giving him something to be right about? And that if he’s pessimistic it’s because of experience with specific persons?” Nilou asks, because she might not have spent much time with Tighnari, but it doesn’t take much time to realize that the man comes with his own fair share of exclamation and question marks.

Tighnari flashes her a grin that reminds her of the sickle moon, tail flicking playfully.

“Once or twice, maybe,” Tighnari answers slyly.

Nilou sighs here, shaking her head in sympathy. “Poor Master Kaveh.”

Al-Haitham and Tighnari raise their glasses in agreeable and unrepentant toast, “Poor Master Kaveh.”

Back to the topic on hand—“How do you both know all of this? Don’t tell me you both are the sort who get caught up into these things. I wouldn’t believe it. And, I won’t lie either, I would think a little strangely of you if you did insist upon it. Unless all of this got dug up in the seminar, in which case I’m going to have to think strangely of everyone.”

“This kind of thing is something you just passively hear about in Akademiya, whether you want to or not,” Tighnari replies. “Again, I sent a year sharing a lab room with Malik. A distant grand-nephew of the geologist with a dry flowerbed—“

Nilou quickly puts her own drink down before she can start choking, lightly returning Tighnari’s earlier tap by stretching out her leg to hit against the back of Tighnari’s calf. He immediately goes to try and pin her foot between his leg and the chair and Nilou barely manages to stay in her seat to avoid unbalancing. 

“—who’s heard way too much with too much detail from someone so removed from the original timeline of events. And one of the scholars in this circle who was supposed to be discussed in the seminar was a Forest Watcher. I reference her records patrol logs all the time. Some of her earlier observations and field notes are used in Forest Watcher training. That’s why I went to the seminar and when you discuss her with others this whole entanglement of relationships gets brought up at least once in passing. Occupational hazard.”

Tighnari and Nilou both turn to Al-Haitham who shrugs.

“Also an occupational hazard, but on a much larger scale. When the Akasha was still active I read multiple documents for approval and amendments to the official records per week, several of which manage to find a way to attempt to drag this sort of information in as relevant to determining if the documents pass through or not. I’ve found it to be helpful to be somewhat informed over who’s arguing over what details to cut these off at the pass. Especially when those arguing get passionate enough to come to fists in front of my office door while trying to stop each other from submitting their work, or to give me advance notice of that a specific scholar’s rival is about to turn up with some blistering and poorly worded inditement of the one that just left.”

Nilou and Tighnari, now, turn to give each other the same suspicious look. Tighnari’s ears flick back.

“Al-Haitham,” Nilou asks, trying and failing to keep some measure of reproach out of her voice. “Did you have a feeling that what would happen at that seminar today would happen?”

“The chances of that happening were decently high, but I had wagered on the moderators managing to prevail to keep things on track. I clearly underestimated the amount of passion the audience would have, and how much the moderators themselves would get invested, when I was calculating the odds of it,” Al-Haitham answers. “That was a mistake on my part.”

Tighnari groans, putting his head into his hands. “You knew it was a high chance and you couldn’t have given me a tip not to go in advance? I even wrote to ask if you were attending and if you thought that booking the seminar was worth it ahead of time! Thanks for the assist, there.”

“I was being optimistic. I did actually want to find out more about the contents of the paper. From the documents I remember they used and submitted, the seminar was going to be specifically about the Kshahrewar engineer who teamed up with the Amurta Forest Watcher you were attending for when they were working on replicating the Tri-Lakshana Creatures’s ability to extend or alter their senses and that of other biological creatures they link up with.“

That does actually sound very interesting. Nilou’s always been curious about the little bits of fuzz that sometimes blink up at her when she’s borrowing one of their mushrooms to jump to a higher spot or reach a Four-Leaf Sigil.

The three of them fall silent, contemplating the strangeness of the day and conversation.

“I don’t think I had a good time just now,” Nilou concludes. “But I wouldn’t go so far as to say that either of you were poor company. It’s just that this topic is too much and reminds me entirely too much of some of the conversations I’ve had that I wish I didn’t. And now I’m questioning whether or not I should be listening when my aunt and father start gossiping about that strange great-uncle who somehow managed to leave behind neither any debts nor assets when he passed away. Do either of you know where Dehya said she might go?”

“At least you got dinner out of it. If you show up and tell her where you were, she’s going to laugh at you for trying your luck with and taking pity on excitable scholars,” Tighnari says.

“Oh, most definitely,” Nilou agrees, “but she’ll also understand why I fell for it because it’s you two in specific that I fell for. And Dehya has no room to be pointing fingers, because she also nearly fell for you two and your strangeness before I did. After all, the two of us have a soft spot for the two of you. Ah, but it’s not a soft enough spot that if you two try to come with me when I go looking for her that she’ll let herself be found by all three of us. You two are going to have stay behind along with your strangeness of the night.” 

Tighnari and Al-Haitham shake their heads.

“Somehow talking about it is making it feel worse,” Tighnari rubs his thumb to his forehead. “It’s like I’m back there listening to them yell at each other, bringing up points that they’ve somehow deluded themselves into thinking were real points…”

“The visual aides for the presentation didn’t help. The next time you meet with your Sage, bring up that issue of material requirements for these seminars and papers again. It’s all just padding and fluff. And bring this seminar up as an example. Sage Naphis would listen to you.”

“Yes, but that only helps for my darshan. What about the other five? Why in the world did they think to include that self-portrait? What could it have possibly added to any discussion?”

Nilou leaves some mora for her share of dinner, turning to go as the two scholars get back into it. But just as she turns she grins, spotting someone just entering through the door. 

“Ah, there’s your next third, just in time. Hopefully you’ll work out all of this strange mood you’ve caught from that seminar with this one. And if you haven’t, then you’ve probably gone onto some different sort of strange mood that you’ll still be grateful for. Master Kaveh!”





3. GAME MANUALS

Summary for the Chapter:
“As you often caution others, be mindful with your words, Scribe. Watch that mouth.”

“—have certain questions regarding plot’s pacing and the relevance of certain points that the authors have yet to address in any of their works. Nor do they ever seem likely to, which beggars the question of why bother to include any of those scenes or lines at all.”

“Scribe.”

“General.”





“The issue is the time constraints,” Nahida says, pulling her hands together and apart, watching the strings of dendro shifting and changing as she alters the density of energy output. “I can only go for so long, and it isn’t consistent. I need something on the shorter, simpler side—something that will be easy to pick up and won’t require much in terms of materials.”

Cyno nods, taking notes as she lists off the basic requirements for this project of hers, now theirs. Al-Haitham is presumably also listening, but he’s taking a break from being her scribe by being her project-partner. He’s currently in the middle of going through the reference materials she’s already had brought to her private quarters. 

This is, after all, not a matter of official state business, but of a more personal nature. It is only fitting that such a project be worked on not in her office or in one of the Akademiya’s meeting rooms, but in her own apartments. Even if said apartments are still on Akademiya grounds.

“A simpler rule set and a bare bones plot to allow participants to build on it themselves, which would ideally help them remember it better and relieve pressure from the game master,” Cyno mutters half to himself, half to her.

Nahida nods, relieved to have an expert to work with and one who’s capable of catching on so fast.

A few weeks ago, after listening to Cyno tell her of Collei’s adventures inside some sort of book—and wasn’t Nahida and the rest of her band of scholars quite jealous to have missed out on that!—Nahida was struck with an idea.

Now the idea of a role playing game is hardly new. But they have not been very common among the types of pastimes people can indulge in. Especially not in Sumeru where games are normally geared towards children and towards teaching them more easily observable skills, like mastering multiplication tables, memorizing lines of classic verse or the chronology of important events, or rapidly identifying and utilizing certain principles or objects.

Under the new administration that now and truly runs Sumeru in Nahida’s name with her actual support and input, there has been a marked change in values leading towards changes in culture. Of course, this inevitably leads into a change in markets, attitudes, and overall atmosphere.

There has been a rise in interest—open interest—in the arts, all the way from dance to clothing design. With Nahida and the Akademiya’s support, these areas of wisdom and craft are finally getting the proper attention and respect as art forms and crafts that they deserve.

Leisure activities, in general, that aren’t in any way related to the practical, towards any kind of research, are also on the rise. 

The day-to-day of the average Sumeru citizen is feeling the impact of all of these things. 

They say that change begins from the top down, as streams come from mountain caps, thus Nahida has been doing her best to personally influence this change by leading the charge herself. 

Nahida has made sure to openly mention and draw attention to her own fondness for playing games with those in her close circle. She has firmly put her weight behind the artists and craftsmen of the world. Nahida has held the doors open in the House of Daena to make way for the influx of books that feed the hungry and imaginative soul, the dreamer’s delights. And she has silenced all the critics who have nothing to contribute other than their displeasure and their distaste when her dreamers and visionaries have brought up the courage to try and speak their love into a world, a society, that most certainly needs it.

This also reflects in the change of Nahida’s own day-to-day. 

