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    Kaveh is tired, but that is nothing new. When isn’t he tired?

Is that not just the life of an architect? As a member of one of the most ignored yet every-day-essential Darshans in the Akademiya?

And as the premier architect of his generation, is it not only fitting that his exhaustion, his weariness, be magnified to an appropriate degree?

Master Architect Kaveh the Tired. That should be what they call him, not that…not that Light of the Kshahrewar business. 

The only thing light about Kaveh most days is his hair, and after the past few weeks of travel through the Great Red Sands even that much is debatable and subjective.

Kaveh is tired when he wakes up. He’s tired when he flops down onto his bedroll or cot or whatever surface can pass as a place of dubious repose. Kaveh is tired when he eats, when he washes his face, when he brushes his teeth and his hair, when he takes notes in his notebook, when he shades his eyes to check the horizon for landmarks, and when he talks and when he doesn’t talk. 

Kaveh is tired when he’s around people and when he’s alone. 

But Kaveh is currently an extra layer of tired on top of everything else.

He’s been out on the sands side of the Wall for what feels like months but has only been weeks. 

It feels like it’s been months of roughing it in the sands, making camp here and there. It’s been ages of picking rocks and dirt out of his shoes, of feeling like his skin is going to burn despite the layers upon layers of protective creams and oils and the kohl and the weather-treated cloak and hood he’s wrapped around himself, to the point where he feels like meat that’s been marinated and wrapped up for roasting. 

It’s been an entire epoch of shallow bathing in whatever oasis he can find, bartering as carefully and as skillfully as he can with friendly eremites and merchant caravans.

It feels like ages upon ages of getting annoyed with the people he was traveling with over the smallest little things, and then getting annoyed with himself for being annoyed. 

And then when Kaveh was finally alone with a minute to spare for himself his head would swing between disastrously empty of all thought except for a general malaise of weariness, or he had so many things he wanted to do that he couldn’t get through all of them fast enough and he got even more exhausted and annoyed by himself.

(If Al-Haitham or Cyno or Tighnari or literally anyone who knew Kaveh as someone past Kaveh the Architect could see him in these moments they’d be rolling their eyes, shaking their heads, clicking their tongues, and chalking it all up to Kaveh being more of himself, which is always the problem.

And if it were Al-Haitham—because let’s be realistic, doesn’t Kaveh always have the worst luck to always be found at his lowest by the worst person?—this would be accompanied by a flat look without verbal comment.

Instead this look—this awful, stupidly frustrating look—would say everything that could possibly be said with mouth, with hand, through pointed, dismissing sweep of pupil and iris alone.

Those eyes would ask, condescendingly, “And now what have you done to yourself?” 

And they would ask, “And who brought this upon your shoulders? Who invited the trouble and the costs of it?”)

So it was all of that—everything—piling up all at once. 

And once Kaveh broke free of the project he’d been assigned to (a weird one by the way, which only added to the rest of the strangeness, the exhaustion, the whole feeling of being up to here with it all constantly) Kaveh found himself into different sorts of troubles, because of course he would.

And by the end of it all Kaveh was ready to throw his hands up in the air and maybe do something a little more foolish than normal just for a moment of peace. Just one.

Just one moment to stop and rally himself and feel like he wasn’t going crazier than normal and that things were going to be alright. Was that too much to ask?

Normally he wouldn’t mind it all so much, except maybe he’s even more tired than he thought because it’s just that as soon as he gets in range for his Akasha to link up to the rest and activate properly Kaveh does grasp that moment for himself before the universe at large can spite him.

Kaveh goes still, Mehrak quietly waiting for him at his side as he lets himself be still for once in a very long time.

And as he lets himself go still, Kaveh permits himself to dream.

Adults in Sumeru do not dream. Kaveh does not remember dreaming in the way that people from all the rest of Teyvat dream in the night, with their bodies at rest, and their minds at play.

But Kaveh’s mind is a mind that churns constantly, creatively. His is a mind that moves like a bowl of soup that’s been stirred vigorously. Even when Kaveh, himself, longs to stop and has stopped, all of those chunks and fragments of ideas and memories and thoughts continue to swirl, propelled by their own force.

And thus, Kaveh’s mind—graduated from the sleep of night—is capable of dreaming in daylight hours. Daydreams. Daydreamer.

Right here, right now, Kaveh indulges in it. 

Adults in Sumeru do not dream, and if they did dream—do dream—and dare to speak of those dreams they are mocked as childish and immature. Fantasy is for the feeble minded and for the follies of youth with milk teeth and unblemished skin, not for people with degrees, taxes, and lines of credit.

But perhaps there is some part of Kaveh that remains a child. Some part of him, round faced and soft, that has remained with him through it all because that boy doesn’t yet know he dies to become the adult Kaveh becomes. 

There is some part of Kaveh that remains from the before, who will never understand that there was an after. And Kaveh must take care of that boy in his heart, because it is so sorrowful. It is just so, so sorrowful, that which changes the boy into Kaveh.

And if the remnant, the effect, of keeping that soft boy in his heart, as part of himself, is to be cursed with endless and perpetual daydreams, then Kaveh will take the title of dreamer along with all the rest he’s been given. 

This one, at least, he’d bear with pride. This one, at least, is true.

So Kaveh stands and lets his mind open, like a sigh.

As the Akasha continues its update, linking up with its main network and downloading all of the things he’s missed in the past several weeks, Kaveh allows himself to stand at the border of the Kaveh that exists in isolation and the Kaveh that exists when perceived. 

Here is Kaveh at the edge of where sand and jungle touch, where gods are dead and gods are alive.

Here is Kaveh taking a breath, ugly and loud and alive sounding, before he braces himself to become Light of the Kshahrewar, paragon and face of his Darshan, epitome of success and glory and genius.

Kaveh stands at the border of realms, at the edge of connection, and closes his eyes, face tipped back towards the sky as it fades through a whole range of colors plucked from some jeweler’s display box into the distant night.

And here Kaveh, the tired man who could really use a bath, a shave, and a proper go with some laundry soap and scrubbers, allows himself to dream.

Like walking into the kitchen in the middle of the night when the silence is at its most sacred, parched for a drink, and turning the tap so slowly to get the faintest trickle and trying to avoid the deluge that shatters it all, Kaveh unlocks a single portion of the heart.

Kaveh daydreams.

Kaveh tips his head back against the wall of wind that is at once warm and refreshing, a powerful push that catches against all of his clothes and round like pressing oneself into a giant balloon. 

And he imagines a street.

Kaveh imagines that he’s finished trekking through sand. He’s done the sitting on a stump or damp rock to finish shaking the sand out of all of this clothes, his shoes, his hair, his bags. He’s washed and rinsed himself in a cool, fast moving stream thrice over and he’s not quite yet clean but he’s not gritty.

His sunburned skin feels soothed by the cool humidity of the forest, even though he knows it’s still quite warm. In comparison to the desert’s dry heat, this is refreshing enough on its own. Kaveh feels less like a desiccated leaf ready to be crumpled up in a stone fist and more like a person with fluid in the veins.

Even Mehrak is more cheerful, beeping and chiming along with him as he dictates notes to her about this, that, and that other thing that they’re going to have to pick up once they get back to Sumeru City and everything that place means.

And there are the gates. 

In the distance, there are the gates to the city called home. Kaveh joins others on the wide main road that ambles up to those gates. Some people are familiar, most are not, and Kaveh’s ears fill with the trilling chatter of birds and insects, the gurgle of water, and the lowing of Sumpter Beasts and oxen, the whicker and whinny of horses, the bleating of goats.

Kaveh passes through the gates with a small nod of acknowledgement from the guard on watch and as soon as Kaveh passes through those familiar gates the world will return to him. 

Home will return to him.

The part of Kaveh that is in architect, a perpetual student, and an artist, will look upon the changes that have happened while he was away, and pick them apart like puzzle pieces through instinct and habit alone.

Sumeru City has stood remarkably unchanged from how it first grew out of the roots of the Divine Tree several centuries ago. The bones of it are true. Even the flow of people remains the same.

