
Passing Along



“Don’t you have the same start time I do?” Kaveh complains, rapidly patting down his pockets to make sure he has his keys for both the house and the Kshahrewar faculty areas, his wallet, double checking that he has his feather pen tucked behind his ear, and even reopening the giant canvas bag filled with student papers to quickly flick through to see that he has everything. “Why am I always the first one to leave the house?”

“Because you turn the straight line that goes directly up and make multiple detours that turn a ten minute walk into a half hour affair,” Al-Haitham replies, calmly sipping a morning cup of tea at the table as though he has all the time in the world and it isn’t a weekday during one of the Akademiya’s busiest seasons. “And then you make small talk with a dozen more people once you hit the Akademiya’s main campus, volunteer yourself for things that don’t need volunteering, and then find at least one issue to take great offense at and champion.”

“You make it all sound ridiculous when it’s really what anyone else would do.”

“You’re not anyone else, and thus the mundanity of anyone else doing these things is stripped away and replaced by you doing these things.”

Kaveh pauses in the middle of his double-checking to squint at the side of Al-Haitham’s head, nose wrinkled.

“That makes no sense.”

Al-Haitham nods. “That’s you.”

Kaveh rolls his eyes towards the ceiling before startling himself with a thought, “Ah. Wait. Right. And that is you.” And then he rushes off, leaving Mehrak in place with all of his papers and bags.

“Dare I ask?” Al-Haitham turns towards the machine who just wriggles in place mid-air. The mysteries of her master’s mind are as unsolved as they are to the rest of the world, apparently one would need a lot more than a little light to sort that out.

Kaveh returns less than a minute later with a wooden box in his hand. 

“When you go to the Akademiya pass this box along to Nahida,” Kaveh says, setting the box down on the table. “She commissioned it from me. I just finished it last night—it’s a puzzle box mechanism with built in elemental energy switches. I’ll show you the schematic later, Nahida was the one who came up with most of it and even helped with providing the materials for the mechanisms. I’d send it up to her myself, but I’ve got class this morning then reviews until late afternoon, and then two client meetings right after. I was worrying over getting it to her today. There really just isn’t the time for me to head up myself or find someone else trustworthy enough to complete the delivery without being nosy about it. At least I can trust you to at least get it to her in one functional piece.”

“I’m not a courier,” Al-Haitham says, although he’s already in the middle of examining the box himself. “And am I not also what some would consider nosy? Is it not the other side of the same hand of curiosity and all?”

Kaveh takes the box back, quickly opening it. The simple cube transforms into an opened flower. Al-Haitham to sighs at the solution so easily revealed, the mystery is ruined.

“What’s there for you to be nosy about? And it’s not for you,” Kaveh says mildly. “Stop sulking about the reveal. You can figure out how to reset it from seeing me open it, right? Right.” He tips the newly revealed hollow compartment in the center of the flower towards Al-Haitham. “Put something in here before you hand it over. It doesn’t have to be anything fancy. I forgot to get something and I finished it so late last night that I didn’t have time to go out and get anything. It’s not technically part of the commission, but it wouldn’t feel right to just leave the box empty. She can replace it with whatever it was she had in mind later.”

Al-Haitham thinks that if Nahida wanted something inside of the box to start with she would have said so. And that putting something inside of the puzzle box is outside of the scope of the commission if it wasn’t outlined originally. 

But who is he to tell that to Kaveh, considering that Al-Haitham doesn’t take commissions to build puzzles?

“So now I’m both a courier and an assistant?” Al-Haitham asks instead, taking the wooden flower and examining the colorful inlays on certain petals that must be the elemental mechanism Kaveh and Nahida came up with. “Why is this my responsibility? I don’t recall asking or being asked.”

“No, but I am telling you.” Kaveh reaches into his pocket, rummaging around before pulling out a piece of candy—bright yellow-gold in a clear wrapper. “Here. Payment.”

Al-Haitham levels the candy an unimpressed look. “Do I look like one of the children who follows you around, bullying you into emptying your pockets?”

“You are occasionally a bully and you are always a brat,” Kaveh replies easily. “So yes. Anyway, just do it, would you? I have extras of the materials Nahida gave me for the box. I’ll let you mess around with them later when I show you the box’s schematics. Isn’t that good enough incentive for you? I’ve got to go now. Make sure you put something inside and that you reset the box fully before giving it to Nahida.”

Before Al-Haitham can respond one way or the other Kaveh quickly snatches up the rest of his things from the other side of the kitchen table, rushing out of sight, his exit marked by the sound of the door closing on him beginning a new dictation note to Mehrak.

Al-Haitham looks at the puzzle box with its small rounded little compartment. And then at the spherical piece of yellow-gold candy, shining in its plastic wrapper. A small and thin bubble of amusement floats through him. Here’s one half of the request resolved easily enough.

Al-Haitham puts the candy inside of the puzzle box, taking the wooden array up into his hands and sealing it shut with a few turns of the wrist and curls of the fingers.

Simple, unlike…

Architects, Al-Haitham thinks with a roll of his eyes.

-

“Architects are fascinating masters of math and mind,” Nahida says upon examining the box that Al-Haitham has passed her. 

She levitates it in her hands, a faint pinprick of green light in the center of her eye shining in a way that means she’s seeing a lot more than what most other people do. The wooden box spins between her small hands slowly, playfully, before she lowers it onto her desk. 

“Although I’m surprised he didn’t come to deliver the finished product himself. I had a thought that we might talk about the schematics and building process a little bit.”

“Architects may be masters of math and mind, but are rarely ever masters of managing their time,” Al-Haitham replies. “At least, not Master Kaveh.”

“And I am further surprised that you got roped into playing the courier,” Nahida continues, resting her chin in the heart her hands, grinning up at her scribe. “I know what I paid for this commission. What was paid to you in turn?”

“You ask this in a tone that implies you already have an answer.”

“I’m sure that at some point Master Kaveh and I will find time to catch up with each other to talk more about this shared venture of ours. Would you like to come along? Three minds at discussion may not always be better than two, but it’s certainly much more interesting. And yours and his minds combined are usually very interesting.”

“I’ll consider it, but not as payment,” Al-Haitham replies. And then, curious and therefore as expected, he asks, “You’re not going to try opening the box?”

“What for? Master Kaveh is, as his title suggests, a master. And considering that I’ve already reviewed and had my own hand in the development of this box, and that Master Kaveh has not said he would be making any modifications, I have no reason not to trust that this box is not as I should expect it to be. Do you know something I don’t? About this box specifically, of course.”

“I know what’s inside of the box.”

Nahida blinks down at the box. “There’s something inside of it?”

“You had him design a compartment that’s revealed upon the box being opened correctly.”

“Oh, yes. But I didn’t say I wanted anything inside.”

“Tell that to Kaveh next time.”

Nahida hums, poking the box with a finger to tip it onto one of its edges before gently lowering it back down.

“Well then. It can be a surprise all around. I didn’t have anything in mind for that little compartment. I just thought it would be neat. Thank him for putting something inside for me.” Nahida pauses, glancing up at Al-Haitham. And then she laughs, correcting herself, “Thank him for having you put something inside for me. You’re owed payment twice over for your efforts then. Well. Let me ease that burden for Master Kaveh, just a little. For the job well done and with, what I can only assume, minimal commentary and complaint…how about I give you a matching surprise?”

Here, Al-Haitham’s eyes brighten with interest, head tipping slightly to the side.

“Although you are my Grand Scribe, and thus aware of all of the books and materials that come in and out of our House of Daena, not even you can know about the individual experiences of each and every book that graces our shelves. There is a relatively new publication of a medial journal that has an Amurta research paper on the effects of types of antiseptics and their efficacy in reducing post-operative infections and complications. You’re familiar with it, naturally. You’re you, of course.”

Al-Haitham nods.

“But you are not familiar with the news that some scholar of great insight has recently marked up that book with incredibly thought provoking insights, questioning the study, and in turn causing others to start writing their own comments. It’s a sleeper hit, Al-Haitham. I promise you. Best for you to get your hands on that book before the rest of the Amurta blows up trying to get their hands on it. Sage Naphis has already heard murmurings about the study and is thinking about investigating himself.” Nahida hums, eyes closing as she reaches through the world. “It should be just returned to the shelves now, in fact. Best get to hurrying before it flies off again.”

-

“I’m glad I was able to catch you. My General Mahamatra might give the winds a challenge, depending on the academic season,” Lord Kusanali teases. Cyno takes the teasing with good grace, dipping his head.

“Finals and thesis defense periods are busy times for all of Sumeru,” Cyno says. 

From the all-night cafes open for students in need of the caffeine and carbohydrates all the way to the pharmacies filling prescriptions for anxiety and anemia, all of Sumeru City tends to feel it when its students and scholars enter the peaks of their work. The matra are, naturally, not an exception to this rise in activity.

“Was there a case or a matter you needed special attention called upon?” Cyno asks, frowning as he thinks over the matra’s current official case load, as well as the smaller strands of rumors that they’re passively following but not acting on. The Corps of Thirty and mahamata are also usually very good about giving the matra forewarning if either of them sense something amiss. 

More so now, under this new administration, of course.

And if there was such a case, it seems strange that Lord Kusanali would call him up to address it as soon as he finished his morning briefing with his matra, instead of waiting for the afternoon security meeting that he has with her, the Corps of Thirty, the Sages, and the mahamata.

“Only your attention,” Lord Kusanali clarifies, “and not as my general, but as my friend. Although this gets muddied up slightly.”

Before Cyno can ask what that means, Nahida levitates an object into the air. A wooden box. 

“I wanted to give this to you as a gift. From me, Nahida and Lord Kusanali, to you, Cyno and General Mahamatra.”

Cyno holds his hand out for her to lower the box into. It seems to be a plain wooden box, although Cyno can sense some lingering elemental energy. And as he runs his fingers over it, he can also feel grooves in the wood. It must be some sort of puzzle.

“What for?” 

“A friend and a lord can’t give her friend and loyal right hand a gift just because?” Nahida teases. “It is a thank you and a congratulations and a sign of my appreciation all in one. It has been just about one year since the two of us began working together and with Sumeru. I found myself feeling very sentimental about it. Don’t think too hard on it, Cyno. Besides. Maybe it would be a fun distraction during meetings.”

“I shouldn’t be getting distracted in meetings.”

“Not for you. I don’t think it’s possible for you to get distracted, my general. I mean for others. Imagine how nervous people might get watching you with a mysterious box. What sort of secret does it hold? Surely not their secret. And perhaps they might be distracted, bothered enough, to let something slip with their attention split like so.”

Cyno gives Nahida a look that he hopes is disapproving. “You’ve spent too much time with Dehya.”

“You haven’t spent enough time with the Flame-Mane. Outside of work, I mean. She and Candace both ask me how you are. Doesn’t that seem strange, that they’re asking me all the way over here in Sumeru City when you frequent the sands quite often?”

“It’s a busy season.”