Granted, anything would be considered a change from being trapped in the Sanctuary of Surasthana, condemned to sleep and dream alone. But Nahida has decided to consider this goodness, this greatness, for what it is.

Nahida now walks the city as often as she is able to carve the time out of her day or evening. Nahida is trying to shake the identity of the hermit-Archon, isolated in scholarly meditation away from the material world in order to ponder the mysteries of heaven—above and separate from the mortal realm. 

No, no. Nahida’s spent a truly horrendous amount of time stuck in meditation away from the mortal realm wishing she were in the mortal realm and meditating on all the ways she might someday get there. Nahida very, very much wants to be and remain in this realm along with the people who are her people. The people she someday wants to be counted part of.

This is a tall ask for most to consider. Archons, even those who aren’t Nahida, are generally considered a cut above and separate from their people. The only exception may be Barbatos, but that’s because the culture of Mondstadt is one that’s been cultivated with the freedom of winds over generations. 

Even in Fontaine, after the strange events of the flood waters, former Archon Lady Furina still struggles to be seen as simply Furina, and not lord and master of the domain of justice.

It is just this year that the people of Sumeru are learning of Nahida’s true nature—not the one the Sages of generations past have tried to shape her into—and are remembering the truth of their own, long suppressed ones.

Nahida has found that it helps to start with the children. To the children of Sumeru, it is not strange to see Nahida and her nature that leans closer towards dreams, the heart, than most would think for someone who bears the title as Archon of Wisdom.

The children of Sumeru remember their dreams. They remember her coming to them in dreams and playing with them, listening to them and their complaints, and offering advice or comfort as they played fantastical games of marbles, skip-rope, hide-and-seek, and the like. To the children of Sumeru, there is nothing very strange about Nahida now playing these same games with them outside of dreams and offering the same listening ear or comforting hand.

There is also much to learn about the pulse of a people from the clear mind and the blunt mouth of a child. Nahida has learned much about her people and their confusion, their resistance to change, as well as their delight and wonder at it, from the children she meets and speaks with on her walks through the city.

Aside from the things she has learned from them, she also does genuinely just find something very relaxing, very refreshing with playing with children. It’s an entirely different sector of the brain that gets engaged from the word-games she plays at the Akademiya, and all the little tricks and work-around she comes up with to keep her scholars appeased.

Nahida has come up with an idea. She wants to try and come up with a new game for the children she plays with. She has long held a fondness for games and all of their forms, and after all of the games of make-believe the children have given her to sustain her, she would like to return it by giving them a game from her own mind.

The trouble is that for all that Nahida is shaped like a child, she isn’t one. And coming up with a game is much more difficult than one would think! How easy it is to get caught up in the reeds and the dazzling twists and turns a mind can take to wash you up on the wrong embankment.

Role playing games have been gaining in popularity, much to her general’s delight, and it’s something she thinks she would like to try her hand at. There is promise in a game based on the imagination. And children are already such masters of the imagination, she thinks that it would be great fun to see such masters at work—at play—towards a shared plot.

Naturally her ability to play these games is limited by her own lack of free time and a schedule that is not necessarily consistent. You never know what kind of strangeness you’ll have to deal with on the fly as the Archon of Sumeru, a nation of scholars who are constantly poking at things that they aren’t sure if they should be poking at.

Also, the attention of children can, at times, be uncertain. Nahida does not know if she would be able to completely get any of them on board with a game of this nature for a prolonged or repeated block of time that she doesn’t have the ability to make into a routine for them to get used to.

Thus Nahida has called upon her right and left hands, both experts in their own rights, to help her figure out this puzzle of games.

Between Cyno’s experience with multiple types of games and his tendency to role-play (which she’s mostly only familiar about from Tighnari and Collei’s exasperated letters) he is an excellent resource to tap for this personal undertaking of hers.

And Al-Haitham, in general, is just a good resource and sounding board to have at hand. After all, what isn’t known or hasn’t been thought over at least once in that great and wonderful mind of his? And he’s very good at puzzles. He should have some estimation or ideas for how to lower or adjust the difficulty for any existing games they might be trying to adapt.

Cyno has taken to the task with predictable and greatly appreciated enthusiasm. 

The current plan is to try and adapt one of the existing Table Top Troupe game sessions, breaking the larger story up into something smaller to give it a test run—using one of the smaller story beats that’s meant to lead up to the greater mystery and turning it into its own adventure to explore in full. 

Or at least, as fully as it can be within an hour or two between homework and before supper.

While Nahida and Cyno are talking out the potential problems and solutions of a limited game such as this one, Al-Haitham’s taken to reading through going through all of the games, Table Top Troupe manuals, and books on game-design Nahida had pulled for this endeavor. 

Nahida is a scholar at heart, after all. When in doubt she’s going to go fall back on the instinct to research, gathering existing materials to draw as much information as she can from. And as she’s in the most fortunate position as being both the Custodian of Irminsul as well as the person theoretically in charge of one of, if not the, premier library and archive in Teyvat, shouldn’t she ought to make use of the resources at her disposal?

“A familiar setting to keep the game grounded would be also helpful, so that the players can focus more on their own actions than trying to figure out new mechanics or details for an unfamiliar place,” Cyno adds on, raising a hand to his mouth as he thinks his words over. “And it would cut down on having to explain any settings or background information.”

“Oh, very clever. Although, I do wonder if that would make it too dull—too much like the games they play anyway.”

“Not necessarily, if you bring in new elements as you plan to do, or give familiar ones new meaning. There’s no harm in relying on what they already know and have come up with to build on.”

“Hm. In that case…what about borrowing the Aranara?” Nahida sits back, tapping her fingertips together. A couple of eyes blink at her from the sides, but when she doesn’t turn towards them they continue to bobble and wobble along on their way to do what it is that Aranara do to keep themselves occupied. “The Aranara are also a familiar enough concept, intrinsically linked to the idea of adventures and pretend. Just as I once was. And I’m sure that most children have played pretend as or with Aranara before.”

Cyno hums, eyes slowly moving towards the ceiling as he turns the suggestion over in his thoughts. “They could play as the Aranara. Aranara doing some sort of errand or tackling a problem in the city.”

“It would almost be mundane, considering how many errands the Aranara do take care of in the city,” Al-Haitham comments, unfolding an incredibly densely packed instruction manual for a board game that starts off the size of his palm and becomes the size of half the table. “And how often the Aranara end up getting tangled up in the games of children while they do those errands, anyway. I suppose you could make a game mechanic out of that—attempting to have the children, as Aranara, take care of a specific task while avoiding being caught up in the adventures of in-game children.”

Cyno turns to give Al-Haitham a narrow-eyed stare. “Why does it sound like you’re speaking from experience?”

“If it sounds that way to you, then that’s how it sounds.”

“Are you implying that you’ve encountered Aranara, Scribe?”

“Are you implying that you haven’t, General? They are, after all, Lord Kusanali’s hands, same as you. Although they’re hardly dragging trussed up criminals before her to beg and plead for clemency. I would think you and the Aranara would get along well.”

“Do you get along well with the Aranara?”

The answer to this, Nahida knows, is yes. Al-Haitham has never directly addressed any of the Aranara or acknowledged them overtly. But the Aranara have told her that sometimes when they’re having trouble with a specific task and he’s nearby he’ll do something to make things a little easier. Things like lingering in doorways to keep them open, moving objects closer together to make it easier for Aranara to climb or float on top of, or removing things from closed boxes or cabinets. Once or twice, a curious Aranara who couldn’t figure out what he was looking at was treated to Al-Haitham deciding to start reading or pondering outloud.

They sometimes leave him interesting things that they’ve found in return. Whether or not he appreciates their gifts they’re not entirely sure of, but he doesn’t seem to not like them either so they keep leaving them in return for the small favors he keeps doing for them.

But she also knows that this is not the answer Al-Haitham will give. True to form, Al-Haitham shrugs a shoulder as he reads through the incredibly fine print of the board game’s instructions. “No better and no worse than I get along with anyone else.”

“Have you ever answered a question clearly in your entire career?”

Cyno turns towards Nahida, clearly hoping she could tip the scales towards a definitive yes or a no. But Nahida grins back at him. She favors her right and left hands equally. In this game they play between each other, they’ll have to carve out their advantages on their own without her. It wouldn’t be fair at all, otherwise.

Al-Haitham flattens the giant paper between the three of them. “This game is meant for ages seven and up. These instructions are barely legible and would give a certified solicitor cause to double back and start taking notes for clarity with a clerical assistant at hand. We can take this as an another example for what not to do.”

“Have you, in your reading, found any examples for what to do?”

The answer is, of course, yes.

Al-Haitham makes quick work of folding the instruction manual back up, instead pulling forward boards, playing pieces, and some of the other reference materials Nahida had gathered.

He suggests the use of a physical game board to depict a route with progression tracks to make it easier to visualize and keep track of progress. Imagination is all well and good, but some people do better when they can see their progress as well as possibilities for progress.