To this side of the road fall the carts and the caravans, on their way to the warehouses and the shops and the market district. And there go the couriers with their satchels of cloth and plant fiber, or their burdens carried up on their back.

Students in their Akademiya-greens-and-creams are easy to pick out of the crowd as they go in somewhat predictable lines through the age-old shortcuts carved into the city streets and alleyways.

Here, as you pass this set of stalls you’ll see through the needle-eye gap between buildings a profusion of colors on the other side where the flower market blooms daily. And there, spilling over the sidewalk is where the grocers chase off cats and dogs who are truly spoiled for choice.

The colors of the awnings change. The things for sale change. The shifting configuration of who’s set up their stalls where, and the fashions of the current season, change. 

And that is the part that Kaveh’s mind leaps upon to study, to learn, to absorb and make his own. Here is the secret to being a great artist, a notable architect: designing for the people.

Such an open secret, that.

Kaveh, exhausted but feeling better by the moment, will wash his burdens clean with the smells of incense drifting out of shop windows and doors. 

He’ll cleanse himself of worries as he coasts along the rising and falling cadences of stranger’s voices in familiar phrases mixing altogether at once. 

To the smell and sound of rendering fat, to bubbling jaggery, to the powdery smell of flour being burned and dusted, Kaveh will start to pick up pieces of thoughts to throw away and the ones to keep.

The burdens remain, but here are the things to bolster the weary soul. Is that not what it means to return home? To have a home?

Kaveh will walk through familiar streets, familiarizing himself with all the new faces home can take. And then—

Then he will be at a door. And as much as he doesn’t want to be at this door he has to hurry up before he is seen at it.

Kaveh will enter the door of a building not meant to be a home, but serves as a house anyway. 

And this is its own burden that Kaveh swings between bearing as he bears the word light, or bearing in the same way he carries the child in his heart.

But regardless of that burden, as soon as Kaveh crosses that threshold and lets that door fall closed behind him: peace.

Some form of it. At last.

Silence. Solitude. Unwitting sanctuary.

Here Kaveh will sigh. He will divest himself of all the worn out tatters of clothing that make Kaveh the Master Architect. He will slip off his jewelry. He will set Mehrak away. 

And then he’ll take a bath so long that most other days he will would consider it a guilty waste of time and water. But for that one day, that one return, Kaveh will indulge himself just a little bit to wash away the dirt and debris and the exhaustion of the past several weeks.

He’ll drink an entire pitcher of water, cool and sweet. Maybe he’ll eat a little. Then he’s going to go to that small little room that he’s made even smaller by filling up by hiding away a full life and all of the unseen, unsung, efforts that go into making the facade of one. And he’s going to flop down onto that small bed with its stale sheets and it’s going to feel like fucking heaven.

Kaveh might even sleep for longer than four hours at a time afterwards.

Then all the rest will come back to him. The unpaid bills. The letters of consultation. The summons of his Darshan to attend this, that, or another meeting. An invitation to a dinner with that client, a tea with this friend of a friend of a peer of a friend of a cousin of a somebody that might just lead to a commission that might pay enough to pad just a little bit of Kaveh’s worn thin pocket. 

And those letters from Senior Faruzan, from Tighnari, from Collei, from his mother, that he was just too exhausted to answer before he left will still be waiting for him to answer now that he’s returned even more exhausted than before.

All of the things he left behind. Still waiting where he left them to continue to ruminate over, to feel guilty about, and then eventually get around to.

And is this not its own form of home?

After all, where else can you be so messy?

At least Kaveh will be behind closed doors when he has his mental tantrum of the month, to get it all out of his system and then square his shoulders, raise his chin, and get back to business.

Kaveh closes his eyes and he daydreams the smell of the house that’s not Kaveh’s, but become something in Kaveh’s mind, his heart, that can function as one. 

He imagines the feeling of worn wood against the soles of tired feet, and he imagines the creak of that one floorboard close to the wall that he’s always meant to getting around to fixing even though no one ever notices it unless you’re standing right up flush against the wall itself.

Kaveh imagines slumping down along that cool wall in that dim hallway and letting his eyes fall closed like a puppet with its strings cut loose.

The relief, Kaveh’s mind sighs. The fucking relief. To be alone in a place like—

A sharp, familiar chime jolts Kaveh out of thought, out of daydream and into the lingering edge of day.

Kaveh’s mood immediately twists in on itself. 

Not sour. Not bitter. Not sweet. Not cool. Not hot. But somehow some unfair abomination of all of the above that manages to exist without any of those distinct and opposite feelings cancelling each other out.

Is that not how it always goes with things touching the subject of Al-Haitham? Contrary to their natures, and to what all logic and previously proven laws of the universe would dictate?

Is Kaveh happy to hear a familiar voice after so long, a voice so familiar that sometimes Kaveh’s mind conjures it all on its own without conscious prompting or on-hand cause? Is it not some sort of relief to hear the voice of someone who’s words seem to so often come before or after Kaveh’s own, or are wound through them like tongues of fire through the coals?

Sometimes Kaveh thinks he knows Al-Haitham’s voice and face better than he knows his own, for all that the man’s voice and face often only show up to vex Kaveh.

(Is that what this is about to be? Al-Haitham calling to vex him, curse him, with some ill-worded and ill-timed sentence that’s going to bring down a whole new slew of back luck? Wouldn’t that just be the way things are? Proof of normalcy? Another sign of return, just like the Akasha returning to its normal function, like passing through Caravan Ribat, or getting your shoes damp with river water?)

Typical Al-Haitham, ruining the moment with reality. 

Typical Kaveh, disappointed and relieved all in one contradictory tangle that also defies proven laws of nature that say opposites should not be able to exist without concession or barrier.

“What?” Kaveh asks as soon as he answers the Akasha call. Who needs pleasantries when you’ve got malignancies like this on your side?

“You’re still in the Sands.”

“I’m staring at the Wall of Samiel right now.”

“Which side of it?”

“The toasty one. Yes, I’m still in the Sands. Why?” 

-

Nothing good has ever come from asking “why”.

Why?

Al-Haitham proceeded to tell Kaveh why. He gave Kaveh one hundred sixty-eight answers why.

-

“Get me—“ Al-Haitham began, then cut off like he had suddenly put himself on mute to talk to someone, or to handle something.

“Hello, Al-Haitham, how are you today? How are things at work? Have you been eating and sleeping well? Run into any trouble with law enforcement recently, which is strange because you’re usually the one transcribing laws into the Akasha system so you should know exactly how to not get into trouble?” Kaveh went on while Al-Haitham was on mute. “I’ve been doing alright, thanks very much for asking. The Great Red Sands continues to be a gift that really wont stop giving no matter how frankly I try to refuse. Work is shit right now. You’re so considerate for inquiring.”

“What are you on about? Do you have sunstroke? Never mind. Get me one hundred—“ Al-Haitham’s voice dipped, the sound of wind and movement around him momentarily garbling the already questionable connection of their Akasha terminals. “One hundred and sixty-eight wenut eggs. Don’t come back without them. One hundred and sixty-eight.”

Before Kaveh could go, “What?” or “Fuck you, no.” or “Fuck me, why are you asking this now?” Al-Haitham cut the connection.

Naturally, Kaveh did attempt to call and send a message back, but that insufferable brat turned his Akasha off. That’s one petulant way to get the last word in.

One hundred and sixty-eight wenut eggs.

-

One hundred—

-

One. Hundred. Six—

-

One—

-


  One hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs.


Kaveh glares, eyes burning, jaw clenched, at the Wall of Samiel, so close that his heels sink backwards into the sand with the slope as he tips his head back to catch the top of the tallest crest of it. 

Night is starting to settle over the Great Red Sands and the peaks of the Wall of Samiel are starting to fade into the darkening sky. Night transforms a wall into an absolute threshold, a marvel of perception and intimidation shaped by a hand and will unfathomable to the mortal mind.

Beyond it, the cooler, damper breath of the Dharma Forest. Beyond it, the roads of grass and overgrown moss, of stone and packed down soil. Beyond it, boughs of trees heavy with rainwater, the grumbling of birds with more colors than sense, and the sound of streams.