“Which is why it’s all the more important to take breaks and find respite when you can. Even if it’s in the fiddling around of a little box. And also writing to your friends. I’ll not lecture you nor keep you any longer with that very busy season upon us all. Take the gift, Cyno. I’ll see you at our security brief meeting this afternoon. I expect it might be rather short one, in all honesty. Most of the Sages and their upper level staff are caught up in worrying over their exam takers and journeymen on the brink of graduation and the like. I expect to see many empty seats, or what as may be empty seats since they bodies will be there but their minds will be rooms and rooms away.”

-

The box is easy enough to solve. After Nahida’s energy faded from levitating it, Cyno was able to get a more accurate sense of the lingering elemental energy from other elements within the box suggesting matching and correlating mechanisms that would unlock the puzzle if aligned properly. 

Kaveh must have had a handing crafting this. What should be a very difficult concept in such a small and otherwise simple object has been exceptionally executed. Although he’s not sure when Kaveh could possibly have had the time for this on top of everything else he does.

If Cyno didn’t personally know Kaveh and how the man is constantly working on something he would suspect Kaveh of exploiting students to act as ghost writers and designers or unpaid, uncredited labor, with how much Kaveh can get done in a single day.

Cyno solves the puzzle as he’s taking a walk through the gardens that gather around the paths going up and down the Divine Tree like clumps and clusters of flowers or mushrooms.

Nahida is right, taking breaks is good for the mind and the body, even if they are only short ones. Cyno can feel some of the tension that’s already built up in his shoulders easing away. It actually surprises him how much tension he had to relax from. It’s only mid-morning and he’s barely gone to any meetings or reviewed very many case files.

No wonder Tighnari and Collei have insisted upon doing more chores around the house despite their own busy schedules. He thought that they were trying to compensate for staying so long in the city, beyond their original estimation and after arriving previously unannounced. 

It’s not needed, of course. Announcement or an estimation. After all, they aren’t guests in his home in the same way that he isn’t a guest in either of theirs. 

The help with household tasks is appreciated, though. Cyno is fully aware that he’s let his own chores slip in the past few weeks as his hours at his office and in meeting rooms stretch longer and longer.

Perhaps he was carrying much more stress than he originally believed. And showing it.

Nahida’s gift is truly a timely one. The puzzle box helped.

Kaveh had been telling Cyno to get a stress ball, but Cyno’s never found those to be particularly helpful. The solidity of the box and the familiar process of analyzing and deconstructing patterns felt like a much better outlet than squeezing a soft ball.

The puzzle itself was not particularly complex. But that might be Cyno’s experience in solving puzzles and analyzing elemental energy mechanisms speaking.

The box unfolded itself to reveal a flower with six central petals around a compartment in the center. The six central petals were painted with the colors of the Akademiya’s darshans and resonated with elemental energy.

In the central compartment was a piece of candy. Lemon and honey, he thinks, based on the smell. Perhaps ginger, too, based on the deep color.

The candy he’d put in his pocket. Maybe he’d give it to Collei later. Tighnari mentioned that Collei’s taken to chewing gum now that he’s cleared her for overnight patrols or dawn shifts. Collei’s been very eager to prove herself as fit for this extension of her responsibilities. 

Cyno is now turning the box around in his fingers, moving pieces about to see what other configurations he can make without actually solving it, while he walks. 

He notes that the pathways are clearer than they usually are. Most students are in their darshan’s workshops and dedicated study or material rooms, or quietly fighting for space the House of Daena. And most faculty are in meetings or lectures, cramming in as much work as they can before they’re roped into thesis defenses and the mad-crush of grading everything in time to announce end of term scores and class promotions.

The streets of Sumeru, in general, are emptier than normal, although when the students and faculty pry themselves from their work it’s all in a mad rush that overwhelms all at once. For now it’s good to enjoy the relative peace afforded by scholars hard at work.

Even as Cyno is thinking of this, his attention is drawn to a splash of white on green where it shouldn’t be.

Cyno walks off the main path into one of the smaller off-shoot gardens that seem to naturally form all over Sumeru, and finds Layla half-obscured behind a bush, next to a stone bench. She’s half asleep, her face pillowed in her notebook on the bench, legs stretched out to one side. Cyno’s own waist, back, and neck twinge in sympathy at seeing the strange position she fell asleep in.

He looks around and sees no other signs of anyone else using the same space. Layla’s bag is next to her, looking undisturbed from where she had placed it. As unlikely as it is that someone would come up and steal from her, such things can never be guaranteed. And Layla is certainly doing herself no favors sleeping in such a position. Sleeping very deeply, too, from the looks of things.

Cyno reaches down and lightly touches her shoulder. “Layla.”

Layla barely stirs, groaning, nuzzling her cheek into her notebook. It takes Cyno a few more shakes to get her awake. 

Layla slowly sits up, rubbing her eye. The notebook page sticks to her cheek as she sits up and she clumsily pats it back down before it can tear. She sits up, looking around, slightly confused.

Cyno lets her wake up slowly. Or at least, that was his intent. 

But the moment Layla looks up in his direction, she realizes firstly that she’s clearly not alone, and that she’s been caught sleeping by the General Mahamatra. Layla is awake and alert instantly, eyes going wide, face flushing bright red at a truly alarming speed.

She jumps up. Rather, she tries to jump to her feet. The awkward position she was in isn’t exactly one that allows for a fluid movement from sitting to standing, especially when partially asleep. Layla ends up falling back down onto the grass after hitting against the edge of the stone bench she was half-sleeping on with a sharp yelp of surprise and hurt.

“Peace upon you, Layla,” Cyno says, kneeling down to help steady her. “I only woke you because this is not the ideal place or position to be sleeping. How long have you been out here?”

“Peace upon you as well, General Mahamatra.” Layla rubs her eyes with a low groan before just burying her face into her hands. “I’m not sure. An hour maybe?” Layla lifts her head only to let out a tremendous, eye-watering yawn. “Probably.”

Collei and Layla get along well, Cyno remembers Collei telling him and Tighnari that Layla’s been doing late night-early morning study groups with her peers in the Rtawahist. Her relationships with her fellows have improved much since the Inter-Darshan competition and in the past several months. It’s helped a lot with Layla’s worries, but unfortunately she chose the path of a scholar who studies stars. There’s no helping the odd schedule that comes with that.

“Why aren’t you in your dorm? Surely it’s much better sleeping there and an easier trek from the Akademiya.”

Layla runs her fingers through her long hair, sorting out tangles and picking out bits of grass from the end.

“I thought fresh air would be good for me,” she explains, sounding sheepish. “I’ve hit a snag in one of my term papers. I just can’t get through it. And I didn’t think I’d be able to fall asleep if I went back to my dorm room—I’d end up just hitting my head against my desk and feeling worse because of it. Collei says that whenever she gets stuck she takes a walk and that it helps her clear her mind. I thought I’d give it a try. Guess it didn’t work.”

“And you ended up sleeping in a bed of grass, hitting your head against your books. It did something for you, it seems.” 

“You’re right. The change of scenery helped with that part at least. I guess. Although I’m not so sure about whether I feel clearer or not about what I’m going to be doing about my paper. It’s only halfway done and I think I need to rewrite the introduction and get new sources to cite. I need new resources but I don’t even know which resources I’m going to need and the House of Daena is a nightmare to go through during exam season…” 

Layla’s shoulders slump as she turns back to her notebook, trailing off as her earlier troubles return to the forefront of her mind. Now that her head isn’t blocking the pages, Cyno can see most of the contents are scribbled out by sharp, jagged lines. Cyno can feel the frustration emanating from the pages.

“At least you got some sleep. I find that getting at least some sleep when stressed is rarely detrimental to the overall work effort,” Cyno points out, offering her his hand. More proof of Layla’s growth and changes over the past year, she doesn’t hesitate to take it. Although she’s clearly at least a little embarrassed at being caught out sleeping in the open. “The change in scenery isn’t a bad idea. But perhaps you should go further out from the Akademiya for a complete reset—do something you don’t normally do.”

“Is that what you do, General?”

“When time permits,” Cyno nods. Although he hasn’t been very good at that himself lately. And what a coincidence it is that the first time he’s taken that break causes him to run into another to give this same advice to. “By removing oneself from established patterns of behaviors and familiar scenes, the mind can be refreshed and reset to look upon those patterns and scenes later from new perspectives. And with a lot less carried over frustration. As a Rtawahist, I imagine that time spent in Sumeru City during morning hours is rare.”

Layla nods, although Cyno isn’t sure if she’s truly considering the advice or just nodding out of respect. More the latter than the former, based on his experience with students too close to a deadline for comfort. 

He honestly thinks that all of them lose some percentage of their hearing and ability to translate sound into meaningful information at this time of the year.

“Take a walk through Treasure’s Street and see it from a daylight perspective instead of night,” Cyno suggests. “The city changes drastically depending on the time of day—from the people to the goods on display, even the smells and sounds. It may be the refresh you need to return to your current problem.” Cyno reaches into his pocket and pulls out the candy, feeling very much like Professor Cyrus as he does so. “And eat this. Lemon is good for the health and the spirit.”

-

The General Mahamatra’s advice is sound. 

Of course it’s sound, he’s the General Mahamatra. He’s the metric by which all things can be measured as sound or unsound.

And Layla thinks that if there’s anyone who knows all about the many ways a student, a scholar, a soul, might puzzle through a problem it would be the man in charge of making sure none of those puzzles or problems causes puzzles or problems for anyone else.

Layla’s feeling a little bit better already as she walks into the bustle of Sumeru City’s streets at mid-morning. This is an incredibly unusual sight for her. Most days she sleeps in until after noon after her night classes. Even on weekends Layla likes to sleep in to try and keep some sort of schedule.

Layla buys herself some cool fruit juice—lemon might be good for the health and the spirit, but Layla’s not so sure about something so tart on an empty stomach—and walks around, taking in all of the sights and sounds she normally misses.

The problem of her paper and all of her other end of term assignments, as well as her holiday break classes and apprenticeships, hover at the back of her mind like dawn stretching its fingers to touch upon the stars.

But it’s very hard for Layla to get absorbed into that when her mind keeps getting caught up on seeing all the flower shops full to bursting with their freshest cut stems and blooms facing the day. A few of the blooms even have dew on them still, although with the way the heat has been recently she imagines that will change soon enough. 

Layla’s only seen the flower shops and stalls once they’re in the middle of packing up or mostly out of stock of fresh flowers for the day. She didn’t realize they carried so much inventory at a time.

And there are so many more snack stalls open, even though it’s only mid-morning. And Layla thought that the night crowd markets were full to bursting already.

Layla walks, sipping slowly at her juice as she tries to stay towards the edges of the crowds, marveling over the flow of people. Even with most people—students and faculty and support staff—at the Akademiya there’s still a whole river of people conducting their regular business here in the streets and pathways that weave through the Divine Tree’s roots.

She lets the crowd and the sights and sounds and smells carry her without any specific end goal in mind.