Al-Haitham cites several old games common across multiple countries and cultures, as well as a few game theory and game design books. Some of which Nahida notes are not the same books that she, herself, already pulled and briefly skimmed that are at this table right now. Rather, she remembers a few of the books Al-Haitham cites from when the Akasha was active and she would spend some time perusing the data in there when she felt like too poor of a companion to inflict upon a dreamer.

Cyno also clearly knows that Al-Haitham is referencing things that aren’t here because he shakes his head, leaning his cheek on his fist. “You really do read just about everything and anything. If there are books on watching grass grow, it would be safe to assume that you’ve either read them, have them on your list, or at least skimmed them already.”

“I would never judge a book by its cover, its summary, or its reviews. They’re not consistent enough indicators of quality of content. The only way to know for sure if there’s anything worth knowing is by going through to look for oneself. And such things can be subjective. After all, you have an incredible fondness for the Genius Invokation novel series. And I—”

“As you often caution others, be mindful with your words, Scribe. Watch that mouth.”

“—have certain questions regarding plot’s pacing and the relevance of certain points that the authors have yet to address in any of their works. Nor do they ever seem likely to, which beggars the question of why bother to include any of those scenes or lines at all.”

“Scribe.”

“General.”

The two of them pause in this routine banter of theirs to look at Nahida for support towards their arguments.

“You both know exactly what I think about this topic and it isn’t going to make either of you feel any better,” Nahida points out. They’ve spent many an hour discussing the novel series while working through other more mundane matters. It’s never ended with any of them coming to any form of consensus. Not even an agreement to disagree.

Al-Haitham turns back to Cyno. “Also the books on grass growing are very dry reading, but they do have the occasional glimpse of interesting insight to be gleaned from a reader who’s managed to retain conscious awareness of what they’re reading.”

“Now aren’t I thankful that you’re such a dedicated reader to have so much information handy when it’s needed? Two minds doing the remembering of niche genres and information found within them are better than one.” Nahida cuts in before Cyno can reply, turning to look at him. “And don’t be mean to the Amurta observation logs. It’s very important research, usually on important grass, Cyno. I thought that after all the time you’ve spent with both Collei and Tighnari you’d know that. Now, back to this idea of a physical board. I admit to some reluctance to bringing in a physical component to the game, but this is a valid point you’ve made and now I’m growing rather attached to making a board myself.”

Cyno, ever good to her and always with his mind on the main task at hand, drops any further argument to be held with their scribe outside of Nahida’s physical hearing.

“If you are using a board you will need trackers.” Cyno tips his head to the side. “Aranara shaped trackers? Flat items or things that the children have on their person would also work and would decrease the amount of things you need to carry for this game. But trackers shaped like Aranara would increase immersion and interest.”

“That I would need a little more help making than a board,” Nahida says. Nahida’s hands are capable hands and learn new skills every day. But creating figurines of Aranara is a step beyond the body’s ability at this moment in time. 

And she isn’t so optimistic as to think she’ll be picking up enough skill in wood-crafts to be able to make passable Aranara tokens before these children are adults. Such a thing takes practice after all, and there are only so many hours in a day and Nahida doesn’t think it would be wise for a beginner such as herself to practice with wood and blade while trying to multi-task with matters of the state. It seems very unwise.

Cyno’s gaze turns sly, more like that of their Amurta friends than like that of the General Mahamatra. And this sly gaze turns onto Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham remains silent and unresponsive to such a look as Nahida contemplates what sort of reaction this look is meant to prompt.

And then Al-Haitham sighs, eyes briefly flicking up towards the ceiling in exasperation.

“I could be persuaded to part with the Aranara figures I own for this. I have twelve.”

“Thirteen,” Cyno corrects.

“The thirteenth is the size of Nahida. How big of a game board do you think she’s going to need?”

“You have Aranara figures?”

“I doubt that the figures these represent are actually what Aranara look like.”

“You say that but you also implied that you’ve not seen Aranara, yourself, so how would you know?”

“Based on all stories I’ve heard or read, Aranara generally don’t look so…” Cyno pauses.

“And now who’s turn is it to mind their words and watch their mouth?”

“…haunting.”

Nahida, again, looks out of the corner of her eye to where a couple more Aranara have come drifting in through one of the high open windows that let Sumeru’s afternoon breeze stir the air of her private quarters.

They look back at her, half obscured in the shadows of the wooden lattices and the bug netting that remain closed even while the glass windows are thrown open to greet the sun. Their eyes gleam despite being darker than dark from the strange shifting shadows of the netting and their own mushroom caps.

Nahida thinks the Aranara are rather cute, most of the time. But she will concede that now and again, in the darkest parts of the night when Nahida is still in the process of winding back all of the thousands of gossamer threads that Buer, God of Dreams, splits into to explore the universe, catching the liquid-black gleam of those eyes can be a little startling. 

Like black stars on a black velvet, a change in texture that catches the mind rather unawares and holds it there until recognition can parse out the fainter lines of face, of cap, of body to give those pits a place to become eyes.

Al-Haitham isn’t looking at the Aranara. But from Nahida’s vantage point she can see that the man has lowered a hand to his side, reaching down slightly with some game pieces loosely held between his fingers for a stout, yellow Aranara with a red cap to take and inspect. 

The Aranara replaces the game piece with a rather odd looking stick. Nahida can sense some elemental energy clinging to said stick, although she doesn’t think that the stick is the source of it. Al-Haitham’s fingers curl around the stick, thumb feeling over it before he brings it up and tucks it into the pouch at his waist for later investigation.

“I’ll take a look at the figures you do have,” Nahida says to Al-Haitham. “And we can take it from there. Perhaps something haunting is what I need exactly for this venture—all the better to hook the mind and keep them thinking. It can add extra excitement.”

“These figures will most certainly add something,” Cyno says under his breath. And then, more directly towards Al-Haitham, “Kaveh will be relieved to finally see them out of the house. How long has he been asking you to get rid of them or move them to somewhere less immediately  noticeable?”

“Since I bought them. I don’t see what business it is of his. It’s my name on the land documents. Shouldn’t I be able to decorate how I please? They’re hardly offensive. Aranara are supposed to be Lord Kusanali’s most devout companions. If anything it makes me look more religious or nationalistic than I really am.”

“Says the former Acting Grand Sage,” Nahida teases, causing Al-Haitham to make a sour face and Cyno laugh.

“Well. The sooner you get them out of the house, the sooner Kaveh can start dreading what you might bring in to replace them.”

Al-Haitham’s expression smooths back into the previous good humor, arms crossing as he relaxes back into his seat, lifting a shoulder in a light-hearted shrug. “That’s Kaveh’s natural life-cycle. One celebration to the next resignation or prolonged sense of anticipatory dread. It would be poor of me to disrupt such a well worn routine.”





4. FICTION

Summary for the Chapter:
“Your standards,” Al-Haitham says, “are too high for the rest of us. Lower them. Not even Senior Faruzan and I got so entangled in qualms and quibbles about minor details.”

“The minor details are often what make or break anything,” Kaveh argues back.





Kaveh is really, really trying not to interrupt. He is fully aware that he’s the one who brought this onto himself. He’s the one who asked Al-Haitham to read out loud to him while Kaveh was working.

He is currently at the stage of his work where it’s mostly just tedious, repetitive, and mindless work. There is nothing that his mind is actively considering here. There are no calculations of surface area or mass, no cost analysis, no writing up of this-or-that specific detail or crafting specification or orders for construction. There’s no theory here he needs to expound upon, no prior references he needs to build bridges between in order to get a point across.

If it were any of those things, Kaveh can get so absorbed into the work that entire hours, entire portions of the day can go by. He’d be sunk into his head and the facts and figures so deep that he won’t even be able to realize if someone is calling his own name while standing directly next to him, speaking into his ear.

Senior Faruzan once noted that she firmly believes that if someone set his hair on fire while he was in this stage of his work that he wouldn’t notice it. Not even after someone dumped a bucket of ice water onto his head to douse the flames. Or possibly even grabbed him by the neck and shoved him into a trough. Instead, Kaveh would somehow still be working straight through it with possibly only a slight change to the kerning of his writing to mark any form of change.

But in this stage of creation, when all of the real thinking is done, Kaveh’s mind is left with too little to do. A strange thing, a strange problem. But it is definitely a problem for Kaveh.

Kaveh is used to thinking of multiple things, complex things and simple combined, all at once. His hands might be occupied with mundane, route work, but his brain needs something of substance to gnaw and chew on while the hands are toiling away. He needs something to listen to, something to turn and catch upon. Otherwise the silence of the world and the abrupt freedom of his mind’s greater capacities gets him into worse trouble.

He and the silences that can come around him are too distracting when put together. If he doesn’t keep his mind occupied just enough then he risks his mind turning onto things that really shouldn’t be explored, and suddenly his hands aren’t working on what they’re meant to be doing but have wandered off onto a new branch of thought and are marking out diagrams, tables, and charts for things that aren’t going to pay the bills.

Normally Kaveh puts on some music—Al-Haitham’s collection of records, spin-crystals, and various other forms of audio recording are vast and eclectic. He’s got everything from recordings of old (and Kaveh means ancient) lectures and speeches to records that aren’t anything except the sound of leaves and water dripping from a faucet.