Beyond this wall, the rising and solitary figure of the Divine Tree.

The Divine Tree.

Underneath it a tangle of roots that rise and fall like waves. A tangle of roads that go over and around and under those roots, like currents through the waves. And a collection of buildings like boats upon those waves, settled and calm at anchor with their sails of green tile, thatched brown grasses, or vividly dyed canvas awnings and stretched out banners. Underneath it, a collection of sounds and patterns woven into the daily song that Kaveh rises and falls to. 

Underneath it, cradled in a small, neat juncture of wave and stream, song and silence, a house that was not meant to be a house but calmly exists as one anyway. 

Within that house, a secure silence. A privacy from all sounds, all sights, all sensations. Within the house a glass of water: tall, sweating, clear. A bath: soothing, renewing, forgiving. A room: cluttered, sanctuary, apathetic.

Within that house, that is underneath the Divine Tree, which is beyond this wall: relief.

All of that. Just on the other side of this wall of stone, sand, and petrified trunk. Just an hour or so away from Kaveh’s grasp with the clever application of Four-Leaf Sigils if he moved fast and if the irascible storms of the Great Red Sands weren’t particularly mean. 

And yet, with one single message, it has all been effectively cut off from him for the foreseeable future.

Kaveh stands there, at the border of relief, with his hands—dry, sandy, gritty, exhausted, and for once defying his poor circulation by feeling like they’re burning stars—in shaking fists at his side. He stands there, staring at the apathetic ridges of the stone range, that stare back down at him, waiting.

Are you coming or going?, they seem to ask, not really caring how he answers, somewhat like an underpaid retail worker who’s got to make an effort as part of the job duty.

Kaveh’s teeth dig into his chapped bottom lip, hard enough to hurt.

He was so close. He was so damn close. And he’s still so fucking tired.

Kaveh feels incandescent with it. 

It: the feeling of having almost touched upon the end. The feeling of the finish line right there and being yanked back.

It: the feeling of being thwarted.

Don’t do it, that exhausted, furious part of him says. Just don’t do it. Keep going forward. Raise your hand and grasp the Four-Leaf Sigil right over there and get home. 

Kaveh’s shoulders flex, shift, with energy ready to be let loose. He shouldn’t do it. He really shouldn’t do it. 

But underneath the sharp, clear taste of fury is an underlying weight and texture on the tongue: guilt.

Kaveh has no reason to go along with this demand, that is not really even a request or a question. Those words, that sentiment, lays heavy on the tongue, stuck. Unable to be swallowed down to be digested; unable to be pushed out of the body to be spoken and known.

These words are not true.

It is true the Al-Haitham can say whatever he wants, demand and ask and request things. And it is true that Kaveh does not necessarily have to go along with it. But it is also true that Kaveh has a reason to listen, and to move at that demand, that ask, that request.

He has one very large, very present reason.

That exact reason lies beyond this wall, underneath the Divine Tree. Kaveh was thinking of that reason just now.

Kaveh’s eyes close, stinging with dryness and the powerful urge to snarl, to scream.

Why should he do it? 

There is a key in his pocket, warm with sun, with touch.

When Kaveh was a young boy he was lightly stung by a bee that had tumbled down the back of his shirt collar. It was not a particularly traumatizing moment for himself. Thankfully he is not allergic to bee stings. The sting healed fast, it healed well. 

But as it healed it itched a little. Chaffed against his clothes. 

He would forget it, then move and remember it suddenly. Sometimes Kaveh would turn or sit a certain way and suddenly the sting would return, all fresh and all new, like a sudden electric jolt. It would wake him up, throw him into full aware alertness. And then fade away just as fast.

The sting was annoyingly placed, to say the least. Right in the middle of the back where Kaveh couldn’t reach it or see it on his own.

Sometimes Kaveh thinks of that bee sting.

Sometimes, Kaveh thinks of that healing bee sting and is reminded of that complex tangle of feelings that he carries within him now, and the ways it fades and returns. Guilt, and its many, many permutations, and all of the shades those permutations bring in with them: anger, hurt, sorrow, relief, gratitude. 

What a messy thing it is. What a messy thing Kaveh is.

Kaveh feels the prick of that sting of guilt now—a ghost of an irritant that presses down on the back of the vulnerable and unseen neck.

Tension moves through Kaveh like a storm in a fragile bottle.

The longing and the exhaustion-fueled-upset subside at the reprimanding sting of memory.

Al-Haitham, in truth, asks Kaveh for very little. For nothing at all really.

It makes Kaveh uneasy, just like that prickle of the bee sting, whenever Kaveh remembers what has been given to him.

Given, is the key word. Not offered. This is important to remember. It was given without Kaveh asking. It was given to Kaveh without any form of solicitation. It was given without any form of apology, from either side, and it was given without any form of censure. Again, from either side.

It was given.

And thus, the scales between them are not fair.

Credit where it is due, of course, Al-Haitham has never spoken of this. He has never spoken of that night and the morning after. He has never spoken of that which he has given. He has never so much as breathed a word about some of the things that Kaveh remembers saying.

The closest Al-Haitham ever gets to speaking of it is when he mentions rent payment. This is not often, either, because the sting at the back of the neck and Kaveh’s own pride have him paying rent on the dot every month with very few exceptions.

But it is equally important to note (just like the word “given”) that Al-Haitham does not speak of that night, of the key, of the debt owed to him for this.


  As though it were nothing to him.


As though saving Kaveh’s life, when they were nothing to each other, were nothing to him in turn.

Kaveh is so grateful to that attitude sometimes. And others—it stings. It stings.

Kaveh breathes in so deep that it feels like his lungs are being thoroughly cooked all the way to the bottom.

Mehrak chimes at his back as he slowly turns away from the apathetic wall before him, orienting himself towards the expanse of the Great Red Sands, putting the Dharma Forest at his back. 

Before him, the desert shifts to its night form, all velvet and bruises, mystery and coolness. The sand dunes rise and fall in their own waves, spilling out and out and out.

One hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs. Right. 

Kaveh squares his shoulders and starts walking back in the direction he’d just come from, much to Mehrak’s confusion. 

The sooner he gets it done, the sooner he can come back.

The sting at the back of Kaveh’s neck eases.

-

3

-

Kaveh just happens to already have three wenut eggs on him. Well. He has one that he picked up on a whim after tripping over it. And Kaveh remembers seeing a cluster of another two from the road as he was hurrying on his way towards the Wall of Samiel.

So this is a start.

As to the rest…

Kaveh doesn’t know if he’s fortunate or not that he already knows where he has to go. 

Part of traveling in the Great Red Sands is being humbly aware of how many ways this place has to kill you, mostly without even trying. Nothing personal, really.

It would be humbling if it weren’t also so frustrating. Maybe for some it can be both. Maybe for some it’s even meditative. Kaveh’s not one of those fortunate persons.

Part of traveling the Great Red Sands is knowing that at some point you’re going to hit trouble. The varieties that this trouble can manifest as is as numerous as there are types of leaves in Sumeru’s entire breadth. 

Trouble can be anything and anywhere in the shifting landscape of mobile hazards the Great Red Sands unrepentantly and effortlessly exists as.

Sandstorms, hostile eremite bands, Treasure Hunter gangs, Fatui camps, Withering Zones, Consecrated Beasts, wenuts. It’s a veritable multi-course dinner spread of dangers to pick your poison from. All of them free roaming for the most part, which means that instead of you bumbling into danger, danger could bodily slam the full weight of its uninvited consequence onto you.

Kaveh makes his way back to a sheltered outcropping he had taken momentary shelter in just a few short hours ago to wait out the worst of the afternoon heat before he made his final push towards the Wall of Samiel.

(He draws his claymore, half-heartedly jabbing it at some scorpions while Mehrak flashes her warning lights and makes high pitched noises to send them scuttling off for a more peaceful place to rest. Kaveh does try to avoid fighting in the desert when he can help it, unless he’s near an oasis or an underground river. 