This is how Layla finds herself in one of the coolest, well sheltered pockets of Sumeru City, deep into the roots of the Divine Tree where the Zubayr Theater sits. In fact, Layla just about runs straight into Nilou.

“Layla!” Nilou exclaims as the two of them right each other after just managing to dodge a collision. “What a surprise! Isn’t it finals period at the Akademiya right now? I didn’t expect to be seeing any of you lot coming around for at least another half month. Are you alright? You don’t normally come around this part of the city during this hour.”

“I’m trying something new,” Layla admits, letting Nilou link their arms and guide her through the crowd. Layla explains to Nilou the strange series of events that led her to coming down from the Akademiya this morning, some of her frustration about her end of term projects leaking through despite her better efforts.

It doesn’t do any good to sound so sour over a paper, Layla knows. Especially because she brought it all on herself. She chose the class, knowing what its schedule would be like. And she even chose the topic of the paper. 

Besides, hasn’t she been a student long enough? Shouldn’t she be used to the ebb and flow of the work? She’s going to be graduating the Akademiya in a few years! Why is she so easily dispirited and running up against roadblocks still?

“What you need is not to try something new, but do something very familiar,” Nilou says, sounding unusually solemn. 

“What?”

“Hit something,” Nilou answers simply causing Layla to gape at her. Nilou reaches around Layla and flicks her finger against the Vision at the small of Layla’s back. “We have found each other at a very serendipitous time, Layla. Come with me. I booked one of the training fields for a morning practice session. I haven’t had time to practice out in the Sands, and I’ve been rather swept up into things myself. I find myself feeling a little frazzled and all out of sorts. And there’s nothing that clears the mind like moving the body.”

“And this leads to hitting something?” Layla asks, dubiously, but already moving to keep pace with Nilou as they head in the direction of the training area Nilou had booked.

“Doesn’t it feel so much better when you’ve got something to focus on?” Nilou replies, turning to grin at Nilou. “Sometimes I imagine the faces of people who are truly unnecessarily grouchy. Maybe you can imagine the face of one of your professors? I’m sure there’s at least one person in one of your group projects you might’ve wanted to give a good whack to. It’s stress relieving.”

Nilou doesn’t need to convince Layla of that. 

They take to the sparring grounds, grabbing a pair of wooden training swords from near the entrance. They setting their things down nearby in the shade before starting some simple warm ups. Layla’s alarmed at how stiff her muscles are and how several of her joints pop and crack. 

(Especially when Nilou startles out of one of her own stretches, looking around looking spooked, and says, “Did you hear that? I thought I heard something…break? Did someone snap a training weapon?”

That would be Layla’s shoulder joint popping.

“Uh. No? Maybe you’re the one focusing too hard, Nilou.”)

The two of them take up the wooden practice swords and take a couple of experimental swings and lunges. First at empty air to get a feel, and then at each other to get an even better one.

Then, by mutual agreement, the two of them leap into the spar. Neither of them are truly using their Visions, but a little bit of elemental energy courses through them both. The ice and mist generated by their elements is incredibly refreshing. It feels like it sharpens Layla’s senses even more than having to focus on Nilou, herself.

Nilou’s sword style is entirely unfamiliar to Layla, combining dance moves, bits and pieces of the various sword styles Layla’s seen different Eremites use, as well as the standard swordsmanship seen by the Corps of Thirty. A few motions Layla thinks she even recognizes from Scribe Al-Haitham and the Traveler. 

As the spar goes on, Layla even sees hints of her own swordsmanship start appearing in Nilou’s. Nilou isn’t exactly copying her, more like…testing out the move for herself and how it works with all of the other things she’s made her own.

Layla really wishes that there was a Darshan in the Akademiya focused on movement. Nilou would be a master of it in no time, and she’d probably inspire the the rest of the hunched backed and myopic scholars into doing a push up or two.

As so many of Layla’s more capable seniors and examples to look up to have demonstrated, some of the best scholars are the ones who balance body and mind. And it doesn’t seem right that the only Darshan in the Akademiya that focuses on the body at all is the Amurta, and it doesn’t have any real studies or interest in the kind of teaching or learning that even just this one sparring session with Nilou is displaying.

By the time they call for a break, the noon sun is almost at its peak. The mist vapor that their Visions had made is fully evaporated, and the thin sheets of ice are becoming thinner puddles in the sand and dirt training arena.

Nilou puts her hands on her hips, sucking in a deep breath. It’s so deep that she has to bend backwards slightly before exhaling bodily, bending forward with it.

“That was amazing,” Nilou declares as she straightens up, reaching out to shake Layla’s hand. “I’ve gotten so many ideas from sparring with you. I don’t think I recognize any of your styles from anyone else I’ve ever fought or studied with.”

Layla takes her hand, squeezing. “I can tell, based on your own style. I’m glad that I was able to inspire you, given how many other inspirations you’ve already had. Although I’m sorry I can’t say the same. I think it would take me a lot longer watching you to pick up any of your techniques.” Layla flexes her hands, opening and closing them. Her palms tingle a little from the reverberations of holding the sword and also the multiple changes in temperature from their Visions. “I’ll admit that most of the time I wasn’t really focusing too much on style and technique. I was just reacting.” 

Layla meets Nilou’s gaze, smiling. “It felt good to react rather than get stuck in my head thinking, though. Everything feels very clear in my head. Quiet. The wonders of focusing on not getting hit.”

Nilou laughs, knocking her wooden training sword against Layla’s lightly. “The wonders of not getting hit!” She agrees. 

“Thank you, Nilou,” Layla says as they gather their things and start making their way off the training grounds. “I think my head is in a much better place than it was this morning. I’m going back to my dorm. I think that I can make some headway on my paper, now that my head isn’t stuck in itself. What about you? I hope that you’ve managed to get out some of your own frustrations while I was working on mine.”

Nilou’s already nodding even as Layla’s still talking. Her face is flushed and some of her hair sticks to the sides of her face and forehead with sweat. By the time Layla’s done talking her mouth has parted into a broad, pleased grin, that’s all the answer on its own.

But just as Nilou opens her mouth to say something, Layla hears Nilou’s stomach let out a loud grumble.

Nilou’s face turns pink-red for an entirely different reason that is not satisfaction. She covers her face with a hand.

“Ah. I think that’s some kind of answer,” she says, voice muffled. “I only had a light breakfast today. I wasn’t expecting this much of a work out, Layla. And you really put me through my paces! I’ll have to ask you to spar with me more often, when you aren’t in the middle of finals.”

Layla laughs, reaching over and taking Nilou’s hand away from her face, gently placing the candy that the General Mahamatra gave her earlier into it.

“I’m always in the middle of something, Nilou. But I’m sure I’ll be just as frustrated and exasperated no matter what time of year it is. I’ll gladly spar with you, then. Maybe I’ll even get to focus enough on studying you instead of trying not to get hit to pick up a technique or two. Here. I think you need this way more than I do.”

-

Nilou waves Layla off, embarrassed to be caught out with her stomach grumbling away, but glad that Layla looks so relaxed now. 

Layla had looked so troubled when they ran into each other by the Zubayr Theater earlier, Nilou doesn’t think Layla even realized it.

Nilou considers the candy in her hand, before putting it in her pocket. She might as well get lunch now. She can save the candy for another time.

Ah, but now the ever even more troubling thing…where to eat? What does Nilou even want to eat?

If only the stomach could be specific!

Isn’t it such a strange and baffling thing, the feeling of being hungry, but not knowing what to eat?

Nilou thinks through the entire list of options she has before her—Sumeru City at this time of day has no shortage of things to eat or drink, nibble or crunch, slurp and savor. 

Nilou could sit down in one of the restaurants and order something, maybe a fried fish or some pilaf. 

Or she could walk up to any of the dozens upon dozens of carts and stalls for some puri with any dozen different fillings or drinks or dips, or just on their own. She could get some fruit or kebab or dosas, or even just jalebi if she wanted to do nothing but indulge her sweet tooth.

Nilou’s sure that if she went back to the theater now that several of her companions there have gathered around to share the food they’ve either ordered themselves or brought from home, creating one giant shared meal for everyone to sample from.

And yet, as Nilou walks down the street, her stomach demands something else. 

All of these other options are interesting, but not interesting enough. 

As the unusual group of scholars she’s come to call friends would phrase it, the question becomes what is the thing, the flavor, the texture, the smell in all the right combinations that’s going to have her stomach exclaiming an enthusiastic Yes! instead of a barely tolerant Fine?

What a silly little conundrum to be in, Nilou muses even as she sighs while her eyes slide off and away from the colorful pictures of different types of kulfi faloodas rendered onto the side of the kulfiwallah’s cart. All of this choice and her stomach can’t seem to decide on even one!

Not even a direction for her to go towards…does she want something sweet or savory? Spicy or sour? Hot or cold? Crunchy or soft? Her stomach hasn’t a single clue other than its hungry and it wishes that something would come along that’s just right, right this instant.

So much for a productive spar this morning! Now Nilou’s about to be very unproductive for the next however many minutes or hours it takes for her stomach to quit its sulking about not having whatever mystery it thought it might like but couldn’t name.

Nilou walks to the end of one of the several streets of vendors, stepping aside and into one of the many ornamental walks and gardens that make their own spaces in the city. Much to Nilou’s surprise, she finds another familiar but unexpected face from the Akademiya.

The Wanderer, or Hat Guy (Nilou’s not exactly sure which form address to use as he responds to both with the same feeling of being neither particularly thrilled nor upset. Wanderer seems to be a little more…something than Hat Guy though.) is sitting on one of the stone benches, just close enough to the main walkway to see through parts of the ornamental shrubs that are encouraged to grow high and thick to muffle the sounds of the rest of the street for whoever is taking refuge in the little pocket pathways.

The Wanderer is sitting sideways, one leg drawn up, elbow resting on his knee with his head tipped slightly to listen to the sounds of the street, facing the break in the foliage Nilou had stepped through. From that angle he might have a partial view of the street.

That is, if he cared to look. His eyes are closed. Although he opens an eye to look at her before closing it again.

And much to Nilou’s delight and surprise, little Durin is there with him. Little Durin was partially holding onto the foliage, peering through one of the gaps in branches and leaves to people watch, and also partially balancing on his hind legs on top of the Wanderer’s wide hat.

The little dragon beams at her, “Hat Guy, look, it’s the Forest Fairy! Hello Miss Fairy!”

“What fairy? I’m looking and all I see is a dancer without a stage,” the Wanderer says flatly, eyes staying closed, making a soft sound of annoyance when little Durin lets go of the branches and leaves, pushing down on the brim of the Wanderer’s hat to take off and fly towards Nilou.

Nilou smiles, “Hello, Durin. Are you enjoying Sumeru City?”

“Yes!” Little Durin nods enthusiastically as Nilou walks into the path to take a seat on the bench across from the Wanderer. 

The little dragon proceeds to enlighten Nilou on all of the adventurers that he and the Wanderer have gone on since little Durin came out of the Simulanka. 