But Al-Haitham is currently here and neither of them could agree on what to put onto the player, and one thing led to another and now Al-Haitham is reading out loud.

Or at least, trying to.

Kaveh, despite his own full awareness of how rude he’s being—which normally wouldn’t matter with Al-Haitham, except Kaveh also knows that he’s the one asking Al-Haitham for a favor here—can’t seem to stop interrupting him.

Kaveh grimaces even as he catches himself in the middle of making a disparaging sound in the back of his throat, a cut-off mix of “No” and “Ludicrous”.

Al-Haitham cuts off in the middle of reading, audibly annoyed in a way he so rarely expresses so openly. “Why did you bother to ask me to read this to you if you were going to complain every other sentence? I already told you that you wouldn’t like it. I had other books that you were much more eager to see me get through and get rid of that I had meant to get to today.”

“Collei and Cyno really like it!” Kaveh says in his own defense. “I thought I should at least give it a fair shot—“

“We have yet to make it through chapter two, after you had me skip the entire prologue, and every other word has you scoffing, rolling your eyes, cringing, or otherwise looking like you just licked varnish. How is this a fair shot?”

“I didn’t realize it would be so…whatever this is. It’s a best seller? It got published? Just like this?”

Collei and Cyno were not the only people Kaveh had heard talking about this book. He’d been very curious. Collei and Cyno were also very curious and had just started the series. Although, based on what they had been talking about, they were reading from a different part in the series. Some sort of prequel series or spin-off. They had yet to actually get to this book yet, even though they seemed to know something about this one’s plot based on the other books and materials they had gone through together.

Collei seemed unsure if she actually liked it it or not, but did find some of the story-beats interesting enough to keep going. Cyno had been sending her copies from the city, and had only read a few of them, himself.

But the two of them seemed to be having a great deal of fun talking about it with each other, and Kaveh got curious.

Al-Haitham, being Al-Haitham, naturally had a copy lying around. Although this one was just about to be rotated out, returned back to the thriving second-hand book market.

Al-Haitham did in fact warn Kaveh that he wouldn’t like the book. Or the series. It wasn’t to Kaveh’s tastes at all. 

If Al-Haitham were any other man, Kaveh would challenge how well Al-Haitham could possibly know of his tastes. But this is Al-Haitham and if there was anyone who’d heard enough of Kaveh’s multiple complaints about pretty much every genre of writing to form a solid grasp of what Kaveh does and does not like, it would be Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham, personally, also wasn’t a fan of the series. There are very few pieces of current fiction that he’s found that merit his praise and his actual enthusiasm. But Al-Haitham was reading it anyway just because. That’s Haravatat for you. Even Senior Faruzan had poked her nose in on it, just to see what the fuss was about before deciding that this wasn’t for her.

But the both of them had deemed the series passable by more publicly acknowledged metrics—the proof was in the sales, after all. And credit where it’s due, the both of them also openly acknowledge that their own tastes are rather different from that of the general public’s, and also that this book was not written with them as the target audience in mind.

Again. That’s Haravatat for you.

“Your standards,” Al-Haitham says, “are too high for the rest of us. Lower them. Not even Senior Faruzan and I got so entangled in qualms and quibbles about minor details.”

“The minor details are often what make or break anything,” Kaveh argues back.

This is, for them, an incredibly old argument that they’ve intermittently revived from the dead and then let lie once more over their many, many years of knowing each other in the different ways they’ve known each other. It is one of their few amicable constants.

For someone so pedantic, Al-Haitham sure does some questionable things slide in his literature. Kaveh sometimes swears that Al-Haitham does it just to be annoying—to encourage a disagreement so that he has something to do.

“The blue curtain, Kaveh, can sometimes be a simple blue curtain.”

“Why would they bother to go into such detail about how the curtains are blue if it wasn’t somehow going to be important later on? You spent at least ten minutes expounding upon the blue of this curtain.”

“Perhaps the author simply liked blue and was moved to share this fondness with the reader.”

Kaveh rolls his eyes, turning around in his seat. Al-Haitham is already looking back at him.

“How many paragraphs or pages was there about this blue curtain?” Kaveh asks him flatly, pointing at him. “This shouldn’t even be an argument here. You also think that the author going on and on about the blue curtain is pointless. Unless the blue curtains somehow, miraculously, become some strange motif or plot device later on. Unlikely considering what I do know of this book and series.”

“Have you considered that the author was simply trying to give you a setting for events to occur in?”

“Then why weren’t they going into such great detail about the window panes, the floor, the sounds of the building, so on and so forth? The only thing that got such attention as the damned blue curtain!”

Al-Haitham sighs, slumping down and out of Kaveh’s view as he stretches out along the length of the divan. “You are perhaps the most ill-equipped person in all of Teyvat for suspending disbelief. It’s some miracle that you’re able to enjoy any fiction at all with how easily you pull yourself out of the immersive experience.”

“I can suspend my disbelief just fine. It’s just that the author has to put in some work, it can’t all just be on the reader. And there are plenty of fiction books that I like! Don’t ask me to name them. But they certainly exist and we’ve both read them and somewhat agreed on my much higher opinion of them than on…this.”

“Considering how many qualms you have with it, and the specific things they’ve focused on so far, have you considered that you are not the target audience for this work?”

“Yes,” Kaveh replies turning back to continue copying out the final versions of his drafts. “But surely even if they’re catering towards a more relaxed audience the standards shouldn’t change that much. I’m not demanding the next great piece of literature here.”

“Of all of the Kshahrewar stereotypes for you to have picked to adhere to so strictly, that of being persnickety to the point of being high maintenance and too pragmatic to the point of almost being prosaic is the part you had to choose to elevate to a brand new extreme?”

Kaveh, not looking away from his drafts, points his straight-edge in Al-Haitham’s general direction. “Call me prosaic again and see how creative I get with turning that back onto you.”

Al-Haitham ignores the promise, continuing, “Are you not an artist? Why are you suddenly grasping to realism like it’s the last handhold between you and the end of the age of reason? Fiction is fiction. There is a time and a place for adhering to standards and rubrics, but considering the genre, some tolerance has to be given and some forgiveness extended. Especially the further the story trends towards catering to the fantastical mind. The point of those stories is very rarely ever to educate or provide some great epiphany. The audience there simply wants to be entertained.”

Kaveh grimaces to the page.

“Do not bring up the pornography.”

“Who said anything about the pornography? You’re the one mentioning it, not me. I was referring to books such as the one we’re currently discussing since Collei and Cyno were interested in it. What a mind you have, senior.”

Kaveh can’t help it. He’s being baited, but he really can’t. It’s just so ludicrous—of all of the—

“Everyone knows that You can’t just use raw cocobolo like that!” Kaveh bursts out, turning around again, abandoning his draft to rant in Al-Haitham’s direction. He can feels his shoulders and face going red. “It’s just unrealistic! And this so-called Kshahrewar Master was going to put it where? No one who’s ever spent more than a year in the Kshahrewar would have ever done that! They’d have been kicked back to entry-level classes to redo all of their coursework from the ground up if they did. Everyone knows that the mucus membranes—“

Al-Haitham sits up just enough that Kaveh can see the top of his head and a glimpse of amused eye. 

“You said not to bring up the pornography.”

“I bring it up because I’m trying to say that it would behoove some of these authors—” Kaveh air quotes.

Al-Haitham’s eyebrows raise even as he slowly lies back down again, out of sight but not out of mind. “It seems unkind of you to question if they’re authors or not. They clearly wrote. Being an author is not contingent on the quality of the writing that they put out.”

“—would benefit from some basic research. Just a grain of truth in the sea of fantasy. It would enhance the work overall and assist in the immersion. It would add weight, some sense of stability.”

This earns another sigh from Al-Haitham, and the rustle of cloth that makes it sound like he’s turned over and away.

“If you think that people are going towards these types of books for truth and reality you’ve spiraled further along than I thought you might ever have. You’re the one lacking in realism in this case. Anyway, it’s clear that you aren’t fond of this novel and that it’s distracting you from your work even more than you already are. Do I have the esteemed literary critic’s permission to stop reading?”

“No,” Kaveh huffs, turning back towards his work once more. “Just because I don’t, personally, like it doesn’t mean I want you to stop. If you stop now I’ll have too many unanswered questions and then I’ll have to read the thing myself when you aren’t here with me.”

“That sounds ideal.”

“I’m not wasting my time focusing on reading that when I could be using my eyes and hands on something else. Not when it’s something I might only need ears for with you present. Besides, you find my complaints amusing. It gives you things to complain about in return. And now and again I even give you an interesting kernel of insight to turn over in that head. You also happen to like listening to me and the white noise I make when I’m copying drafts. Get back to the reading, we’ve yet to even hit the part of the novel where the main plot kicks in.”

“At the rate you have me going, we might never get to the main plot and you’ll be reading this on your own time anyway,” Al-Haitham says. 