His talents are unappreciated out here for many, many reasons.)

Once Kaveh has set up camp he takes out the worn, faded map of the Great Red Sands he’d paid a handsome sum to have commissioned years and years ago, and modified himself over time with his own experience. 

(If anyone else looked at this map they probably wouldn’t even recognize it as a map, and then they would ask Kaveh why he doesn’t just use Mehrak for it.

The answer is that he had this map before he had Mehrak, and he sees no reason why he should make Mehrak do this when he paid the money for the map and already has this map adjusted exactly as he likes it. Also, he will admit to having a bias towards paper that most other scholars of Sumeru never got a chance to get a taste for.)

With a dull pencil Kaveh lightly marks the places he remembers noting wenut activity, and the places he heard of having recent wenut activity whenever he spoke with neutral or friendly parties. Kaveh also notes the places wenuts eggs are most likely to appear, outlining a general course from where he is to the heart of the most active wenut territories.

Kaveh knows he’s going to have to actually go down into the wenut tunnels and dens themselves at one point. But for now…

Kaveh traces a line with his finger from his shelter through over the worn map in a loose spiral that ends back at one of the larger entrances to a well document wenut site.

For now, he’ll start off taking things easy. 

He’s got to save what strength he has while he can.

-

10

-

Kaveh sleeps in fits and starts while Mehrak keeps watch, fully charged from a full day of soaking in the desert sunlight. 

Or at least, mostly charged because her thermal regulating system’s been taking a beating and she’s diverted a lot of power into making sure she doesn’t spontaneously combust. 

Kaveh’s really got to look into some upgrades for her when he’s got the spare mora and time. Maybe he can pick up a few Adventurer’s Guild commissions, or find some Kshahrewar project short on hands to make up the difference.

Kaveh sleeps through the exhaustion, the frustration, the feeling of teeth snapping shut around empty air after being taunted by taste. He wakes up slightly less exhausted, just a little more resigned and determined than frustrated, and some uncertain balance between thwarted and petty. 

The wonders a night of sleep can do for a man’s temper, no?

He rises early to take advantage of the cooler early morning. Kaveh follows the direction he had traced out on his map the previous night, leaving the shelter he’d found for the scorpions to reclaim. Mehrak reports to him that they were very eager to do so while he slept, but they didn’t cause her any trouble when she redirected them once more.

As Kaveh walks he spots the two eggs he remembers noting yesterday on his way in the opposite direction and snags them. 

After giving Mehrak a few new search parameters and letting her do a thorough scan on one of the wenut eggs, Mehrak goes up high to do an aerial scan and directs him to a few more potential locations based on the data she has. Mehrak’s scanner isn’t exactly tuned towards biological assessment, but having her look is much more helpful than him scouring the sands by himself.

With Mehrak’s help Kaveh gathers several more eggs than he thought he’d might find in this area. He wonders if the wenuts are entering a new period of heightened activity, or maybe they’re in the middle of some sort of territorial shift. Normally there aren’t this many wenut eggs out in the open. They’re closer to the rocks, or underground entrances.

Maybe some kind of particularly strong sandstorm came through and shifted the terrain, knocking about some eggs, pushing them to the surface, or something like that. Kaveh’s going to have to ask around Aaru Village or Caravan Ribat. 

(Wait, no he won’t. What’s he thinking? He’s got to go home first. He can ask about wenuts afterwards. A scholar’s curiosity really is insatiable…)

As Kaveh walks towards the areas of wenut activity he’s more familiar with and has known as documented and on tap for observation by the Amurta, Kaveh’s mind takes a step back from the situation to observe it. 

Mehrak’s doing most of the work for now, easily spotting the eggs from up high with the clear skies, having a grand time with the cooler weather although the sun is beginning to rise and that’s going to change real fast. The desert will start waking up soon, too, and Kaveh’s going to have to be a little more on alert.

But for now, Kaveh lets Mehrak do the directing as he ruminates over the absurdity that, for the past several months, he can’t seem to find his way out of.

If Kaveh looks back at the past months and traces all of the things that have piled up to annoy him, irritate him, exhaust him, baffle him, confuse him, and exasperate him, then Al-Haitham sending him off to fetch one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs might as well just happen on top of all of that too.

Why not?

And in the grand scope of things, it’s somehow the mildest thing on the spectrum of highs and lows Kaveh’s been hurtled through. 

Huh. Imagine that. Al-Haitham being mild. 

Kaveh can’t help the laugh that bursts out of him at that thought, startling Mehrak out of her position int he sky as she comes down to inspect him for sunstroke, confused as to how that could happen so early with the temperatures still so relatively cool.

He waves her off, trying to get the laughter under control.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Kaveh reassures the machine as she does another scan of him, noting his temperature and pulse on her display, both within normal range. “No, no, go on. We’re making excellent progress here. I think we can get a decent amount before we take a break. I’m fine. Really.”

Mehrak displays a series of question marks scrolling across one side to the other. To emphasize how much him bursting out into laughter at absolutely nothing does not compute with the words “it’s fine” is for her, she flips the question marks around in a spiral as they’re scrolling about before flashing them in increasingly bold font until her display is just one giant question mark.

He really should reconsider if it was necessary for her to have those display add-in’s, although it would probably be really mean of him to remove them.

“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh tells her by way of explanation.

At the mention of her second favorite person in the entire world—Kaveh has no idea how that happened, he’s still trying to figure it out—Mehrak immediately calms and zips off to return her hunting of wenut eggs from on high.

Al-Haitham being mild. Of all the strange thoughts to have! Al-Haitham might sometimes be too sharp for anyone’s peace of mind, but he doesn’t belong with the mean. What’s average about him? 

Al-Haitham might have put his entire heart and soul, back and body, into living an unremarkable life, but Al-Haitham, himself is not unremarkable. Kaveh has too many remarks for and about the man for anyone’s own good, and he would not be alone in that.

(Al-Haitham, in this way, is the low-hanging fruit. An easy talking point. There’s just so much to talk about when it comes to him, even if you aren’t Kaveh.)

The man does not belong in the range of averages and mildness. Not even at his most peaceful, his most quiet and idle. No. You can’t dilute the man enough for that. If someone ever did manage it, then the man left over would no longer be Al-Haitham, and thus he would not be worth the talking.

Kaveh shakes his head, sighing, as his mind returns to his previous thoughts of absurdity and ongoing trials of patience and endurance—Al-Haitham entirely aside for once.

Because for the past several months, it has not been Al-Haitham and everything that he is, isn’t, that’s been hounding Kaveh like a particularly scrappy and persistent dog at the heels. Shocking.

There has always been an issue in the Akademiya when it comes to the Kshahrewar. That’s old hat. 

But in the past few months, it has felt very much like the Akademiya has doubled down on its stance on the Kshahrewar and its works being…to put it in a rather insulting way, common. Not worthy of being considered erudite, scholarly, or anything otherwise enriching or enlightening.

As though the study of something necessary to daily living—the construction of bridges; the balancing and distribution of weight on a dome; the calculations of water flow and dispersal through a city’s sewage system; the felling and carving of trees into useable items; so on and so forth—weren’t worth higher consideration and esteem! The gall!

And yet, to the other scholars of the school—the ones focused on the study of art, aesthetics and their place in society, or theoretical material and technique development—just as much ridicule was given to their works, which were derided as frivolous, unnecessary, lacking in both relevancy and practical use.

And thus, the entirety of the Kshahrewar was divided between frivolity and necessity, with both somehow coming up as not worth the Akademiya’s attention, funding, or care.

What was with that double standard?

It confounds him every time his mind touches upon the subject. 

Where’s the sense in it? Kaveh doesn’t see anyone applying this judgement to the Amurta, who’s many fields of study and research are certainly practical and necessary, and commonplace in both, as the Kshahrewar’s is. 

And he certainly doesn’t see this standard of use being applied to the Rtawahist who pretty much only work on a theoretical scale that most people never really even think about aside from when it’s being applied to weather forecasts.

In any case, the Kshahrewar, despite it being one of the largest Darshans with the most work that’s front-facing towards the general populace (right next to the Amurta), was receiving all sorts of…strangeness.