The pair have spent most of their time in Sumeru so far—not strictly in Sumeru City. But they’ve gone all over the country on both sides of the Wall of Samiel, even venturing into the Chasm and going up towards Chenyu Vale.

Although Durin isn’t quite so used to there being no toy blocks or paper creatures about, he likes that it seems that no matter where he goes there’s always somewhere further. It’s a world without end! And there’s so much variety in this big world.

Durin’s been having a grand time exploring. There are so many strange and new things outside of the Simulanka! People all dress so differently, even within Sumeru. And sometimes the way they say words is different, too. 

Durin sometimes has trouble understanding the conversations people are having because of this, but the Wanderer is very good at translating to Durin.

“You don’t have an ear for sounds after listening to the chatter of wood blocks and the whispering of paper tongues,” the Wanderer says. 

“I’m learning!” Durin says proudly, tail curling and uncurling with joy. 

“Are you thinking of going past Sumeru into Liyue or one of the other countries fully?” Nilou asks, not sure who to direct the question to.

“I want to see the place that Mom is from! And her friends, the other Goddesses of Creation and Prophecy!” Durin sits next to Nilou on the bench, folding his wings to his body. “But I also want to see where Hat Guy and Miss Kirara come from. But we also ran into Miss Kirara the other day. She was coming back from Fontaine and she told me all about some of the things there are to see there and that seems fun too.” Durin raises the tip of one of his wings to his mouth, touching the small white claw at the tip to his nose in thought. “The world is maybe too big. I can’t choose where to go. There’s just so much to see everywhere and all the time. What if I miss something?”

Nilou laughs upon recognizing the same difficulty with decision in Durin as the one in her head, although it’s directed at a much more minor decision. “I’m in the somewhat the same situation as you!” Nilou explains her current lunch conundrum to little Durin who nods in complete understanding. Durin’s been having his own food tour around Teyvat as he’s traveled with the Wanderer.

“There are so many ways to combine things to make new things,” Durin says, tail swishing back and forth across the stone bench. “How can you make so many different things from only a handful of ingredients and have them all be that different? It’s like magic.”

“It’s culinary science,” the Wanderer says.

“Magic!” Durin nods, turning towards the Wanderer and gesturing at him with his wing. “When the Hero of—“

The Wanderer, even with his eyes closed, gives the strong feeling of rolling his eyes with a heavy sigh. Durin catches it anyway and corrects himself.

“When the Hat Guy first brought me to Sumeru City we went to a restaurant and I tried a bunch of things! There was this really bitter thing.” Little Durin shrivers, raising his wings to cover the lower part of his face and mouth, tail curling up tight like a chameleon’s like he’s tasting it right this moment. “It was really, really bitter! And sour! It is very aptly named, Miss Forest Fairy. It’s called a bitter gourd. But later on, at a different restaurant there was a dish that looked completely different from it and when I ate it, it tasted really good! But when I asked what it was, I was told it was also bitter gourd!” Durin lowers his wings, eyes sparkling as he looks up at Nilou. “It wasn’t bitter at all though! I liked it a lot!” He pats his belly. “I ate a lot of it! The shop owner was very happy.”

“They dumped sugar and coconut milk into it, that’s why. You liked the sugar.” The Wanderer makes a face at that. “I might as well have just given you a sack of sugar cubes.”

Nilou’s mouth, however, is watering now at the thought of eating some crunchy pickled bitter gourd with some softly sautéed potatoes. Now, Nilou’s stomach knows exactly what it wants and wants it right now, please!

In fact, Nilou’s stomach lets out another mighty rumble that has Durin startling and even the Wanderer looking over at her with some amusement, eyebrows raising. Nilou resists the urge to cover her face.

“Wow,” little Durin says, staring at her stomach. “Fierce!”

“Thank you. And that bitter melon you described sounds very delicious,” Nilou says. “You wouldn’t happen to remember where, exactly these places were, would you?”

Durin and Nilou both turn towards the Wanderer who lets a put upon sigh.

“If you want the one doused in milk and sugar,” the Wanderer answers, pointing to the right, “Go that way and follow your nose and the echo of cavities in your teeth.” Then he points to the left. “And if you want the one that actually tastes like nature meant it to without interference, go that way. The woman who makes it runs a takeaway out of her kitchen window. The sign is small. If you miss it, you miss it.”

Nilou’s head is already turning towards the left, mouth watering. Durin taps his wingtips against her knee.

“Don’t go there! It’s too bitter, Forest Fairy!”

“Sometimes a little bitter is good.”

“It’s a lot bitter.”

“All the better to savor the sweet afterwards,” Nilou says, standing up. She reaches into her pocket and hands the little yellow candy out to little Durin. He takes it between his claws, looking at it with curiosity. “Here. Just like this. Thank you for the food suggestion. It’s just what I needed. Good luck on your travels! I’d advise you on a place in return, but all I’m thinking about is a somewhat late lunch.”

-

The Hero of Simulanka—Hat Guy—says he has to inform the god of this country, Lord Kusanali, of his intent to leave and live up to the monicker of Wanderer. Although the destination is currently undecided.

Durin’s not sure why the Hero doesn’t want him to meet Lord Kusanali. He’s also not sure why the Hero doesn’t want to be called the Hero. That’s what he is, isn’t he?

Anyway, Durin thinks that he would like to meet a god. His mother was the Goddess of Prophecy, wasn’t she? Maybe Lord Kusanali can tell him more about his mother or some of her other creations.

“You don’t need a god for that,” Hat Guy said firmly, insisting on Durin staying put while he went to talk to Lord Kusanali alone. Flying and roaming about the smaller city streets and countryside is fine, but Hat Guy would rather not let Durin fly around right underneath the god’s nose.

“I don’t trust the two of you around each other,” Hat Guy said flatly. 

Durin drooped in the air. “I’ll be good!” He doesn’t think that Sumeru and Lord Kusanali have any problems with dragons. And Durin’s only ever been the bad dragon of the Simulanka, so he couldn’t have possibly had any accidents here to make up for.

“That’s the problem; you two and your goodness,” Hat Guy sneered, crossing his arms. “With my luck the two of you would be very much your good selves the entire time and there goes the entire day, week, month…There goes all thoughts of travel or of doing much of anything other than chatter. I might not be mortal but that doesn’t mean my time is worth any less because I theoretically have more of it, barring any more acts of fate and divine pettiness. How does a lord of a country and god of a realm have so much time to chat on her hands, anyway? Asking about this and that and everyone’s idle dawns and dusks in between. Ridiculous. Isn’t this supposed to be the Akademiya, an entire institution and nation in the beginning of constructing a new era?”

Durin understood very little of what all of that was meant to mean, but agreed to waiting in the House of Daena if this was so important to Hat Guy. That’s what friends are meant to do, after all.

Apparently the people here—or at least, some of the people in charge—could be trusted. But Durin was told to keep to himself and hide if he saw or sensed anyone he didn’t know personally approaching.

Durin doesn’t know very many of people so he’s been doing a lot of hiding. It’s like a game! Although he wishes that he could have more time to try and read some of the books that he’s found. He can only read some parts of a very few of them.

There’s a lot of big words and very little pictures. Or at least, fun pictures. Most of the pictures are of things that don’t make much sense to Durin. Most aren’t even in color. 

He’d ask Hat Guy about them, except he doesn’t think he could describe any of them very well since they don’t have much color and have a lot of little writing in a language he doesn’t understand.

Honestly, there’s not that much hiding to be done anyway.

Apparently it’s a very, very important time in the Akademiya. So everyone’s built up big fortresses of books and paper to hide inside while preparing for whatever this important time is to lead up to (Hat Guy says more paper), keeping their heads bowed down to look at their books without fun pictures but with a lot of very long words.

Durin has enough fun on his own, browsing through books left on return carts and trying to make sense of the maze of different types of shelves that wind around the library.

He only has to go off to hide a few times. 

This hiding and playing by himself is familiar enough. But what’s different is that now he’s got a lot of new ways to hide now that he’s small. 

Usually when he has to hide, he’s been close enough to a weird looking nook or corner that he could duck into.

This time though, Durin nears the end of the current aisle he was exploring and sees that it opens up into a small area filled with tables and chairs. Closest to him is a large group of scholars in the middle of packing up and moving away to make room for another group already waiting.

Durin quickly flies back through the aisle, but sees another group of people headed his way.

Durin quickly scans the rows of books to his left and right. He’d fly up and over if he could, but these shelves are way too tall!

These shelves don’t have any kind of central backing or divider, Durin realizes as he looks from one side to the other for an escape. If Durin can find a gap in the books big enough for him, he can make it through to the other aisle.

Durin drops to to the ground—this is another thing he learned. It’s easy to hide from people if he goes up way, way high, or stays down really low. People tend not to look up or down, but right in the middle.

While on the ground Durin finds a gap just large enough for him. He dives into it, squeezing himself in between the books with a quick wiggle as he pushes forward to the other side. Thankfully the other side of the shelf is empty of just enough books that he can push the ones there aside to make way for him.

Durin almost gets stuck, but he sucks in a breath and pushes his way through, tumbling out.

But just his luck, he hits someone!

Durin sees, just as he breaks free of the shelf and starts rolling out onto the floor on the other side, a familiar shade of green and a pair of violet eyes turning and widening just as he collides into a pair of legs.

Durin and the other person yelp, going down together.

He quickly rolls back, taking to the air as the person he collided into lets out a low groan. Once up in the air and looking down, Durin recognizes the legs and the person attached to them.

“Miss Collei!” Durin just barely remembers to keep his voice quiet because he’s in a library and he’s not supposed to get caught. 

But Collei is alright. Durin sort of knows Collei. They met in the Simulanka before Durin and Wanderer left to eat bitter gourd and meet Aranara and have adventures. Durin remembers because she’s one of the first people he’d met who weren’t made of blocks or paper, and wasn’t four legged or furry. 

They didn’t talk much, but they did talk. That counts as knowing her personally. It definitely counts!

Collei stares up at him in confusion for so long that Durin worries that maybe she forgot him, and then he sees when her eyes light up in recognition. 

She recognizes him just in time for someone to call down the aisle to check what happened. Miss Collei quickly scrambles up, scooping Durin up even as he goes to duck behind her, going limp and pretending to be a doll like he sometimes does with Hat Guy when he isn’t hiding as a piece of paper up his sleeve.

“Sorry, I tripped,” Collei whisper-yells down the aisle. Durin catches a glimpse of a few people leaning around the edge of the shelves. “Carrying too much.”

Collei gestures at Durin in one arm, and what Durin now realizes is a whole ton of folders and scattered papers around her. Oops.

The people shrug before going back to wherever they came from. Collei and Durin wait a beat or two before letting out mutual sighs of relief.

Collei sets Durin down and the two of them quickly get to gathering Collei’s dropped papers and files.

“Sorry,” Durin whispers, nosing and shuffling as many papers into a pile for easier collecting as he can. Picking paper up without crumpling it is hard when you don’t have hands. Durin already knew that from when he was big and made of blocks. That doesn’t seem to have changed even though he’s little now. 