But Kaveh hears the book open once more and the pages turning as Al-Haitham returns to where they left off, so he counts this as a win. And who knows? Maybe they’ll actually get to a significant plot point before supper. 





5. HOMEWORK

Summary for the Chapter:
When she’d told Cyno that she’d finally asked Scribe Al-Haitham for help, and that she’d be going to his house, the General Mahamatra’s eyebrows raised up so high on his head that they blended into his hair. He looked a lot like Professor Cyrus like that.

And then, Cyno told her to—basically—snoop.

“General Mahamatra!” Collei gasped, her own eyebrows raising to mirror his.

“It’s a rare opportunity,” Cyno said in his defense. “Your master would tell you much the same. Kaveh’s no help in giving us details, he focuses on all the wrong things, like a Kshahrewar.”





After everything Collei has lived through, it seems very strange and very silly to be daunted by going to someone’s home. She is not even going to a stranger’s home. 

And yet, Collei finds herself nervous, anyway.

She’s never been inside of Master Kaveh and Scribe Al-Haitham’s home, although she has seen it and dropped off the occasional package from Master Tighnari or the General Mahamatra Cyno in their place. She has gone by it several times on her way to and from the Akademiya as it’s very close to one of the paths up towards the Akademiya’s main entrance. 

Collei has even lingered about outside while Madam Faruzan nagged or Dehya heckled at either Master Kaveh or Scribe Al-Haitham to get them to hurry up because they were all going to be late, while Master Kaveh yelled back that it wasn’t his fault and he was going as fast as he could.

It isn’t even the company that should be making her nervous, either. Collei has spent lots of time with both Master Kaveh and Scribe Al-Haitham. Master Kaveh is over at Master Tighnari’s house in Gandharva Ville all the time.

And he’s even been over to Collei’s place. He helped her with remodeling and customizing furniture. 

And ever since the General Mahamatra and the Grand Scribe started to get along after the whole everything with the previous Sages, the two have been in each other’s company much more, which means that the Scribe Al-Haitham has been over to visit in Gandharva Ville a handful of times now. And Collei has seen Cyno and Scribe Al-Haitham in each other’s company after work, along with Nilou and Dehya and various combinations of the other people in their shared circle.

Collei has even seen the Scribe Al-Haitham and Layla together, the both of them sitting at opposite ends of the same table in the House of Daena as they worked on their separate tasks in mutually appreciated silence. Collei has even joined them at that table.

In fact, that is why Collei had expected to be called to the House of Daena today, not the Grand Scribe’s House. 

Scribe Al-Haitham has been helping her masters and Collei with managing her coursework. She is not a full-time Akademiya student quite yet, but she hopes to be within the next few years. 

But just because she isn’t a full-time student doesn’t mean she can’t get some courses onto her record and start building up some experience. 

The path of an Akademiya scholar is a complex and highly personalized one. Some students take years to get a basic degree, others consider being a student a lifelong journey, and others are in and out with highest honors like Miss Lisa.

Collei isn’t aiming that high, but she’d also rather not take too long in the Akademiya. As nice as some of the classes are and what she fully recognizes as a privilege to be able to attend them, Collei isn’t as into it as she thinks most others who attend are. 

Collei’s preference is to learn in the field, watching and doing what the textbooks describe as she experiences it for herself. As her Master has advised, there’s no greater teacher than experience.

The complex path of a scholar has been made a little more simple with the Scribe’s help as he’s organized the multiple lessons and experiences she’s already lived through studying under Master Tighnari and the Forest Watchers, as well as the new things she’s learning with Madam Faruzan, and even the surprise lessons she’s gotten from Miss Lisa, Cyno, and now and again Professor Cyrus when Cyno has taken her to visit the man.

Collei has pretty much knocked out most every basic course requirement, basically all lab and field-work hours, and has been steadily chipping away at intermediate level courses. Hers is a modified schedule to account for both the fact that she is still a working Forest Watcher, already apprenticed under Master Tighnari, with her own full schedule of work-duties.

But she does still take classes in person at the Akademiya when she can, and she submits work for more long-term course credits by mail. 

It’s a very unique independent work-study program that’s been arranged for her, and Scribe Al-Haitham has been very helpful in putting all of those different sources together, and then officially putting that giant lump of stuff through the records and admissions office.

(“Finally, I’m getting some use out of you,” Master Tighnari had joked about it once.

“Someone has to,” Master Kaveh said, the both of them bumping shoulders against Scribe Al-Haitham who didn’t look particularly bothered about anything they were saying so much as he was annoyed to be cramped between the two at a very full and loud table.)

Sometimes when Collei is in the House of Daena, not quite yet ready to call it quits, he’s joined her at her table in the way that he will sometimes join Layla. And he’s even offered to review her work, pointing out grammar and spelling corrections. It’s something he does for Layla too, Layla’s told her.

Layla was the one to tell her that she should ask Scribe Al-Haitham for help with her assignments, especially Madam Faruzan’s unofficial ones, if she was struggling. Layla, as a fellow unofficial student of Madam Faruzan’s, was speaking from experience twice over. 

He wouldn’t mind it—if he didn’t have either the time or will to do it he would say so, but it wouldn’t annoy him to be asked, Layla promised.

(“I don’t think he gets as annoyed as most people thinks he does, honestly,” Layla said. “Kind of like a duck and water. He just swims it off. Or something. I need to stop talking to people at this point before a deadline. I don’t think I make as much sense as I think I do.”

“Layla, I can see your pulse. Did you drink the modified caffeine extract shot from the Amurta canteen? I only told you about that because I was trying to warn you about boosters! Just because the Amurta is unofficially making and distributing it in the canteen doesn’t mean you should be drinking it!”

“It’s that time of the post-extract shot side-effects? That means I’m about to crash! I can’t crash yet! I haven’t even finished diagraming my findings! Collei, can you help me copying out my star chart overlays? Please? You’re getting better at it than I am at this point…”)

And then, later on, when Cyno and Master Kaveh had both caught her out turning the question over in her head and got her to admit to it, they also said that she should make use of the Scribe. There’d be no harm in it.

“He really wouldn’t find it annoying or anything. And even if he did, he deserves to be annoyed now and again. It’s healthy for him,” Master Kaveh assured her. 

Coming from Master Kaveh—who before and above everyone else would know what does and doesn’t bother Scribe Al-haitham—it was very reassuring, but Collei hasn’t had the courage to actually go and ask the Scribe. 

It feels like the man has already helped her quite a lot. Actually helping Collei work through an assignment is very different from glancing over a paper and circling all of her misspelled words.

“I think he likes it though—reading things from different schools and subjects than his own. I think he originally offered to help me because he finds the combinations of Rtawahist papers I use interesting,” Layla told her as they were waiting in line to get dinner together. Layla had been helping Collei earlier that day on a paper because she needed a break from staring at star charts. “Well. Some of them. In different ways? I think he just likes reading different things. I think it’s a Haravatat thing.”

Layla suddenly went quiet and turned to Collei with an extremely pale face.

“If you do end up asking him for help make sure that you don’t do with Madam Faruzan around and that you don’t ask him about what he’s currently reading. It’s too much, Collei. It’s just too much. They’re too much.”

Collei didn’t ask what Layla meant by that, but she could only figure that since they were talking about the Haravatat, and two of the foremost masters of the darshan, that they must be reading some incredibly complex things. So Collei nodded.

Sometimes she struggles with some books or articles that Madam Faruzan has her read. She doesn’t want to imagine what kind of dense tomes that the two talked about. Especially because both of them specialize in translation of ancient Deshret-era related scripts.

Collei thinks they know more words in dead languages than Collei knows in current ones.

Anyway, Collei eventually caved and did ask Scribe Al-Haitham if he had time to help her with a project, a homework assignment really, that Madam Faruzan had left her before going off on one of her many trips.

Collei thought she’d understood it when she first got it, now she’s not so sure. The harder she works at it, the more uncertain she gets about whether she’s actually making any real headway or not, and the more certain she is that something’s gone terribly wrong.

She’d thought to turn towards Cyno for help, but the General Mahamatra’s been occupied with several cases that have come up for appeal now that so many corrupt members of the Akademiya who had been forcing people to keep quiet have been caught. 

Collei sometimes doesn’t even hear the man coming back from work or leaving when she’s staying at his house while in Sumeru City.

When she’s back in Gandharva Ville, she’d sometimes asked Master Tighnari or the other Forest Watchers for help, but they’re all too like minded and end up distracting each other on different tangents. Master Tighnari, himself, has admitted that the kind of things that Master Faruzan’s assignments have been focusing on as of late aren’t things he’s particularly good at.

“If this was about being particular about describing altered mental status of a patient or describing a poisonous frog I’d be a lot better at this,” he’d said as he flipped through the papers that Collei was meant to be filling out to supposedly guide her through the reading. “This is…too much interpretation for me in an entirely different way than I’m used to. Sorry, Collei. I think I’m just lucky that Madam Faruzan only ever quizzes me on machine coding.”