Censure came from on high—from the other Darshans and from their own leadership—over inefficient use of resources, squandering of available budget, and all sorts of closed door meetings between Masters, Herbads, Dasturs, and even some students on the brink of leaving apprenticeships or graduation.

At first Kaveh didn’t believe it. 

How could their own leaders be giving them that kind of lecture when they were the ones assigning the budget, the personnel, the public works commissions? 

First of all, what’s the point in leadership if they aren’t going to be backing you up and protecting you?

Secondly, didn’t the Kshahrewar’s leaders—of all people—know what little was being worked with to keep Sumeru going? For the past several years its been like holding together a giant ship in the middle of a storm with nothing but a bucket and some string. 

That they’ve not had some disaster come upon them to blow it all to pieces is a miracle.

Sumeru’s population is rising, the technical demands are increasing, and yet the resources to maintain all of this are only getting lowered. The priorities for the few public works projects chosen to get moved forward don’t address the immediate needs and appear to be based on the whims of people out of touch with pressing and majority needs. 

For example, several major roads have fallen out of use because of lack of repair, causing increased traffic flow on the few remaining which in turn increases their maintenance cost and need. Meanwhile an update on the cities aqueduct and cistern systems, which had only just been redone and retreated a few years ago was being put up for scheduling.

Meanwhile, none of the research projects that well respected members of the Kshahrewar normally were able to get through were suddenly losing funding or getting about-face rejections after previous approvals.

Practical classes were cut at the Akademiya in favor of a supposedly improved work-study program to get more students into working fields, which should increase job hiring and reduce labor shortage. In theory. 

Except in practice the students being thrown into the work-study programs were theorists rather than actual craftsmen in training so none of that work experience was of much help to them and their own experiences weren’t of much use to the masters and journeymen; while the apprentice craftsmen were instead being shoved into long-term pre-assigned research groups to “balance out” their profiles. It was ridiculous. A farce.

If Kaveh weren’t already a graduate he might have quit out of pure fury and done things the hard way by setting off completely independent from the get-go. That’s how absurd it’s all been getting.

Various other things were piling on top of that nonsense Kaveh was hearing from his fellows within the Akademiya. 

Outside of it, in private ventures, it was like the circle of available independent contractors was shrinking.

Kaveh was starting to get all sorts of requests that normally wouldn’t have ever come his way. 

Sometimes he’d take them. But most other times he’d look the commissioner right in the face and remind them as firmly and politely as possible, “I’m an architect by trade, training, and appointment. I think you’re looking for an engineer.” Or “You need a project manager.” Or “Do you have a legal and still-valid permit for this?”

And then the person he would talking to would either sputter at being caught out, stare at him blankly, or chagrined and chastised in one, admit, “Well. I couldn’t get anyone else and I thought I’d give it a go. The worst you could do is say no.”

And then Kaveh would have to go through the whole process of either explaining what that person really needed, giving them a list of people to talk to, walking them through proper legal procedure, or in the case of the latter sort of persons—commiserate with as much sympathy and empathy he could spare before his next appointment.

And in the case of the former bullshitter caught out at their attempts at sliding one through, well. It all depends on his mood at the time, really.

So on top of Kaveh’s various projects that he had already taken on himself, he’d gotten that startling influx of lost and wandering lambs trying to figure out what the hell they were doing because suddenly everyone else was getting snapped up into something else. 

Kaveh did try finding his peers in the independent field to find out what the score was.

And he did find them! Turns out almost all of them got conscripted into Akademiya business because the Kshahrewar was short on capable hands. 

Marvelous! In the worst sense, marvelous!

At the same time, Kaveh’s peers within the Akademiya were up to their necks in work that made no sense, students without direction, apprentices being stuck behind never ending papers, and slaps on the wrists for spending money that didn’t exist except it did on paper, then the paper walked up and away. 

Whatever work that the independent contractors were doing sure wasn’t helping any of their overworked compatriots in the Akademiya. So where was all that time, effort, and manpower going, hm?

Confounding!

So there was Kaveh going back and forth between this, that, and about a dozen other things; somehow finding work but also finding too much of it and too little of it at the same time; getting yelled at  by private patrons for being only one man and therefore not having infinite time or resources, and also being lectured at by higher-ups in the Darshan’s governing body who’d not actually done real work since they got tenure; and his peers having mental break downs left, right, and center because at this point who wouldn’t?

Sometimes Kaveh would return to the house, close the door, then collapse onto his ass in the entryway with his head spinning in circles, like it was going to twist off and float away like a Floating Anemo Shroom.

He’d get up with black spots floating into his vision, stagger here and there before collapsing somewhere more suitable, and then talk himself into dragging himself up to do something about it rather than lying around feeling furious and sorry for himself.

(Once or twice, he’d not gotten up in time and got hit by the door when Al-Haitham returned from his own work, equally as exhausted in a different way, the both of them for once not bothering to hector or harangue the other about this or that because the exhaustion in them both was rooted in the same poisonous fang.

Al-Haitham on both occasions just looked down at him, understanding and a shade of empathy twisting his features up into something like the tart twist of an underripe fruit in the back of the cheek.

“How’s self-employment?” Al-Haitham would ask, reaching out to grasp Kaveh’s hand and pull him up.

Kaveh, not bothering to make it easy would let Al-Haitham do most of the work of the pulling, causing them to stagger and sway into each other, would fire back, “How civil is the civil service right about now?”

Enough said on both their parts with just that alone.)

In any case, it’s been months of this sort of nonsense, after years of slow insults and grinding teeth. Needless to say that Kaveh’s patience and endurance, after all of that, had been whittled down to near nothing.

But just as he started to find his even keel with it all…

To then top all of that off…!

“Useless!” Kaveh can’t help but burst out, causing Mehrak to turn towards him for a moment, before putting this as more of his usual strangeness. Kaveh bursting out with exasperation is slightly less worrying than him bursting out into laughter without prompting after all.

This past month alone out here in the Great Red Sands has had damn near everything one could possibly imagine in both the realms of reality and fiction to put Kaveh to the test.

Forget test, this it a trial. A gauntlet. 

First of all, Kaveh’s not even supposed to be out here.

About a month ago, Kaveh was drafted in the same way all of the other independent consultants and designers got drafted: under the excuse of the Akademiya being “short handed”.

Kaveh could have refused. He knows he could have. Kaveh doesn’t do this very often and he feels terrible every time he does it, but he could have leveraged that imposed burden of being called the “Light of the Kshahrewar” to point out how he’s been picking up all the slack on the public-private sector side and that he’s got neither the time nor resources available for more work.

Especially considering that the work they wanted him to do was not work suitable for him at all.

The Akademiya wanted to assign him to work in the Great Red Sands, overseeing a research expedition of some sort.

The goals of the expedition were laughably vague. The timetable outlined was sparse and wouldn’t last five seconds into implementation—and it didn’t. The resources allotted to the expedition were meager and would require substantial personal investment from those involved in order to make it viable. So on top of them demanding his time they were also demanding he pay for the work they wanted him to do out of pocket.

The list of complaints and criticisms about these parts of this vague expedition could go on and on and on. In fact, Kaveh did list them out for at least an hour when he was summoned to the Kshahrewar’s governing body to explain why he did not show up for their first summons.

Kaveh’s complaints started with the fact that they had no authority to dictate his business. They are not the matra, they are not his clients, they aren’t the Corps of Thirty, who did they think they were, Lesser Lord Kusanali herself? 

Summoning him. Summoning him! Like he was some kind of unpaid intern! If they were going to be throwing titles and accolades on him without him asking they could at least treat him like someone with title and rank!

Kaveh’s complaints then ended with a blistering critique of who else was on this expedition.

People who had no business being on an extended expedition of any kind, especially not to the far reaches of the Great Red Sands. Undergraduates, mainly.

These students, Kaveh argued, have no field experience and throwing them into the deep end does no one any favors. Besides that, the overseeing dasturs and herbads assigned to the expedition were specialists in theory, or fields not related to anything that could be found out in the sands at all. It made no sense.