And he’s not so sure if he can pick them up in his mouth without damaging them. 

“It’s alright. No harm done. Hello again, Durin. I didn’t think we’d be meeting each other outside of the Simulanka like this,” Collei whispers back, tidying up the stack of papers before standing. She looks around. “Where’s…um. Hat Guy?”

“He says he has to talk to Lord Kusanali but I can’t go,” Durin answers, following after Collei as she makes her way down the aisle, checking the shelves as she goes. “I don’t really get why, but I think it was important so I’m staying here. What are you looking for? Can I help?”

“It’s alright. There’s this book that Sage Naphis has been wanting to look at,” Collei answers. “A medical journal. He asked me to come look for it because he heard it was returned to the shelves recently, but it looks like it’s been checked out again. I’ll tell him later. I’m actually running a little late to meet with Madam Faruzan to deliver these—” Collei gestures to the papers in her arms. “I was waiting for her class to be over. But I got wrapped up in trying to find this medical journal and lost track of time. Sometimes I get a little turned around in here.”

Durin nods. The House of Daena is very big and sometimes a lot of the shelves look the same. And there aren’t very many landmarks. Library-marks. Durin imagines it would be very easy to get lost, especially when a person doesn’t have the advantage of being able to fly up to get a better viewpoint like he does in some of the larger areas.

“Who’s Madam Faruzan?”

“She’s a professor here. She’s a member of the Haravatat—um, the ones with the black emblem of an ox. They study words.”

Durin tilts his head in confusion. He’s pretty sure that everyone here studies words. That’s why they’ve all got fortresses of books. He’s not sure what it is about the words that they’re studying, but it seems really intense.

“To be honest with you, sometimes I don’t really get it either,” Collei whispers to him as they sneak around the edge of another aisle. There’s someone on the ground of that aisle surrounded in books, scribbling away at a notepad. “Sometimes I listen to her and Scribe Al-Haitham talking and it feels like they’re speaking a different language. Sometimes they actually are, but not all the time, is the thing.”

“That sounds weird.”

“I think most scholars are weird.”

Durin nods in agreement. “But it’s good?”

Collei nods. “Usually it’s good.” Then she lets out a tired sigh. “Although it can sometimes be a little exhausting. It’s exam season, so it feels like everyone is being a little more weird than normal. Everything seems to be going a little strange as a result—not going quite the way things should, I mean. It feels like a lot of things going wrong—by coincidence!—piling up.”

Durin doesn’t know Collei very well, but he knows that she looks a little tired, and a little upset.

He’d offer to go with her to see this Madam Faruzan. Because he’s learned that things aren’t so hard when you have someone with you, even if you’re tired and not quite sure what you’re doing. 

But he doesn’t know Madam Faruzan and he knows Hat Guy has already warned him to avoid people he doesn’t know. And if he left and Hat Guy returned from talking to Lord Kusanali, Durin thinks Hat Guy might be disappointed that Durin didn’t listen to him and left.

So Durin pokes Collei’s shoulder with his nose to get her looking at him. And then he offers her the candy that the Forest Fairy gave him earlier. He’d been keeping it in a little pouch that Hat Guy had sewn for him and hung about his neck. 

Inside of the pouch he has the candy and the paper boat and also a pretty purple flower that he picked in the forest. He is collecting things. Maybe someday he will be like his mother and he will also write books. He would like to write a book based on the adventures he had collecting these things.

“Take this. The Forest Fairy gave it to me. Maybe it can help. She said something about sweet and bitter going together. So maybe if you have to do something that makes you tired, you should also have something that’s refreshing and it will balance out.”

Hm. That felt like it made a lot more sense in Durin’s head than when he said it out loud.

Collei looks down at the candy, looking confused. But confused is generally better than tired in Durin’s experience. So it’s already helping.

“Thank you? Who’s the Forest Fairy?”

-

Collei’s really running behind. How did the day get away from her so fast? There’s still so much to do and it’s already mid-afternoon!

Sure she spent a bit of time trying to find that medical journal that Sage Naphis wanted to look through. But she didn’t take that long.

Collei got so caught up in Durin’s stories, is what it is. 

She’s not quite sure about who or what Durin is (the information she got from the residents of the Simulanka and what Nilou and the Traveler said are incredibly different in tone and detail), but he’s a great story teller. 

He’s also a dragon and how many people can say that they’ve met a dragon in their lifetimes? And had it go so well?

When she tells Master Tighnari about this later he’s going to be sorry he missed the opportunity.

Also, apparently Nilou’s a Forest Fairy which is something Nilou completely skipped over when she was talking about her time in the Simulanka. Collei has no idea how that got glossed over. 

She’s not sure if she wants to ask Nilou about it first and straighten that out just the two of them, or tell everyone they both know and have everyone ask Nilou about it so that they’re all on the same page regarding this fairy business.

That last thought is entirely the influence of…someone. 

She knows that’s what her master would say if he could hear her thoughts right now. 

Collei has a feeling that if Nilou glossed over it with her then she definitely might have skipped explaining it with everyone else she told about the Simulanka. And that means that there’s something to pick at, to discuss, to look into there. Something possibly a little or a lot embarrassing on Nilou’s part, but something very interesting for the rest of them.

This is definitely a detail that everyone should know about and discuss thoroughly.

Maybe finals season has made Collei strange, too, for all that she doesn’t even have finals to take. It’s contagious. 

(This thought is also one that her master would attribute to someone else’s influence. Collei would say it’s entirely Master Tighnari’s own. So would Cyno, and Madam Faruzan, and Sage Naphis, and Master Kaveh…)

Collei’s getting distracted again. She arranges the documents under her arm more securely, determined not to drop them a second time as she turns her eyes towards the sky one more time to make sure she’s headed in the right direction.

She really shouldn’t have been bringing around documents about Karkata’s latest coding diagnostics in broad daylight in the House of Daena. But where was she going to put them? The best place for them was with her. When she’s not dropping them that is.

At least it was only Durin who saw! And she doesn’t think he saw very much, or what he did saw didn’t mean one thing or another to him. It would have been incredibly different if she ran into those Kshahrewar at the end of the aisle and they saw the lines of code and schematic modifications for core and processing unit upgrades. 

Thankfully, although Collei’s long missed Madam Faruzan’s last class, she somewhat knows where and how to find the professor. 

Outside of class and office hours, Madam Faruzan can be found anywhere around Sumeru City, or Sumeru in general, depending on her mood. But it’s nearly entirely guaranteed that during exam seasons Madam Faruzan is going to stay close in case any of her students or other members of the faculty need help. But because it’s exam season she’s going to be as riled up, strung tight, and strange as the rest of the members of the Akademiya.

All Collei has to do is follow the faint traces of Anemo energy around the Haravatat Darshan’s main hallways and offices, and the other more visible signs of Anemo disturbances. Like the visible traces of whirlwinds in the sky.

The Haravatat is the smallest darshan, it’s unlikely there are very many Vision holders among them, let alone Anemo Vision holders. And of that incredibly slim number of potential Anemo Vision holders in the Haravatat, Collei can only think of one person who’s Anemo Vision at this time of year that could leave behind such an obvious trail.

Collei finds Madam Faruzan pacing the exterior halls of her darshan, pacing around an enclosed courtyard. The leaves of the trees and bushes in the open area walled in by the buildings are all shivering, rustling and whispering and knocking against each other with the most distinct movements being closest to where Madam Faruzan is currently as she makes her own tiny localized weather phenomena.

Just as the leaves, grass, branches, and everything else not firmly anchored down starts to settle, Madam Faruzan is already close enough that the wind is kicking up again to stir everything up all over. It’s a cycle of motion in different degrees with no stillness at all. 

Meanwhile, in Madam Faruzan’s direct wake on the covered stone path there are little swirls of wind like miniature dust devils at her heels, rustling her skirts, her hair, and even some of the gadgets Collei knows Madam Faruzan keeps on her person.

Madam Faruzan’s Vision glows bright, like it’s caught in direct sunlight. And Madam Faruzan’s glower would put tigers and lions to shame.

Collei secures her grip on the papers and walks right at the storm. It’s not directed at her, and she knows Madam Faruzan isn’t the type to direct her upset at people who have nothing to do with it. Collei has nothing to be worried about here, other than losing her grip on these papers and having them get scattered onto rooftops and tree branches.

Then Collei would have a lot to worry about.

“Madam Faruzan, I’m sorry I’m late.”

The storm around Madam Faruzan momentarily breaks when she turns to look at Collei surprised, and then pleased. “How can you apologize for being late when there’s no appointment set between us? Now what’s that you’ve got in hand, dear Collei? I’ll be warning you, if your master has sent me a new paper to review I’m not quite in the mood for it. I’ll be wielding pen as though it were a sword, and I a master duelist with a grudge.”

Collei refrains from pointing out that Madam Faruzan always wields her pen as though it were a sword anyway.

Instead Collei catches up to Madam Faruzan who’s resumed her pacing so that she doesn’t have to yell over the sound of the wind.

“It’s papers to review, but not for publication,” Collei answers, squinting her eyes and raising a hand to shield her eyes as she gets closer and closer to the miniature whirlwinds that trail after Madam Faruzan like ducks. They pull at her clothes, forming a strange wall of resistance that Collei has to push through. “It’s about our project in Pardis Dhyai.”

“Oh!” Madam Faruzan turns, holding her hand out. “Excellent. I could use a break from the nonsense going on here. Now that’s something worth digging your heels and teeth into. Let’s have a look.”

Collei is suddenly through the wall of wind, nearly stumbling forward without the resistance. Behind her, Collei feels the wind kick up again, leaving her and Madam Faruzan in the deceptively calm eye of the storm.

Collei hands the papers over to Madam Faruzan who immediately starts looking through them, paying no mind at all to the continuing gusts, the leaves and grass and various other bits that are getting tossed about in them, or even the creaking of branches and groan of the wooden beams of the structure around them.

Madam Faruzan begins to read through, nodding along, pulling out a pen from somewhere to start marking things up.

“Let me tell you, Collei, I look forward to the day when you officially enroll. And I can only be envious of whichever professor wins the luck of the draw to be your professor,” Madam Faruzan says as she reads through and annotates the notes and schematics. “It’s not even about how well behaved you are. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders and that’s the most important thing. You just can’t teach sense. And it seems that all of the innate sense that one should be born with leaked out of half of the student and faculty population’s ears somewhere between birth and now. I have to wonder how some people have gotten so far in life when they’ve absorbed so little of the living!”

Collei nods along, wondering how she can extract herself from this because she’s also supposed to be heading back to Sage Naphis to let him know that she didn’t find the book he was looking for, and then she was going to head back to Cyno’s house to start packing up her and her master’s things for their return to Gandharva Ville. 

There were also a few things that her fellow Forest Watchers asked her to buy them while she was in the city that she put off until their departure date because it was best to get the items as fresh as possible. Things like fruit that only come up the river from Port Ormos, blocks of tea, and the like.