Collei has even asked Master Kaveh for advice, seeing as he and Madam Faruzan often work together, but he’d just stared at the papers and then looked at the book that she was meant to be reading. And then handed them back to her and said, “You definitely do not want my help on this one, Collei. If I helped you Senior Faruzan would know and then she’d have it out for both our heads. And the last thing you ever want to deal with is a Haravatat with a point to prove. If you get Al-Haitham to help, at least you can have the two distract each other while they argue over things to make an escape. He’s good for that much, at least.”

“That sounds like something that would get two Haravatat with a point to prove after me.”

“They’d cancel each other out,” Master Kaveh assured her, speaking from experience. “Although you might have Cyno going after you instead, after the two of them go off to prove their point or prove some new third point that they discovered in the course of their disagreement, and inevitably wind up giving everyone else around them grief.”

All signs point back to Scribe Al-Haitham, and when Collei managed to weigh possibly annoying him against the very real possibility that Madam Faruzan would make a big deal about Collei’s struggling with her assignment when she returned, Collei approached the man to ask him about some help.

She had expected that Scribe Al-Haitham would tell her to meet him at the House of Daena during one of his break periods, or maybe even after work or on a weekend. 

She did not expect him to nod at her without even asking for details on the assignment and then invite her to his house.

When she’d told Cyno that she’d finally asked Scribe Al-Haitham for help, and that she’d be going to his house, the General Mahamatra’s eyebrows raised up so high on his head that they blended into his hair. He looked a lot like Professor Cyrus like that.

And then, Cyno told her to—basically—snoop.

“General Mahamatra!” Collei gasped, her own eyebrows raising to mirror his.

“It’s a rare opportunity,” Cyno said in his defense. “Your master would tell you much the same. Kaveh’s no help in giving us details, he focuses on all the wrong things, like a Kshahrewar.”

Apparently neither Master Tighnari nor Cyno have been inside of Scribe Al-Haitham’s house very many times either, and the few times that they had been over it was very brief. Hardly any time to look around, get one’s bearings, and investigate.

“As Kaveh so often says, you can learn a lot about someone by how they consciously, and unconsciously, design and shape their spaces,” Cyno continued as he refilled her still mostly full teacup and heaped more dinner onto her plate. Like that was going to distract her from what the man just implied she should be doing. “The Scribe’s office space is spare as though he’s ready to pack up and run at any moment.” The General, clicked his tongue, half-talking just to himself when he continued, “And he wonders why my investigations into him yielded such mixed results. Against his favor.”

“He’s agreed to do me a favor after already helping me so much and you want me to spy?” 

“You aren’t gathering secrets to be used in court or in some form of espionage. There’s NDA’s and various other forms you’d need to sign for that to be admissible in a case, and even if I were using alternative methods there are simpler ways of gathering such information,” Cyno protested, sounding offended, although Collei thinks that really she should have been the one to be offended.

“Just take a look around and see how it feels,” Cyno said, which was very vague. Just as vague as the assignment Madam Faruzan had left her with was. In fact, that was one of the questions Collei kept staring at and trying to figure out if it was a secret code for something else. “See if his interior design and decoration choices are as abysmal as Kaveh seems to think they are, or if that’s just Kaveh holding an unrealistic expectation as he usually does, and to that extra degree that he has when it’s Al-Haitham he’s holding that expectation towards. And if it really is that bad try to take notes. Do you want to borrow one of the experimental palm-sized Kameras the matra’s R&D department is working on?”

“General,” Collei said then because after so long with Cyno and Master Tighnari she was bound to pick up a few tricks. “Is there something specific you’re looking for?” 

She asked this with the exact same tone of voice that Master Tighnari has used on the general to get him to fess up to a motive behind a motive, that he in turn learned from Sage Naphis using it on Professor Cyrus while trying to untangle the long and winding trail of “experiments” the man has worked his way through to cover something up. It is a tone of voice that is not exactly asking, but prompting without room for retreat or demurral. 

And sure enough, Cyno looked momentarily sheepish in that way only the General Mahamatra is capable of.

And then he admitted (sounding slightly defensive and a little plaintive) that he has strong reason to believe that Scribe Al-Haitham is in the possession of a specific volume that he’s been searching for. But the man refuses to admit to having it or even reading it. Possibly because he may have acquired it through less than legal means back when book buying and owning was strictly regulated by the Akademiya.

But Cyno honestly wouldn’t bring any charges to him for it, and even if he did he doubts that Lord Kusanali would allow them to go through. There are benefits to being one of god’s favorites.

“He’d be very annoyed though, wouldn’t he?” Collei points out.

“He would, and the inconvenience of having to sort that temporary snarl in things is one that is easily dodged by simply not answering whether or not he has the book at all,” Cyno acknowledged. “Except I’ve been trying to get any copy of this book to borrow for almost half a year and have had no leads except him.”

“Why are you so sure he has it?”

“If it ever existed to be read, Collei, it is an entirely reasonable assumption to make that the Scribe has either read it, read about it, or knows a source. Again, he really wonders why my preliminary perception of him was so poor.”

And now here’s Collei, at Scribe Al-Haitham’s door and about to knock with the experimental kamera that the General Mahamatra literally left to get for her from the matra’s labs somewhere in the middle of the night to leave on the kitchen table this morning before he left for work and she left to see the Scribe.

And she’s possibly been standing out here for too long. The Scribe had not said a specific time for her to arrive, but did say morning. She hopes she’s not too early, but she’s not sure which would be worse: being early or being late.

She’d even gone to get fresh kahi at the baker’s to give to Scribe Al-Haitham. She would have gotten the cream to go with the pastry, but getting the kahi took longer than she thought. Normally she eats breakfast at Cyno’s house or at the Akademiya’s various canteens, and she really underestimated how popular the baker that Layla had suggested to her was.

Well. If she dawdles for too long she’ll definitely be late and the kahi won’t be as good as it was promised to be. And she may also start looking very suspicious for standing about and the last thing she needs is someone reporting her for being strange.

Collei squares her shoulders and prepares to knock, when the door abruptly swings open and Collei is nearly bowled over by Master Kaveh. The man’s half-turned facing the interior of the house as he yells back into it, sounding incredibly annoyed for so early in the day.

Collei just barely manages to twist out of the way, stumbling as her limbs momentarily get confused about why she’s suddenly asking so much of them after standing still for so long. Master Kaveh turns forward in time to realize he’s about to walk straight into her and twists about so that they barely manage to avoid a full collision.

He quickly catches her about the shoulders, straightening her up and making sure that she’s standing steadily. His annoyed expression moves fast through surprise and then contriteness. “Good morning and what a way to start the day. Ah, kahi from Naima Uncle’s? How early did you wake up? Al-Haitham doesn’t deserve you. Sorry about almost running you over, Collei. One moment.”

Then he turns back towards the inside of the house, even as he gently switches places with Collei so that she’s standing in the doorway and he on the step, annoyance returning to his face as though it never left. He snaps over her head, “Collei’s here. And she’s even brought you pastry from Naima Uncle’s! You’d better not be as poor to her as you are to me, or I’ll really be letting you have it when I get back.”

From within the depths of the house, Scribe Al-Haitham calls back, sounding equally peeved, “My attitude towards you has nothing to do with Collei.”

Master Kaveh’s jaw works for a moment before he very visibly bites down on whatever he was about to say, giving Collei a strained smile before turning around and briskly walking off. Mehrak floats over Collei after him, levitating with her a covered travel cup.

Collei enters the house, quietly closing the door behind herself.

Over the smell of the sweet pastry in the paper bag she’s trying not to crush with nerves, Collei is immediately greeted by the smell of books. 

It’s a very different sort of smell from the damp and the humid smell of papers and processing plants back in Gandharva Ville, and it’s even different from the smell of the House of Daena’s strictly temperature and humidity controlled chambers and hallways filled with shelves upon shelves. It is even different from the memories she has of the Favonius Library.

It reminds Collei of the much smaller rooms in the side hallways in the House of Daena or in each of the darshan’s specialized archives, the ones that are either very restricted or filled with books and documents that aren’t used as much. It feels, somehow, rather intimate. 

Layla and Cyno’s observations repeat in Collei’s mind as she quietly walks deeper into the house, eyes moving over the tall shelves filled completely with books from top to bottom. She hardly knows where to look. 

As soon as her eyes latch onto one detail, they’re called away to something else. She could sit here for a good hour or two and still find something new to marvel over.

Each shelf looks like a small puzzle, with books being arranged by neither author, subject, or even, from what she can tell, title. It looks like they’re placed where they are just to make sure that they all fit without being crushed or crumpled, without any other overarching organizational system. 

(This would drive Master Tighnari up the wall if he saw it. Not that he has very much room to talk. Sometimes his storage boxes for personal notes, tools, and non-essential items can get a little hectic depending on how much time he hasn’t had to himself to work off some stress.)

But considering the sheer amount here, Collei doesn’t think that there could be any other way to arrange these books without a massive overflow off of the shelves. Each piece of paper is placed with calculated precision. 