In fact, the only one on this entire roster with any experience in the Great Red Sands would be Kaveh. And as Kaveh had no idea what the Kshahrewar were trying to find or do out there, he had no way of directing these people. Furthermore, it was a waste of Kaveh’s expertise to just be leading about unfamiliar wet-behind-the-ears greenhorns like a nursery matron.

Kaveh doesn’t mind teaching. He loves it, actually. Someday he’d like to try taking up a formal teaching post.

But a high risk expedition to one of the most hostile environments in Teyvat isn’t the place to be cutting your teeth as a teacher, or testing your mettle as a student.

It wasn’t appropriate. It was neither fair to the members of the expedition from the Akademiya, the hired guards, the support staff, or even the goal of the expedition itself.

This was a fruitless waste of time, money, and effort, Kaveh argued. And the fact that this was a proposed venture handed straight down from their highest ranks was laughable.

On top of this, it was literally below Kaveh’s pay grade. The payout for the job wouldn’t even cover the expenses he’d be covering out of his own pocket. It was a net neutral at best, and a complete loss for him at the more pragmatic looking worst.

Besides, what was he going to be doing there aside from acting as a glorified babysitter? It was highly unlikely that Kaveh’s own personal research interests would crop up while he was out there. And even if they did he’d be too busy to properly investigate while keeping everyone safe.

What was the point in it all?

And yet Kaveh ended up accepting anyway.

Why?

Because it was true that they didn’t have the authority to command him to go on this venture. 

But. 

They showed him the list of who they were going to ask after him if he refused and it only got worse down the further it went. And at some point on that list, they would have the authority to force one of those persons to accept and all of those people on the list after Kaveh were even more poorly suited than he was for this job.

Three names down alone were professors of retirement age who’d not set foot in the field in years because they physically weren’t able to, or young newly established names who were just starting to stretch their legs in academic journals and group research ventures. Theoretical research.

If this research expedition came back alive with any of these scholars at the helm of it, he would have been gratefully surprised.

What choice did Kaveh have but to set his jaw and accept given those conditions?

So Kaveh accepted. 

He didn’t have time to argue further or push for more.

The time frame for things to get going and for the expedition party to set off was so, so, frustratingly and disconcertingly short.

There were only three days from Kaveh’s grudging acceptance of the job and the date of the expedition’s departure. 

The timeline of the whole thing aside from departure was also vague, there was no set return date. And the supplies provided were only for two weeks at most, not accounting for any difficulties found beyond the Wall of Samiel. And even if those supplies did last, two weeks wouldn’t get any party of this size with this demographic very far into the Great Red Sands past Aaru Village.

Kaveh could only despair and curse as he scrambled to get things together.

It was like this venture was planned and designed to fail on purpose, or whoever was doing the planning was someone who had never planned for anything on the sands side of the wall. 

Either way, at that point Kaveh didn’t have the time or energy to waste to think on which it was or which would be worse. The venture was, to put it plainly, fucked, and he had three days to figure out how to get it from “fucked” to just “miserable”.

Kaveh had to contact all of his current patrons to let them know that for the foreseeable future he would be gone and unable to work on any of the projects he’d signed on for. A few of them chose to back out and try their luck with someone else. But most of them could only be resigned to having their much needed or wanted works pushed off indefinitely because the Akademiya had bullied its way to the front of the line.

After all, who else were they going to turn to at this point? Who was left to do the work who hadn’t been snatched up by the Akademiya? The market of independent workers had been squeezed to non-existence.

Al-Haitham came back to Kaveh furiously writing letter after letter to everyone else he couldn’t speak to face-to-face, packing, and making various arrangements for the unknown amount of time he’d be gone. This included taking an advanced withdrawal from his meager savings for two months worth of rent and sending notice to Dori with as much as he could spare to hold down the interest on his loan with the hope that she’d be understanding of circumstances way beyond his control.

Kaveh explained to Al-Haitham the absolute shitstorm he’d gotten himself into this time, despite his many and better efforts, all while he moved around the house like an angry wasp in a jar.

By the end of it, Kaveh was sitting in the front room with a glass of the strongest liquor they had in the entire house—courtesy of Al-Haitham’s private stores. Al-Haitham’s long body was folded up next to him, legs neatly tucked under himself, a matching glass to Kaveh’s own in hand. Both brows were raised high on his face, incredulity at the situation loud and clear as morning across his normally placid features.

Kaveh expected Al-Haitham so say something along the lines of how Kaveh should have refused, drawn his line in the sand, then enforced it. The Akademiya, Al-Haitham might have pointed out, only pushes you like this because you let them get away with it. Let the fallout of their poor planning be on their heads, not yours.

Perhaps Kaveh’s thoughts were so pessimistic, so unkind, because of his own poor mood. He doesn’t know why else he expected Al-Haitham to shove his face into the unpleasant truth when he was already so frustrated. Al-Haitham’s not one to belabor a point after all, especially not when that point was actively sinking its little parasitic teeth into Kaveh’s jugular.

Al-Haitham didn’t say any of those obvious things that Kaveh expected and was half-ready to defend against.

Instead, Al-Haitham leaned forward to grasp the wine bottle by the neck, giving them both a generous top-off pour. He then raised his cup to Kaveh and said, “Cheers to your last moment of peace. Enjoy the sand. Someone’s going to have to.”

 Kaveh threw his head back and laughed, then joined Al-Haitham in drinking deeply.

Exactly three days later, Kaveh gathered up the entire lot of poorly suited members drafted to the vague cause and led them east. 

It was all downhill from there at rapid speed. It was comical how rapidly it went sour. Like it was scripted. Except you can’t script floods, sandstorms, or rock-slides—which were some of the least offensive things to happen on this little venture.

In any case, Kaveh got so fed up with it. 

To be clear, he didn’t abandon the expedition. Kaveh got annoyed, everyone on the expedition was annoyed, so he brought them all back to Aaru Village about a week after leaving, and by general consensus they all agreed to hang out there until they could start making a meandering path back to the Akademiya with the entirely predictable results of “got nothing.”

Meanwhile, Kaveh went off on his own—he didn’t mean to go off for long! He just needed a moment to scream into the apathetic void because he’d had it up to here with it all.

He got stuck in a bottle.

A fucking bottle.

Lovely!

Granted, once he was inside of the bottle and over his incredulity at it all, it was very fascinating. He got over his upset about it all right-quick as he got down to the exploring, the studying, the enjoying.

If the rest of the expedition team was with him, he’s sure that they’d have gone head-over-heels with everything in said bottle. They’d have wanted to spend weeks, months, in here. Kaveh learned some absolutely fabulous things in that bottle himself. The conditions inside of that bottle were ideal for theoretical testing of all sorts.

And the inhabitants of the bottle asked him for help designing an amusement attraction! 

He’d never done one of those before. It was all new to him, he couldn’t help diving right into that and studying their previous records and their other attractions. They had their own library of records with meticulous notes and comments from previous creators and inhabitants. The inhabitants of the bottle were more than eager to share what they knew, too.

Kaveh took copious notes, luxuriated in a chance to have a real bath and recover from being burned to a crisp by the sun despite the layers of protection he’d had, and rally himself to jump back into the fire of it all.

The things Kaveh experienced in the bottle with the hydro droplets were fascinating. He doesn’t regret them at all one bit. He could have stayed longer, too. 

But Kaveh had duties to take care of. Burdensome, frustrating duties, but duties all the same.

And most of all, Kaveh just wanted to go home. Is that so crazy? To want the comfort of home?

Sure, home was far away and held its own complications. Sure, his life outside of the bottle was currently going through the pits, and every other conversation seemed to bring him a whole new sort of frustration, and Kaveh’s entire body felt like a wire pulled too tight and ready to snap and take out someone’s eye. But that’s life and he wasn’t going to just abandon it.

For all the luxuries the bottle offered, nothing could beat the room in the house underneath the tree on the other side of the wall.

That is what it means to have a place. As plain, cluttered, and unglamorous as it all is.