As Collei is trying to focus on simultaneously actively listening to Madam Faruzan’s complaints, thinking up a way to excuse herself without causing offense, and fighting against the little cyclones and gusts that Madam Faruzan’s irritation is kicking up, Collei realizes something awful.

The earlier sound of groaning wood and creaking branches isn’t groaning wood and creaking branches.

The sound has been coming and going. Collei thought that had to do with the fact that she and Madam Faruzan are going around in a closed and fixed circuit, so that whenever they got closer to the large tree, that’s when the creaking would start up.

But that’s not it.

It takes Collei a couple more goes around the enclosed courtyard to realize that. Master Tighnari would be disappointed in her for not realizing sooner.

The sounds are independent of where Collei and Madam Faruzan are in the circuit that Madam Faruzan has established with her pacing. The sounds are also not coming in the direction of the trees. Or the floor. Or the ceiling. Or even the support columns.

Much to Collei’s growing horror, the sounds are coming from Madam Faruzan herself and only when she isn’t talking.

Because she’s grinding her teeth.

Collei stares at the back of Madam Faruzan’s head in horror as the sound picks up while the woman compares two different log reports noting Karkata’s current power generation and usage.

Teeth aren’t supposed to be that loud. Collei’s no dentist and she doesn’t have that strong of a medical background for bones, but she doesn’t think she needs to in order to recognize that much.

Does Madam Faruzan not realize it? Can she not hear it? Surely she has to feel it. It’s her teeth.

Collei reaches out and lightly taps Madam Faruzan’s shoulder.

The grinding stops as Madam Faruzan pauses to turn and look at her, a slight pinch between her brow but otherwise just the normal frustration of a teacher and scholar in the middle of final exam season.

“Yes, Collei?”

“Did you know you’re grinding your teeth?”

Madam Faruzan’s eyebrows raise up. She works her jaw, looking confused. “Was I? That’s poor manners. Pardon me, Collei. I didn’t realize. But that would explain why my jaw has been so stiff lately…I thought that was just stress.”

“I think teeth grinding is directly related to stress.”

“So it is, so it is.” Madam Faruzan rubs her jaw, eyes narrowing. “Let’s hope that my teeth outlast the stress of the season.”

With the way Madam Faruzan was grinding her teeth? And with Madam Faruzan’s temperament? Collei thinks the odds on this one aren’t going to be very favorable.

Collei reaches into her pocket, intending on passing Madam Faruzan some chewing gum to even those odds. She’s taken to keeping it on hand when she’s in Sumeru City and for night patrols to keep her awake. It’s better to be chewing on this than grinding teeth, even if Master Tighnari has warned her about chewing too much of it, causing her to ruin her teeth in different ways.

Instead Collei’s fingers brush up against the smooth surface of a candy wrapper. Collei is momentarily confused before she remembers her encounter with Durin in the library.

Collei pulls out the yellow candy that Durin had given her, holding it out to Madam Faruzan. Maybe the hard candy would be even better for her considering how hard she was grinding her teeth. The gum might turn into paste after a few chews. At least Madam Faruzan might hear the sound of the crunching candy to realize she’s grinding her teeth.

Madam Faruzan takes the candy, looking amused and grateful. “Aren’t you well trained to be perfectly prepared at all times? That’s one good thing that your master has passed onto you, I suppose.”

“I’ll tell him that you said that, Madam Faruzan. I’m sorry—I’d stay to listen some more, but I have to report back to Sage Naphis and Master Tighnari,” Collei says with a quick glance at the sky. She should have an hour or two before dinner to wrap up shopping and start packing. “If there’s anymore data you need or anything you need to clarify, please send a bird to Master Tighnari. Or. Well. You could send it to me, too, but I’m not sure if I’ll be of much help. Oh! And I hope that finals season comes to a quieter close than this hectic middle. Teeth are a very important part of overall health. Please take care of yours!”

-

What a good child that Collei is, Faruzan thinks as she resolves to quit the Akademiya for the day and spend some time away from the senseless to regain some of her own sense.

Imagine that, her grinding her teeth so hard that other people could notice it, when she did not! How embarrassing. 

And to be falling into such a poor habit over something so silly as other people’s lack of sense during admittedly trying times. This is a sign that she’s been in Sumeru City too long and is overdue a research trip. Yes. That’s exactly what this is.

What she needs is time away from Sumeru City with a select few individuals who definitely have some sense or wits about them to delve into a matter of research that demands the utmost best of mind and body.

Faruzan turns on her heel to go to her office to collect some of her research notes that she’d been leaving behind in favor of taking home essays and diagrams for other students and professors to review. How generous she is, looking at other people’s work at the cost of her own health and sense and leaving her own to languish.

And yet she still can’t gather enough students to form one full class! 

Where’s the gap at? She’s going to have to ask some targeted questions later when she’s returning some of these papers to the students who had asked for her help. If they’re turning to her for help on these things doesn’t that mean they have at least some interest in her field of study and what she has to teach on it?

Do they feel too intimidated by her? She’s used to that from when she first returned to Sumeru City after—after. 

But she would have thought that things are different now. Especially after the Inter-Darshan competition! There are lots of people who aren’t intimidated by her, now. She’s been working on seeming relatable and everything. And she’s surrounded herself in other relatable people who people look to for help and to learn from all the time.

That Tighnari is one of them, although she doesn’t think that boy knows what it is to be intimidated by anything or anyone. Good for him, there’s the spirit of a scholar! And his Collei isn’t intimidated by her either. 

Nor are that Kaveh or Al-Haitham, or Layla, if she’s looking outside of current collaborating partners, but still including past ones.

There’s also Candace and young Nilou and—

“Now aren’t you timely,” Faruzan says, surprised that just as she was thinking of the young man, here he is.

Sethos, just outside of her office door, pauses in the middle of raising his hand to knock.

“Hello, Professor,” the young man says, seamlessly turning the knock into a wave. “Package for you, all the way from Aaru Village.”

The day truly is turning itself around just as it turns towards evening! Very timely indeed on several levels. These would be the parts she’d asked Candace to help her acquire last time she was in Aaru Village. They’re for Karkata, and with the new data Collei delivered just now Faruzan should be able to do some small tests with the parts to see if they’re viable for what Tighnari has in mind.

Her evening is looking much improved and so is her mood.

“Marvelous,” she declares, quickly closing the gap between them, accepting the package. “How many deliveries is that for you today?”

She reaches into her pocket to get mora to tip him with. He never asks for a tip but she’s not quite sure how much he’s being paid and he somehow always manages to find her. Unlike some other couriers. 

Really the only two couriers she trusts are Sethos and that girl from the Inazuman courier company.

It’s always best to hire local, though. No offense to that other courier.

“Enough for me to honestly say I’ve earned my dinner,” the young man replies gamely. “So please put the mora away, Professor. If you’d like to tip me, perhaps you could give me some tips in the form of your signature wisdom. Anything interesting share?”

“Only that you should hold onto your sense with everything you have while you have it, because you won’t know how much it was worth until it’s gone!” Faruzan huffs, reaching past him to open her office door, gesturing for him to come inside. 

She thinks she has enough water in here to make Sethos cup of tea before he leaves. If he’s going to flatter her by differing a tip for thoughts and wisdom, she’s going to give him something worth it.

It’s a shame that Sethos refuses to enroll in the Akademiya. Why can’t the Akademiya get more students like him and Collei? How is it that their admissions are somehow missing all of these perfect characters?

Sethos comes along easily, making himself comfortable in the spare seat across from her desk as he has the few times he’s delivered to her in the Akademiya before.

“Would I be missing the mark if I were to guess out loud that this has something to do with exams?” Sethos asks while Faruzan turns on the handy little self-heating kettle that Kaveh got her as a gift a few months ago. Wouldn’t have this little contraption been handy back in her day when she was traveling? 

“You would not be missing the mark at all, but you may not be hitting it nearly deep enough to score the point,” Faruzan answers, making sure that the papers that Collei and Tighnari had gathered aren’t showing any information before tucking them underneath her own research that she’ll be taking home later. 

Sethos has presented himself as nothing other than a man of good character and sense. 

And the fact that he’s able to bypass Akademiya security to deliver directly to faculty, students, and other members of the Akademiya instead of having his items sent to a general mail room speaks volumes in a puzzle that Faruzan has yet to actively put together. That and the depth of Sethos’ knowledge despite not being enrolled in the Akademiya, implying that he should not have had access to certain resources of information that he speaks very well and very comfortably on anyway.

Eventually Sethos will either tell her plainly, or it will be revealed in some other way. But Faruzan is content to let this little puzzle sit as it is not her business and she clearly has not been invited into making her business. Besides, Sethos doesn’t seem to mean any harm to her or anyone that she can tell from their previous interactions.

Thus, Faruzan is inclined towards believing the best of him.

Still, there are some subjects that Faruzan is not willing to share with others, even when she holds them in high esteem.

Secrets are their own language, and Faruzan will keep this one as it is not entirely her language to be sharing.

Sethos and Faruzan talk a little bit of some of the strangeness that takes to Sumeru City and her scholars like a haze every time a period of exams or reviews or what-not comes along. Sethos has not been around the city for very long—or so he claims—but he seems well versed enough in the patterns of sense and senselessness that grip the city. Some of the stories he shares are almost as bad as Faruzan’s.

Faruzan pours the tea and allows herself to complain about some of the students and other faculty members she’s been having trouble with as of late.

Much like young Collei, young Sethos makes all the right nosies at the right time to indicate that he’s listening and sympathetic. Unlike young Collei, Sethos doesn’t seem in much of a rush, thinking about this, that, and another thing that he’s got to get to doing. Although surely he must have other business to attend to.

They sit through a whole pot of tea complaining and gossiping together, relieving each other of burdens and commiserating in turn. By the end of it, Faruzan feels much relieved of a weight she hadn’t quite realized was sitting on her shoulders. It feels somewhat like standing up after being buried in warm sand, feeling all of that weight sloughing right off.

Faruzan glances out and sees that the sun has definitely begun to set and she’s kept Sethos longer than she intended to by quite a margin.

“Now thank you for listening,” Faruzan says as he helps her put away the tea things, going so far as to offer to help her take them to the faculty room to wash. She puts her foot down on that one rather firmly. “But surely that’s enough helping out of you for one day. You’re quite right in having earned your supper and then some, I’d say.” Faruzan reaches into her pocket, intending to give him some spending money to buy something extra nice for said supper.

“I can’t take your money after taking your tea and your wisdom, which I had already suggested as payment anyway,” Sethos protests, hands already held up. “Besides, Professor, don’t you always pay it forward to me by giving me extra lessons on the side?”

“Lessons that you don’t need so much as want. And as much as I wish you could, you can’t fill your stomach on knowledge alone,” Faruzan insists. “Besides, it’s important to know how to value one’s time.”

“What trouble did it put me through, anyway? And I would argue that it is equally important to value one’s friends, which I would like to hope we are or on the way to being. How could you expect a friend to pay you for lending an ear? If you heard of a pair of friends charging each other by the hour to talk, you’d think poorly of them wouldn’t you?” 