And considering what Collei knows and has been told repeatedly of Scribe Al-Haitham, there probably is some sort of hidden connection from each page of every single item on the shelf connecting it to the next one in a way that does make sense.

The types of reading materials range from the wooden bamboo slat styles that are sometimes found in Liyue, scrolls from Inazuma, leather-bound tomes, to even the simpler and humbler pulp-covers. Some are hand bound without a covered spine. All of them look well worn, (obviously read through several times) but none of them show the handling in the way some of the books back in Gandharva Ville or even the books she remembers from the Favonius Library do.

That must be Scribe Al-Haitham’s doing.

Much to Collei’s surprise, she recognizes several more books than she thought she would. It’s because of the breadth of types, she thinks.

There are fictional books (children’s books, anthologies of common stories and songs, some of the novels that Collei’s picked up and talked with Amber and Nilou and Layla about) in just about as great a quantity as there are the reference books Collei would expect of any scholar. 

She spots thin folios that bear the title of plays and musical performances that she remembers hearing Nilou talking about with Lady Dunyarzad. 

There is even an extremely thin and oddly bound volume with a small embossed stamp of the Mondstadt seal right at the bottom edge of the spine. It must be a collection of musical scores, if Collei is remembering her trips through Mondstadt’s shops with Amber and Sucrose right. It’s squeezed in between one of the newer biographies of Pursina and the Liyue edition of the Teyvat Travel Guide.

There are several academic magazines and collected journal publications, which is what Collei would expect from anyone who’s ever gone through the Akademiya. Collei spots familiar reference books for anatomical diagrams—she thinks Master Tighnari has that exact same edition. 

She also spots several different cook books. One of them is clearly from Fontaine and it’s clumped together with a Kshahrewar aluminum composite reference guide and an Amurta taxonomic classification index of spiders. 

Collei even spots what she thinks might be some kind of observational log on weather phenomena in the Dragonspine region and several Table Top Troupe game manuals sharing a section with an outdated Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences that she remembers Sage Naphis wielding at Professor Cyrus like a weapon when it first came out.

Layla and Cyno really weren’t kidding about Scribe Al-Haitham reading whatever exists to be read.

Collei thinks she even sees a book of visual illusions.

“If there are any titles that catch your interest, you’re free to borrow them so long as you handle them carefully.” 

Collei doesn’t quite jump when Scribe Al-Haitham speaks, but she does take a step away from the shelves, embarrassed at being caught out gawking. 

“Books are meant to be read, not just sat on a shelf,” Scribe Al-Haitham continues, walking past Collei towards the middle of the front room where several large, comfortable divans surround a large squat table. “And if the good General Mahamatra asks about any that you borrow, or any that you might have seen, I came into the possession of all of them legally. And if he would imply that I did not, then I would respond that any charges he might come up with would most certainly be outside of any statute of limitations. And if they weren’t, then I am sure that some sort of arrangement can be agreed upon that does not involve another challenge at spear point.”

“The General Mahamatra wouldn’t bring it to that,” Collei says in defense of the man, although that’s exactly what she and Cyno were talking about just the night prior. Her mind momentarily goes to the small palm-sized kamera in her pocket. She goes to join Scribe Al-Haitham, half-looking over her shoulder while she continues to stare at the colorful array of books.

Scribe Al-Haitham has brought out a tray of fresh cut fruit, honey, and cream for the kahi.

He gestures for her to follow him, “Tea or coffee?”

“Tea, please,” Collei answers, following him into the kitchen, where he opens a cabinet and gestures for her to pick from a rather expansive tea collection while he sets a kettle to boil.

With the books at her back and just the two of them in the kitchen Collei feels her earlier nerves return. Scribe Al-Haitham’s leaned one hip against the kitchen counter, eyes closed and arms crossed as they wait for the water to boil for her tea and his coffee. 

It’s just that she’s not quite sure what to expect.

Collei knows that this is a great opportunity for one, one that everyone encouraged her to take. But she’s never been alone with Scribe Al-Haitham like this before, and the topic of their meeting is an unofficial assignment given to her by Madam Faruzan.

Scribe Al-Haitham, when he invited her over, had only told her to bring the book that Madam Faruzan was currently having her study as well as anything else she’d been reading on the side. 

Collei’s not quite sure what that second part has to do with anything, but Collei’s been beating her head against a wall with Madam Faruzan’s book and she doesn’t think Scribe Al-Haitham meant for her to be bringing along textbooks or some of the older Amurta case studies she’s been paging through in her spare time to give her brain a break from Madam Faruzan’s puzzle of an assignment.

Tea and coffee acquired, they return to the front room where Scribe Al-Haitham portions out the kahi and gestures for Collei to pass him the questions Madam Faruzan left for her to read through.

He asks a few questions on how far she’s gotten as well as what Madam Faruzan and she discussed before the older woman left. Collei tries not to feel too embarrassed when her answers all boil down to “not very”. And as to reading outside of that…her answer can only be “not much”.

“I am surprised that it took you this long to ask me for help,” Scribe Al-Haitham says to her as he slowly reads through the questions Madam Faruzan left behind and the few attempts at answers Collei had started to write out. Collei’s stomach turns over in an anatomically impossible way, but Scribe Al-Haitham doesn’t sound disappointed. “Senior Faruzan had told me to expect you and assist you when you came around.”

Collei’s surprise must show because Scribe Al-Haitham explains, “Contrary to what some may think of her, Senior Faruzan is fully self-aware enough to understand that she can get ahead of both herself and others without meaning to. Although she is not always aware enough to catch it in time. She acknowledges that her thought patterns are based on a different template than most for multiple reasons. It is both her greatest asset and disadvantage as a scholar and educator. Addressing this is also a work in progress.”

Here, Scribe Al-Haitham does give Collei a stronger look out of the corner of his eye. “Feedback on any difficulties with her teaching style would be helpful towards that work in progress.”

Collei busies herself with some chopped Zaytun Peach rather than answering. She can’t imagine giving Madam Faruzan any feedback that isn’t on some kind of pre-made and mandated form. If she ever did, she thinks she’d maybe get one sentence in before Madam Faruzan began an inquest of some sort. 

Not in a bad way, of course. But Madam Faruzan is like Master Tighnari in that you can give them one sentence and they’ll come away with an entire hour’s worth of questions that they need a deep dive to fully explore on that one sentence alone.

Scribe Al-Haitham must somehow guess at Collei’s line of thought—either from personal experience or because Collei’s just that easy to read, maybe even both—because he lets the topic rest with a simple, “I’ll note of it when she returns to ask me about it.”

Collei just nods as Scribe Al-Haitham explains that he’s aware of the general outline of Collei’s courses and current curriculum. Collei’s not very surprised about that part, considering all of the help that he’s been in making sure her work is counting as official Akademiya credits.

But what does surprise her is that he says that everyone is always asking him for reference and feedback on how Collei’s courses are all lining up with each other, so that they’re neither in conflict of time, difficulty, or subject. And of course, they’re all also always at him to make sure the registrars are keyed into Collei’s progress and that any potential issues are addressed before they can actually become issues.

“You’re very well taken care of,” Scribe Al-Haitham observes, sounding faintly amused. “I think the General Mahamatra goes down to the records office to review everything himself under the excuse of a ‘random inspection’ to make sure that they administrators and clerks aren’t dallying.”

Collei just barely manages to avoid covering her face with a pastry-flake dusted hand, turning her hand at the last moment to hit her wrist against her forehead. 

She can just imagine it now. 

“You should take more advantage of it,” Scribe Al-Haitham insists, setting aside Madam Faruzan’s questions to start eating himself.

By the time they’ve finished breakfast Collei’s somehow both just as nervous as she was when she first came in and also relaxed. She doesn’t know how she’s both at once, but she thinks that this is something that can be attributed to Scribe Al-Haitham in general being his usual self. This is oddly calming, even though she does still feel a little queasy about getting started on things.

She thinks that it’s somehow easier with Madam Faruzan leading the charge into the strange unknown because at least Madam Faruzan talks. The questions and commentary are sometimes just as confusing as the original question, and Collei will admit to sometimes just nodding because she feels like Madam Faruzan has already explained something to her too may times to ask for more clarification.

Not that Madam Faruzan would be upset or impatient with Collei if she did ask a fourth or a fifth time for a different type of clarification or example. Collei’s never had Madam Faruzan lose patience with her before and for that she’s incredibly grateful. She has no idea why some of the things that Madam Faruzan’s trying to teach her are so hard to understand. It should be simple enough…

And it’s not like Collei’s doing this a lot of course! Collei doesn’t do that all the time! 

That’s no way for any scholar to behave, but even the best of scholars needs to let things go to move onto the next topic. It’s about prioritization. Triaging. If Collei got stuck on every single question she’d never get to the end. There are some you have to let go to circle around back to later, while you knock out the easier ones first.

It’s just that…when it comes to Madam Faruzan’s lessons, there are rarely any easier questions to get to down the line. They all build off of each other. This is incredibly logical and makes sense but it can get really stressful when you can’t even get one answer down on your own.