As soon as Kaveh finished up his affairs in Bottleland, he’d come out and made a bee-line for the Wall of Samiel, eager to get going, to get to returning.

And now here he is, turned right back around with the finish line at his back, stuck with a detour of looking for damned wenut eggs.

It feels like a challenge, in a way. Like…yes, sure. Why not add this on top of everything else? As though Kaveh’s life weren’t crazy enough.

Kaveh raises a hand to rub over his face. Gods, the way Al-Haitham said it, too…


  Like it was nothing to him.


(Nothing in the same way that night from long ago, and how it saved and saves Kaveh to this day, was nothing.)

And yet…

It wasn’t nothing. Because he asked Kaveh.

Why couldn’t Al-Haitham do it himself? Find some merchant or trader or adventurer willing to take the commission?

Was Kaveh supposed to ignore him and head back anyway? Was it some kind of trick?

Kaveh can’t even begin to imagine the motive here.

Kaveh removes his hand from his face, searching Mehrak out against the bright morning sky and whistles for her to return to him. They’ve got a surprisingly decent amount now, time make some forward progress to finding a temporary shelter with water to wait out the worst of the approaching day.
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Along the way to finding shelter Kaveh collects several more wenut eggs. Kaveh pulls out the expandable carrier he normally keeps folded up inside of Mehrak to place them. He’s a decent way into the one hundred sixty-eight considering he only just started this morning. At this rate, which should be expected to increase the closer he gets to active wenut territory, he might be done within a couple more days.

He’s going to need to figure out a place to store them, then come back for them to move them back to Caravan Ribat later.

Each egg is about the size of a particularly ripe pitaya; tapered on one end, with varying degrees of sharp, roughness at the other. 

Already with the amount he has gathered, the expandable carrier he’d brought out earlier is straining against the weight, the texture of the eggs. He’s got a respectable amount gathered, but it isn’t a great majority of the total needed so there’s a ways to go yet still.

How did Al-Haitham expect Kaveh to bring all of this back to Sumeru City himself? Even with Mehrak helping…one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs!

What in the world does Al-Haitham even need them for?

It’s probably something frivolous in the way that most of Al-Haitham’s personal studies are. 

Oh sure, now and again he comes up with something that’s going to break the heart, mind, and will to live of someone from a different Darshan. And he’d do it on a whim just to see if he could. Al-Haitham is frustratingly brilliant like that. 

But Al-Haitham’s choice fields of study are usually the strangest, most esoteric subjects that no one else cares to touch because they’re just so…archaic in nature. Or so extremely narrow in use or application. Al-Haitham’s really just going after whatever thought happens to strike his mind, and most of the thoughts that catch his attention are peculiar because the man himself is peculiar.

So this is probably for something absolutely off-the-walls loony. But when it pulls together, it’s probably going to point out something so incredibly obvious that scholars from all over will be slapping their hands to their heads trying to figure out how they didn’t put it together sooner.

Then again…

Kaveh considers the wenut eggs once more as he drags the carrier behind himself, leaving Mehrak to disrupt the trail he’s leaving behind. Here and there she darts off to gather a few more she’s spotted to gently toss onto the pile.

Wenut eggs, no matter how Kaveh’s thinks about it, have no way of relating to Al-Haitham’s normal fields of study, expertise, or interest. He doesn’t think Al-Haitham has any interest in wenut and their biology or behaviors at all. 

What kind of testing could Al-Haitham possibly be doing with their eggs? 

Any curiosity or interest Al-Haitham might have in wenut biology is more likely to drive him into moving through the Amurta’s hallways like a barrage of pointed questions than it is to sending Al-Haitham out into the field to procure that data himself. 

(Especially considering the fact that apparently the data needed is from wenut eggs, and Al-Haitham tries to limit the amount of time he spends getting sand in his clothes and belongings as much as possible.)

Al-Haitham’s studies swing towards the theoretical rather than the practical, too. It’s incredibly rare that Al-Haitham’s works actually involve some form of material testing. He’s a theorist. A researcher who works in the realm of the experimental, the hypothetical, and the imaginary. Paper and graphic interface are Al-Haitham’s laboratory of choice, with his subjects being strokes of inks and arrangement of light projections. 

(That tends to be what happens when one’s field of expertise revolves around symbolism, patterns, codes and the like.)

So there must be something different going on here. Some angle Kaveh hasn’t considered, or can’t see yet with the information he has available.

Kaveh narrows his eyes at the pile of wenut eggs. Staring at them provides no new answers or context. And if wenut eggs could speak, or if the wenuts inside of them could, they would be no more capable of divining answers about Al-Haitham’s thought process as Kaveh is.

Curious.
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As Kaveh has spent the past couple of days combing through the Great Red Sands to gather wenut eggs, bringing them back to a temporary shelter he’s fortified, he’s had a great deal of time to think.

(In all honesty, most of this time is spent taking shelter and thinking. This part of the desert is too scorching to venture out into most of the day, and too freezing to go through at night. And the sandstorms are erratic as ever. Kaveh’s hours to go out and search for eggs then bring them back to this temporary cache are limited. 

He also has to get water and food in this time when he’s able. Fortunately, after leaving that magic bottle, his supplies are rather full up.)

Most—not all—of the frustration has worked its way out of his system in the form of him threatening and chasing off hostile wildlife, cursing and spitting out mouthfuls of sand, and generally just stomping around and having the most indulgent, petulant tantrum anyone of his age could possibly have while completely alone and unseen.

It’s not the most mature behavior one could display and it certainly isn’t the behavior of a Master of the Kshahrewar, but most Masters of the Kshahrewar aren’t running errands in the Great Red Sands collecting wenut eggs for their landlords, who are also not quite just their landlords, after several months of ongoing frustrations and suppressed outrage.

Kaveh can kick sand and rant at cacti if he wants to, while completely alone, as a treat. He needs something to take the tension off or he’s going to snap do something drastic and regrettable.

In any case, Kaveh’s hand plenty of time to think while he’s been gathering these eggs and waiting out sandstorms and daylight in between.

And in the process of venting out his frustrations at the situation; at Al-Haitham; at wenuts for somehow managing to lay their eggs fucking everywhere while simultaneously being scattered in the most inconvenient and inconsistent spreads; at the sand; at the Kshahrewar; at his personal patrons; at the Withering; at basically everything and anything his mind can think of, Kaveh manages to unearth small little jewels of upsides.

The major one being that he’s going to be missing Jnagarbha Day at the rate he’s going.

Kaveh hates Jnagarbha Day.

Kaveh tries to use that word sparingly lest it lose any of its impact. But hate is the exact word needed in this situation.

Everyone in the Akademiya with some form of sense (even if it’s diluted and skewed and all twisted up from being part of the Akademiya) hates Jnagarbha day to some degree and in some form. The variations of absolute loathing might vary depending on how long a person’s been in the Akademiya, or where in it they’re involved, but everyone hates it.

Kaveh can say this with absolute confidence. 

There’s very few things that unite the Akademiya as a whole—not just students and professors, not just the scholars, but also the administrators, the Corps of Thirty and the matra, the various support staff like the day school matrons, the chefs at the food hall, the janitorial staff, the couriers—and none of them do it quite as universally and unilaterally as the unique and pervasive dread-loathing of Jnagarbha Day.

Some of this even spills over into Sumeru as a whole, especially as the Akasha’s gained wider and wider use over the past several years. 

Merchants lose track of messages of shipments and pricing; solicitors don’t have a handy index of the legal codex; accountants are reduced to doing their calculations by hand; couriers get their heads turned around as they fumble addresses; so on and such. 

(The Akasha is a great tool of efficiency and expediency. Kaveh has never and would never deny that fact. 

If only it didn’t cripple the nation whenever it went offline because suddenly people weren’t sure about what the hell they were doing and need someone to hold their hand through basic reasoning to make sure they’re doing it right.)

But the heart of this profound and deep-seated hatred pounds the strongest in the Akademiya itself.

Ironically enough, this rotten root of feeling comes from people’s attitudes towards the Akasha itself. 