Ah, they should have gotten this kid signed up in the oratory division of the Haravatat before a courier company could’ve gotten to him, Faruzan sighs. What a shame, what a shame. 

At least Sethos seems quite satisfied where he is and with what he’s doing, so that makes up for a lot of the disappointment. Who is Faruzan to complain and regret when the person in question is so clearly pleased?

As she’s pulling her hand out of her pocket, away from her mora purse, her fingers brush against something else. And her mind seizes upon the opportunity.

“Well. If you refuse payment, then I do hope you wouldn’t refuse a token of appreciation from a friend,” Faruzan replies, returning the oratory tricks in kind. 

Sethos is a hundred years too early to be beating her out in rhetoric. She’ll not be taking a defeat by someone so many years her junior so easily.

She pulls out the candy, gesturing for Sethos to put out his hand before neatly placing it in his palm. “Would you refuse something as simple as a gift of candy from a friend, young Sethos? I would admit to thinking poorly of you if you did! There’s such a thing as being too humble and refusing too much! Take that as a lesson for today, along with that candy.”

Sethos laughs, closing his hand around the candy. “Professor and Madam, I could hardly seek to offend you by refusing both a lesson and a token. Now that would be extremely poor manners indeed. But I’m curious now, is it habit for teachers to carry treats around in their pockets for students in need of incentive? Maybe I should consider signing up if so.”

Faruzan wags her finger at him. “Now, now, don’t get me confused with some of those other teachers who resort to bribes to get their students behaving as they ought to! Off and away with you now, to your well earned supper and then some. Enjoy yourself while I turn back to weathering the storm of sense.”

-

Sethos lightly tosses the candy from one hand to the other before whisking it away into a pocket before he drops it.

What a surprise that was, seeing Madam Faruzan whip out a piece of candy from her pocket to hand to him. That brings back memories to when he was a kid, although it was usually bits of fruit or nuts, and dried jerky instead of candy.

As Sethos meanders his way out of the Akademiya, mentally flipping through options for dinner and who might be where so that he can potentially tap into an interesting evening of people watching and casual listening—it’s not quite eavesdropping if someone isn’t watching how loudly and enthusiastically they talk, after all—Sethos spots familiar green out of even more familiar green walking towards the Akademiya’s main entrance. 

Said familiar green spots in him in return, tall ears turning in his direction just before the rest of the head and body.

Master Tighnari turns and raises a hand in greeting, Sage Naphis pausing just ahead of him when he notices his apprentice also paused. The two of them wait for Sethos to catch up to them, exchanging greetings as they resume walking towards the entrance together.

“Sethos, what brings you to the Akademiya today?” Master Tighnari asks. “Not trouble, I hope. If so. Turn around. Matra’s office is that way.”

“No trouble from me today, or ever, Master Tighnari. Today’s cause was a package for the esteemed Professor Faruzan from Aaru Village.” It was a little heavy. He’s guessing it’s some sort of salvaged machine part.

He still doesn’t quite understand what she’s doing, and how this falls under the Haravatat instead of the Kshahrewar. The divisions between the studies each darshan pursues remain mysteries to him.

The division of knowledge only makes sense up to a certain point and all. The barriers between, when one looks close enough, are illusions.

“And how long did that delivery take you?” Sage Naphis asks knowingly, sharing a fond look with his apprentice as the two doubt are certainly thinking of their own encounters with the Haravatat professor. All in good humor, of course.

Sethos laughs. “Not very long at all, the package was tendered to its recipient in a very timely manner, Master Tighnari. Don’t you know I take all of my duties very seriously? I commit myself to the job wholly!”

“But?” Master Tighnari prompts.

“But what happens once the job is done is a mystery that I can only uncover by doing,” Sethos continues causing Tighnari and Sage Naphis to both laugh. 

“I imagine that unraveling of mystery must have left you with an empty stomach,” Sage Naphis says congenially. “Unless you have other plans for the night, why don’t you join Tighnari and me? We’re headed out for dinner just now. It’s been some time since we last saw each other, I’m sure there’s plenty to catch up on—business and otherwise.”

Sethos nods, gesturing for them to lead the way. “If you mean the business of delivering packages I have to remind you that there’s some level of confidentiality involved. As to the business of confidentiality itself, well. I think you be getting plenty enough updates through more official channels. Doesn’t the General Mahamatra update you all frequently enough? And I know that our representatives in Sumeru City haven’t had anything noteworthy to complain about in recent times.”

“The General Mahamatra’s been rather busy with—“

Ah, Sethos sees where this is going.

“Exam season?” He finishes dryly. 

When he and the rest of the Temple of Silence were observing the activities of Sumeru from the shadows, they already had the sense of the city going a little more chaotic than usual when all of these deadlines stacked on top of each other. Sethos has even been in the city during this season to watch it all unfold before.

But whether it’s due to the change in administration, the shutting down of the Akasha, or any of the dozens of other changes major and minor that Sumeru has gone through over the past year or so, this exam season seems extra in more ways than one.

“Exam season,” Sage Naphis and Master Tighnari repeat back, just as dry.

Sethos does think it strange that Cyno had asked after him so many times to hang out while they were both in Sumeru City, and that for whatever reason Cyno had failed to track him down for the promised (threatened?) game of Genius Invokation. 

Normally when Sethos is here in the city, Cyno tracks him down. And when Cyno is in the vicinity of the Temple of Silence, Sethos goes out to tag along with him on whatever mission he’s on or to just shoot the breeze if he’s on his way back from one. And on the rare occasions when Cyno is in the Temple of Silence just to visit, Sethos manage to catch him for a meal or a chat, or even a spar.

He’d actually thought that Cyno was out of the city this time, although he’d heard of no sightings of the General Mahamatra or whispers of him at work elsewhere.

Maybe Sethos should see if there are any deliveries that need to be made to the matra headquarters, or conduct a more official check in on the Temple of Silence branch in the Akademiya, itself to see how things are going with the man. 

But this is probably something that should wait towards the end of exam season though.

“Excuses are poor no matter what they are. Based on the fact that there’s no urgent reports about this on my desk and that I’ve heard nothing coming up to me directly, I can only hope that all is going well. And if not well, then not catastrophically. I will admit to having my own attention stretched in other directions,” Sage Naphis continues, pushing his spectacles up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Why is it that when exam season comes around there’s so many of ours who run off to cause trouble? Why weren’t they gathering their data over time like reasonable people? You can’t just rush data gathering. That’s not how time works.”

Sethos puts this together with Master Tighnari’s presence in Sumeru City instead of Avidya Forest and immediately senses a good story here.

Proof to the theory, Master Tighnari lets out his own aggravated sigh. “Half the data they collect like this is barely useable anyway and would get their work thrown out for it. So what’s the point in it?”

“Maybe you should start a support group for exasperated professors with Madam Faruzan,” Sethos says. “I have a feeling that many of the same things that are currently giving her grief are from the same source as yours.”

“That support group would just be half the Akademiya,” Master Tighnari says. “Alright, enough complaining about this,” he continues with his signature pragmatism, “Professors, administrators, students, Forest Watchers, and all the rest have been and will continue to complain about exam season and the strange lapses in judgement it brings out in people since the beginning of Akademiya and clearly there’s nothing to be done about it. Let’s focus on something different. Something interesting. Say, Sethos, have you heard any rumors about a book floating around the Akademiya?”

“Not another mystery book with a long title and notated spoiler right on the front page, is it?”

“Oh no, it’s about the beginnings of an academic rivalry about to blow up from a spat into a full on fight,” Master Tighnari says, eyes grinning in anticipation. “Two schools of medical research are about to explode at each other over a copy of this publication in the House of Daena and the annotations someone else wrote on it pretty much as soon as it hit the shelf. Rumors are that it was a targeted hit.”

“You’re sounding a little tactical about discussing a book in a public library. That’s the kind of language I normally hear about more…clandestine things than a journal publication.”

“It’s a long history,” Sage Naphis says, “and this incident may just be the tipping point. And I’m not sure who’s side I’m going to be on. If we’re speaking only in context of this specific publication, I find myself on the side of those critiquing the published study.”

“But if we’re looking at the broader scope of this back and forth, I think that this one publication is an unfortunate lapse in sense. Which is…timely for the season.”

The three of them grab a seat in Lambad’s as Sethos listens to the two of them explain the feud about to go fiery in the academic journal, it’s honestly a lot more fascinating and gossipy than Sethos would have thought considering that the subject of this specific study that’s acting as the match is about methods of disinfection.

The rivalry between the two research camps goes back at least two generations of masters and apprentices, involves one incident of research sabotage, the poaching of research topics, multiple instances of them publishing counter-papers to each other, as well as a possible love affair.

“If you want to know more about this you might actually have more luck talking to Al-Haitham,” Master Tighnari says.

“The Grand Scribe?” 

“He’s read everything,” Master Tighnari says. “And part of his job is taking argument and petitions for corrections on documents and removal of materials from public use. I’m sure that the various members involved in this have gone to complain at him or petition him for this and that to be removed, redacted, or otherwise altered on official records. If you want I can introduce you.”

“Thanks for the tip,” Sethos says, filing that little tidbit away for later. “I’d appreciate the introduction.” 

There’s certainly records about the former Grand Sage in the Temple of Silence’s files. 

But Sethos hasn’t had a chance to actually meet him in person. He’s heard very strange things about the man, most of which he can’t confirm from word of mouth alone. And he’s a surprisingly hard man to get a hold of for someone who sticks to such a consistent routine. If Sethos didn’t know better, he’d think that Scribe Al-Haitham as dodging Sethos and other members of the Temple of Silence’s observations and attempts at interception on purpose.

“And thanks for dinner, too,” Sethos says, reaching into his pocket to pay his share.

Sage Naphis waves both him and Tighnari off when they start pulling out mora to pay him back after they’ve walked out of Lambad’s, the cool night air hitting them all like a refreshing wave, even as the warm spice and wine scented air from behind them clings to the clothes and hair.

“Think nothing of it,” Sage Naphis says. “You’ve both been good company and indulged me in listening to my complaints and my rambling about this elusive book that’s threatening to make fools out of a great many people. It’s been an excellent way to end a day after the amount of headaches I’ve had. It would have been perfect if I could have gotten my hands on that publication itself. How is this flying off the shelves so fast? How can there be no copies or me to borrow from anyone? I think at this rate I’m going to have to exert my authority as a Sage just to lay eyes on it.”

“Try asking Lord Kusanali or Al-Haitham to keep an eye out for you,” Tighnari suggests. “No one knows the House of Daena’s shelves like those two. I think out of all the current Sages, Al-Haitham likes you the best anyway. It’s because you never bother him and yell at the people who do.”

Sage Naphis scrubs a hand over his eyes, shoving his glasses up his face in the process.