And it’s not that Madam Faruzan is a poor teacher. Collei doesn’t have any trouble learning from her when they’re working on Karkata’s maintenance. And Collei would say that working on Karkata should be way more complex than some of the books or papers that Madam Faruzan’s been working on Collei with.

It’s only that certain subjects that Madam Faruzan’s trying to teach are hard. And it’s not like it’s all of the books and papers. It’s just some of them. And it’s not like Collei gets stuck this badly on the ones she does get stuck on every time. 

There’s different degrees to it. Sometimes Collei gets it after Madam Faruzan explaining it twice. Sometimes she’s already understanding as Madam Faruzan is still explaining, fully on-board and in tune with the direction of things.

It’s just that when Collei gets stuck it seems that she really gets stuck. And no amount of talking through or around it gets her unstuck. She just gets sunk in deeper. Like it’s quicksand or a very thick slurry of mud.

Now, Collei doesn’t think Scribe Al-Haitham’s going to be the sort of person to talk her through anything like Madam Faruzan. 

But Collei doesn’t know which would be worse: sitting through silence or being hit by a dozen rapid-fire questions, comments, and suggestions at once.

They put away the breakfast things while Collei gives herself a mental prep talk about how she shouldn’t be so pessimistic about this. This is a learning experience. If she knew all the answers there’d be nothing to learn and she wouldn’t be here at all. She’s going to sit here and learn and she’s going to take the lessons forward.

Knowledge, she repeats to herself as she pulls upon memories of Master Tighnari and Sage Naphis from her own lessons with them, is additive. 

But much to Collei’s surprise, Scribe Al-Haitham sets all of the materials for Madam Faruzan’s assignment to the side before going to one of the shelves to pull down a book.

He gestures for her to sit.

“You must swear not to tell the General Mahamatra about what we do in detail today,” he says, which makes Collei’s spine straighten, eyes brows draw, and senses go on full alert. It’s a different type of nerves. “If he asks you, of course you can tell him about what we did. We had breakfast. We talked. We read. We talked about what we read. But you cannot give him any details.”

Collei straightens her shoulders, meeting Scribe Al-Haitham’s gaze evenly. “Scribe Al-Haitham, I might not be a member of the matra or aiming to be—“

“Much to the good general’s disappointment, I’m sure.”

“—but that doesn’t mean I’m any less in terms of moral compass. I appreciate your help and I wouldn’t normally question the conditions of someone doing me a favor. But can you first explain the reason of your request?”

The man nods, looking very pleased. “It is a shame that you aren’t willing to look into joining the matra or mahamata. Or any kind of Akademiya organizational body in general. Sumeru would only have been able to benefit from such practical thinking. There is no nefarious reason for the request, simply a personal preference that I believe you will understand without much explanation. There are some things that don’t need to be said, after all.”

Before Collei can ask him to explain what that means, Scribe Al-Haitham holds up the book that he had pulled up.

Collei recognizes it instantly. It’s one of the Genius Invokation novels. Collei’s never read it, but the novel series has a very specific type of stylized cover. The style is distinctive. And the shelves of the front room of Cyno’s house are lined with them.

She feels her eyes going big and wide, mouth dropping open.

This is not any of them. This is a new one. Collei doesn’t recognize the cover or the title…

Her mind flashes back to the general’s suspicions about Scribe Al-Haitham having a copy of a limited edition that Cyno’s been trying to track down for months.

“No,” Collei whispers even as he holds the book out to her. 

She takes it into her hands, incredibly conscious of how sweaty they’re starting to feel as she takes in the gold embossed cover, the incredibly colorful and vibrant dye of the leather, even the metallic threading and edged pages. Suddenly Collei isn’t thinking about anything other than how she can feel her pulse in her palms and hear her heartbeat in her own ears.

“The General Mahamatra was right?” are the first words out of Collei’s mouth even though there’s probably something else here that should be talked about. Staring at the book cover, Collei just can’t think of what that would be right now.

Scribe Al-Haitham sits next to her, nodding. “It is generally a good baseline rule to assume that the General Mahamatra is right. But you will not be confirming his theory today. Instead, the two of us are going to read through this together. As I understand it, you’re fond of the series and have had several enthusiastic discussions about it not just with the General Mahamatra, but as well as Tighnari, Nilou, Layla, and even Senior Faruzan, herself.“

Collei had felt her excitement pushing through any nerves when he had said that she was going to get to read it, but she can’t help but glance towards Madam Faruzan’s book and questionnaire, which was the entire purpose of her asking for help and coming over today. 

“But what about—?”

“The point of the assignment she had given you was for you to do a close read to analyze how prose effects opinion, and possible biases being brought to the table by both yourself and the author. The book she had picked for this was not bad considering the point of the lesson. But the author’s prose as well as the actual plot of the book are…generally unappealing to most. It was much more popular back in Senior Faruzan’s day, but incredibly out of style for modern readers. And if you aren’t interested in a book it’s hard to pay close enough attention to learn any lesson at all. Especially if you’re just starting out on learning how to pick apart and analyze authorial intentions.”

Scribe Al-Haitham folds his arms, leaning back, eyes flicking up the ceiling as Collei looks between the book in her hands and the one further away.

“Most of your studies are centered around observable, non-subjective analysis of mathematically proven and supported data, and confirmed principles of biology, chemistry, and other such-similar sciences. Considering your overall goals and current profession, it’s certainly important to have a solid foundation in those and to get as far ahead as possible before you begin formal training in the Akademiya. However, it is also important for you to develop some of the so-called ‘softer’ skills of critical and close reading analysis. It’s easier to do this with fiction, but the same skill can be applied to non-fiction as well. As you advance through the Akademiya, you will find author’s bias, loopholes in logic, or even the authors taking shots or veiled references at one another causing opinion to color what should be objective fact, manipulating facts into supporting a far-fetched or dubiously twisted conclusion. With practice and the application of sense, you won’t need to look very far through a paper to see if the writer has gone astray like this. Think about how many times Tighnari has disregarded another scholar’s paper or an entire academic publication after only skimming it.”

Master Tighnari has done that before, usually when he’s being sent an advanced copy to read or a proposal to co-author or work on a prolonged research project. She’s heard him complain about it to others, and she’d always wondered how Master Tighnari formed such an opinion so fast when he probably didn’t know the person writing to him at all. She’d always just chalked that up to Master Tighnari being…well. Master Tighnari.

He knows everything and is an extremely good judge of a person, a situation, and a situation that a person might make.

“Those struggling with this or just beginning to hone the skill find it easier to practice when using something they’re familiar and invested in. Hence, for you, Genius Invokation novels.”

“But I’ve read and talked about the book Madam Faruzan left me with,” Collei says. “I feel very familiar and invested in it at this point. I’m still getting stuck.” 

It feels strange to be having fun reading Genius Invokation novels when she’s supposed to be working on an assignment that Madam Faruzan left her in order to help Collei learn what is, apparently, a very important lesson on reading closely.

“You’re familiar and invested in a way a scholar with a point to prove is familiar and invested. It’s different with subject material you care about for the subject, itself.”

Collei resist the urge to pull at the shorter hairs at the nape of her neck or fidget. And then, well—if she’s going to be nervous and if it’s going to bother her like this, she might as well just say it, so she admits, “It’s just hard not understanding the exact parameters for a good or right answer. I know what I’m looking for when I’m examining cross-section slides and I know what I should be seeing during the stages of decanting a solution. But when the questions are asking me about things like how I think an author sounds and why I feel that way, I can’t tell if I’m making progress one way or another. And all the words fall short. I feel like I’m missing something that everyone else seems to have.”

Scribe Al-Haitham simply nods, as though this were a common enough thing to run across and not something that Collei keeps tripping over.

“That would be because words do fall short, and there is not agreed upon metric for knowing one direction of right from the other. You’re not missing anything. If anything, you’re more self aware than most. It is good that you’re examining your own answers and feelings towards them, but if you keep looking at it expecting an absolute threshold of correct versus incorrect you’ll be stuck there forever. This kind of analysis engages a different part of the mind. You not being familiar with this type of work isn’t something to be embarrassed or self-conscious about. You are not an exception. Most scholars struggle with this, especially now that there is no Akasha to tell them a generic answer.”

Scribe Al-Haitham taps the cover of the book in her hands.

“Don’t think about how you’d grade your answer, or how it would measure up to anyone else’s. That is not what Madam Faruzan, nor I, are trying to ask of you through this exercise. Remember, these lessons are about and for you. Don’t think about anyone else’s expectations or criteria. It’s about what you’ve already been doing: expecting things of yourself. But don’t get so focused on evaluating your own answer that you lose sight of how you originally arrived at it. Now, let’s begin. I am interested in hearing your thoughts as an enthusiastic fan on the side stories this edition has. I’ve heard that the overall opinion is split very decisively. And as you would know from the General Mahamatra’s complaints, I’m personally not impressed or invested in the series so my own biases have been unhelpful in understanding the schism among fans.”