“Don’t remind me. It’s a miracle he didn’t outright quit. Some of the things people were asking him to do…how is it so hard for people to fill out one form? Does learning advanced biochemistry and how to read through the tables of neoplasms erase the ability to fill in the blank? Do we have anyone working on a study like that right now? I’d be sincerely interested in the results.”

“So would I,” Sethos says, offering Sage Naphis the candy that Madam Faruzan had given him earlier. “Here. If you’re going to insist on paying the bill, I’ll insist on giving you this. Gold for gold. And as I’ve been taught earlier, it’s important to show appreciation for the time of others. Perhaps especially if it’s time spent in good company.”

Sage Naphis laughs, taking the candy without argument and passing it onto a bemused Tighnari. “Then I’ll be giving this gold to my gold star student for the suggestion to see if I can pull a favor with Lord Kusanali or Scribe Al-Haitham.”

-

Tighnari examines the candy in his hand. He can smell the sweetness of the honey and the sharp twang of citrus even through the wrapper. It’s making his mouth water something fierce. If it smells this strongly in the wrapper he can only imagine how it would be in the mouth.

He’d stayed out later than he really should have. He hopes that Cyno and Collei weren’t waiting for him for dinner.

After he and Master Naphis parted ways, Tighnari and Sethos went for a walk to talk a little bit more and catch up on specifics within the Temple of Silence as well as Gandharva Ville. Tighnari thinks his master could sense that Tighnari and Sethos wanted to talk a little bit more, without the presence of a Sage and supervisor nearby so he excused himself for the evening. 

Although Tighnari doubts that Master Naphis is quite ready to end the day. He’s probably gone off to find someone he might be able to cajole into getting more information on the publication, or maybe he’s gone to find one of his friends who’ve retired or gone private to talk about anything that isn’t related to exams or publications.

Sethos and Tighnari walked around some more and even grabbed an after dinner desert from the kulfiwallah who sets up shop next to all the other snack vendors during the day, but unusually enough stays around morning, noon, and night. Now that Tighnari thinks about it, he’s not sure when the kulfiwallah closes to restock. How does he keep his kulfi so cold throughout the day?

He guesses that if he were to ask he’d be told it’s a trade secret.

“You might find Cyno taking his breaks up in the Divine Tree,” Tighnari advised Sethos just before they part ways. “It’s around the time where he realizes that he’s getting too involved in things and needs to take a step back, so you’ll have an easier time catching him. And if he also starts to complain at you, do me a favor and remind him that he brought all of that on himself by not delegating more. I’d do it myself, but Collei and I will be gone tomorrow. And I refuse to come back until all exams are graded and done and I won’t have to put up with being swamped with people asking my last-minute advice when they ignore all the other reasonably timed advice given.”

Sethos saluted, “I’ll tend that message with utmost sincerity.”

By now Tighnari thinks that Collei and Cyno should have finished up their own dinner, and maybe even the packing. He should have been home earlier to help Collei pack up for their return trip to Gandharva Ville. At least Cyno is with her to help.

There’s not much to pack, but Cyno’s very good at packing things up to take up the least amount of space with an even distribution to not give anyone back or shoulder pain from lop-sided luggage.

Tighnari had originally wanted them leave overnight to avoid some of the stifling heat, but he thinks that maybe they should delay until early morning. Cyno wouldn’t mind them staying one more night, and Tighnari thinks it would be wiser of him to break for the day rather than push onward.

He hopes that Collei was able to get all of the errands the other Forest Watchers asked her to do done today. If not he’ll tell those Forest Watchers they’re going to have to run their own errands, when the city isn’t so at this level of frenetic. 

As Tighnari is making his way back to Cyno’s house, he’s surprised to see the telltale sparkle and shine of Mehrak living up to her namesake ahead of him.

Kaveh, looking just about as exhausted as anyone would be after a full day of work as both a professor, advisor, and independent contractor, is still dictating notes to Mehrak, who’s dutifully recording every word, sigh, muttered curse and exclamation of exhaustion, as they’re being spoken.

Kaveh gestures for Mehrak to cut the recording when he sees Tighnari, waving his hand as he jogs over.

“Late night?”.

“Late night,” Kaveh nods. “But that’s more of my usual.”

“Let me see if I can guess,” Tighnari says good-naturedly, causing Kaveh to—also good-naturedly—roll his eyes and mutter, “Not much of a guess if you know the answer, but on you go.”

“Let me guess,” Tighnari continues. “You had client meetings after faculty meetings after classes, with office hours and pre-arranged meetings with students and student clubs in-between. And the client meetings naturally evolved into you being introduced to a new potential client with a potential commission to discuss, which rolled around into you discussing several other things on top of that, leading to you going over at your appointments, pushing your schedule further and further down the timeline.”

“As I said, not much of a guess when you already know the answer, is it?” Kaveh says wryly. “How is it that no matter how carefully I balance my schedule and how strongly I attempt to adhere to it that time continues to get away from me?”

“What’s that saying about holding onto something and letting it go to see if it’s truly yours?”

“Non-applicable to this, I think.”

“Shall we go fetch Al-Haitham or Senior Faruzan, as they’re the masters of words?”

“What, and then lose another two hours to the two of them talking about pronouns and metaphor and evolution of dialect and symbolism over periods of centuries? It may be a natural remedy to sleeplessness, but I think I’d take a pill over that. Pills and tonics won’t be giving me a questionnaire complete with essay portion at the end of it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Kaveh. We both know that Senior Faruzan doesn’t believe in multiple choice questions. It would be entirely essay format and absolutely no bell curve grading.”

“I can hear and feel carpal tunnel calling my name. But what about you? What’s got you out so late tonight? Have you had dinner yet, at least?”

“I’ve eaten,” Tighnari nods. “Master Naphis and I had a long day discussing…”

“Exam season,” Kaveh fills in, in the exact same tone of voice that Tighnari seems to feel with his whole body. It’s a unique feeling that comes around twice a year at finals and midterms, and only a little bit during the pre-term application exams. “Yes. You and everyone else I know, even those who aren’t in the Akademiya. It doesn’t help that exam season tends to hit at the same time as the new research journals get published. It’s noise all over in every direction about every subject. Things that are studied, things that are written, things that will be studied, things that will be written…the city sometimes feels like a hornet’s nest that’s gotten kicked into a river.”

“I feel sorry for the river. Are you at least at the end of your day or are you on your way to yet another meeting?”

Kaveh shakes his head. “On my way home. Finally. I’m exhausted. Even if I did have another meeting planned I would call it off. It’s so late and I’d be doing no one any good showing up like this. It would be a waste of time all around to the point where it would have been kinder to reschedule, even after making this theoretical person wait for me so long. No, no. The only appointment I’ve got is with whatever food is left over in the kitchen, a warm bath that I hopefully won’t fall asleep in, and then my bed which I—realistically speaking—won’t fall asleep in.”

“So a normal night start to finish.”

“A normal night start to finish,” Kaveh agrees. “That is if I can even make it home. The only thing keeping me awake, it seems, is talking. Although I’m sure that my mouth is well trained enough to keep going on its own without me conscious. Sometimes it even does that when I’ fully awake anyway.”

“Submit yourself for a sleep study as soon as exam season ends and we’ll find out,” Tighnari says. He holds out his hand, the candy still in it from when he’d given it a curious sniff earlier. “Here, take this. It wouldn’t be good if Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar is found passed out on the streets. That’s just another thing to throw onto the ongoing fire that Sumeru City and her Akademiya are burning through right now.”

Kaveh holds his hand out, curious. Tighnari places the golden piece of candy in his hand.

“Honey and lemon are good for health and overall energy,” Tighnari explains. “And even in candy form they have some form of vitamins. If anything, the sour taste should wake you up enough to at least get through the door. And from there I trust that Al-Haitham has a way of keeping you awake long enough to get your priorities sorted out.”

Kaveh gives the candy in his hand a strange look, as though he can’t recognize the simple sphere of sugar for what it is, or as though Tighnari’s given him some strange artifact or baffling souvenir from a distant land. He must be really exhausted. “Honey lemon candy, huh.” Master Kaveh brings the candy up to his face, giving it a sniff. “So it is.”

Tighnari nods, clapping Kaveh sharply on the shoulder, causing the man to grunt. “Yup. Stay awake. You can sleep when you’re dead and done.”

“Is the dead a prerequisite to being done?”

“Only if you’re a quitter. Come by Gandharva Ville when you get the chance. I might have some work for you, and I can promise I wont’ be keeping you up this late with it. And if I do, I’d at least get you dinner.”

-

Kaveh waves Tighnari off, turning in the direction of the house, while turning his mind to a new mystery.

Tighnari was right, this candy’s banished all of his exhaustion. Although it has nothing to do with vitamins or nutrients or chemicals in the brain and body. No, Kaveh’s now fully clear-headed and focused because of the most natural booster known to the conscious mind: curiosity.

Nothing banishes exhaustion so effectively as a good mystery.

He’s pretty sure—no, he’s certain-sure that this is the candy he gave Al-Haitham what feels like days ago, when it was only hours ago just this morning.

The honey lemon candy is slightly distorted out of its spherical shape, clearly somewhat melted from the changing of hands the high heat of the season. But Kaveh recognizes it anyway.

Kaveh buys these candies from a sweet shop down in Port Ormos. That sweet maker is the only one he knows that makes honey lemon candy this big and uses clear wrappers. 

Of course, there are other sweet makers who sell honey lemon candy. It’s not like that one auntie down in Port Ormos has the monopoly or trade mark on honey lemon candy with clear wrappers.

There’s one way to find out for sure if it’s the same.

Kaveh unwraps the candy with some difficulty. The melted bits are stuck to the wrapper, but he finally gets it off and pops it into his mouth. Kaveh immediately cringes, feeling goosebumps on his arms, mouth watering, tongue seeming to shrivel in the mouth at the sudden burst of tartness mixed with a sweetness that makes the teeth ache.

Yup. Definitely from the auntie in Port Ormos. He’s pretty sure that there’s no one else crazy enough to make candy this sour and try to sell it to kids.

So while Kaveh is pretty sure that this is the same type of candy as the one he gave Al-Haitham earlier, he’s not sure if it’s the same piece of candy. 

There are probably other people in Sumeru City who buy honey lemon candy from that auntie. Why would she make so many if Kaveh were the only person ever buying it every now and again, whenever he remembers and happens to be in the area and also happens to have some spare mora?

Kaveh rolls the candy around on his tongue, to the side of his cheek, shivering as every motion releases a new wave of sharpness that seems to reach down into his bones.

What are the chances that this is the exact same one he handed over to Al-Haitham this morning? They’ve got to be astronomically low. After all, how does a candy find itself from the kitchen table all the way to Tighnari? What kind of chain of events has to occur for that?

“Mehrak, new note file,” Kaveh says around the candy. Mehrak beeps an affirmative. “Let’s dust off and exercise some of our formulas for probability and ability to design and do up an efficient fishbone diagram. Hm. Or seeing as how I know the start and end maybe a different visual representation would be better…”


Notes for the Chapter:With love and comfort from me to me. Yippee!