It’s an inverse relationship. The more people rely on the Akasha—leaning upon it, drawing upon it, turning towards it—the more they loathe the annual day in which the Akasha goes offline for twenty-four or so hours for mass updating.

Kaveh, himself, isn’t reliant on the Akasha for more than messaging and referencing legal codexes, or using it as a key to get through different areas of the Akademiya’s main campus. But he does have to rely on other people (because he doesn’t exist in an isolated chamber, no matter how it feels like he’s sometimes talking to no one whenever he speaks) and those other people do rely on the Akasha much more than he does.

Thus, all work comes to a near crippling halt every time Jnagarbha Day starts to creep up. 

In truth, the annual Jnagarbha Day preparation starts long before the actual day is in sight on the calendar. You can tell when it gets started based on how strained the Mahamata officers look. You can also tell how it’s going (or not going) by how the rest of the Mahamata duties and functions start to fall behind.

In Kaveh’s three or so decades of life, there has not been a single Jnagarbha Day that has gone smoothly start to finish. 

Oh, everything that needs to get done usually completes within the allotted twenty-four hour time frame, more or less. But the lead up to it is always messy. Chaotic.

And the day of, everyone’s running about the Akademiya like chickens without heads, or trying to hide like the Akasha being powered down is some sort of terrible omen of death and poor tidings that they have to escape. 

Everyone loses all form of sense—whatever form of it they might have had—without the Akasha around to be the guiding hand to remind them when to eat, where to go, what time to do what, and all the rest.

Ridiculous!

People are absurd with it on, they’re even worse with it off. There’s absolutely no winning.

And the biggest loser of them all?


  Al-Haitham.


Every year around Jnagarbha Day, especially as the actual day itself looms around the corner, Kaveh can’t help but feel a sympathetic twinge in Al-Haitham’s direction. The civil service doesn’t treat him very civilly around this time. Not that it ever does, but it becomes some brand new degree of uncouth around then.

Al-Haitham starts getting stressed and extra snappy around this time of year, stuck as he is right dead-center of it as the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya. Al-Haitham’s main charge of office is Akasha data maintenance, which includes the precise wording and drafting of all ordnances the standardization of all Akasha text entries that aren’t direct quotes or documents penned by another’s hand for the purposes of record-keeping.

Every single law, legislation, ordinance, note, data table, reference file—all the way down to the little warning pop-ups—passes through Al-Haitham for final review and approval.

And under him, he has an entire battalion of scribes and coders, engineers and clerical support staff, running about to cram a year’s worth of hard updates, bug fixes, revisions, and various other upgrades and changes into running live and fully functional without issue in under twenty-four hours.

Potential updates and program files to be added into the Akasha keep getting added until literally the morning of the upload. It’s not supposed to, but the Sages have never been particularly shy about throwing their authority around to get what they want in the most trying and frustrating way possible.

(Look at Kaveh in the middle of the Great Red Sands.)

Really, the things required to be done on Jnagarbha Day are absurd. 

And every year Kaveh hears a whole new round of complaints from literally everyone who isn’t involved in that update grousing about how inconvenient it is, and why can’t it be shorter or just done overnight?

Good lord! A year’s worth of information and practical updates plus ease of use upgrades that haven’t been trialed live being implemented in twenty-four hours is hard enough, but what kind of miracle do people think can be pulled out of the very ether to get it done in half that time?

(“Jnagarbha Day is beyond your pay grade,” Kaveh remembers once saying to Al-Haitham as Al-Haitham lay down on the floor of the darkened front room, eyes closed, and a cool cloth folded over them to relieve a headache. “Quit and go private. Or hold the Akademiya hostage for better overtime pay.”

“Jnagarbha Day isn’t overtime pay,” Al-Haitham said. 

Kaveh lifted his foot and started to nudge his heel against Al-Haitham’s hip, like he was trying to move a lazy cat out of the way. Of course it wasn’t overtime pay. Why was Kaveh foolish enough to think otherwise?

“Hold Sumeru hostage to get it to be overtime. I’m sure your staff would kill for you if you managed it. And knowing you, you would manage it. How come you haven’t yet?”

“It takes three months to work up to Jnagarbha Day,” Al-Haitham answered, rolling away from Kaveh’s foot. “And it takes six months after to fix all the problems that come up from Jnagarbha Day then take steps to resolve on the next one. I get three months of the year without having to think about it. I don’t have the time to plot negotiations for overtime.”

Then as though he had just tuned into the conversation, Al-Haitham then took the cool towel off of his eyes, squinting up at Kaveh. “Did you just tell me to hold Sumeru hostage for personal monetary gain?”

Al-Haitham sounded inappropriately delighted. Kaveh was inappropriately delighted by the delight.)

In any case, Jnagarbha Day is an exercise in absurdity and endurance all around. He’s long stopped-complaining about it to Al-Haitham’s face, though. There’s no use in beating a dead horse, and Al-Haitham gets pulled thin and stressed enough as it is without Kaveh belaboring the point. 

Who’s foolish enough—or rather, has luxury of the time and energy—to be preaching to the choir? Not Kaveh.

Al-Haitham is always understaffed for Jnagarbha Day. There’s office politics involved and more of the Akademiya nonsense, which Kaveh didn’t realize wasn’t being just turned against the Kshahrewar, but towards their own administrative staff which baffles and astounds him at every turn. How can you choose to actively hamstring your own staff and still hold them responsible for getting things done in any form of timely manner? Absolutely nonsensical.

Al-Haitham’s division is chronically understaffed and no more so than when Jnagarbha Day preparations start gearing up. As such Al-Haitham ends up doing three times the work to pick up the slack. On top of this, he’s still got his regular duties as the Grand Scribe.

Frankly, it’s entirely beastly the way he’s treated. Without overtime pay. No form of bonus. Truly, it’s thankless work and Kaveh would almost call it selfless except if he ever did he thinks Al-Haitham might actually snap and kick him out forever.

(It is also beastly how Al-Haitham manages to actually pull the entire damn thing off every year under worsening conditions and increasing demands. Truly, he’s wasted in that job role. If Al-Haitham had ambitions Sumeru would be a vastly different place.)

Now that Kaveh thinks about it…that might be why Al-Haitham was so short with the message, and why he sounded so distracted.

Here Kaveh has to pause.

Kaveh pauses so suddenly that Mehrak collides into his back, momentarily dropping the wenut eggs she had been carrying for him before quickly catching them again.

“Shit,” Kaveh says out loud, less of a swear and more of an exhalation as a potential puzzle piece rises to the surface.

What if the wenut eggs were actually something very important? 

Kaveh wouldn’t say that he’s been taking his time on this; he does want to go home very much, after all. But Kaveh hasn’t exactly been going full-out, racing across the desert for them. He’s been going at a brisk, rather than break-neck pace.

And Al-Haitham wasn’t exactly specific with his request. 

What if he needed very specific types of wenut eggs? Did he need them all to be fully viable? Is it alright for there to be some unfertilized duds to be mixed in there? Kaveh can’t exactly tell the difference between a live egg and a sterile one. Should Kaveh get extra? 

One hundred sixty-eight is such an incredibly specific number. Should he round up? What’s a good number to round up to? What kind of margin of error should he account for here?

Wait. Isn’t that a lot of eggs? 

Not all of the eggs wenuts lay hatch, and most that hatch don’t survive past their juvenile state, of course. Otherwise they’d have a much bigger wenut problem and it would be much more of a present concern for everyone in Sumeru. But…one hundred sixty-eight is a lot of eggs. And he’s mostly gathered them from the same area of the sands.

What if Kaveh’s ruining the wenut ecosystem?

Shit. What’s going on with the wenut ecosystem?

Is there something going on with the wenut ecosystem? Is that why Kaveh’s been sent out here to grab wenut eggs? 

What could be going on with the wenuts? Another attempt at domesticating them? Weaponizing them? Another fool thinking they could export them to other countries or make hybrid wenuts? That seems to happen every couple of years. Kaveh’s pretty sure that there’s a few articles about it. The Corps of Thirty have public records about how poorly it’s gone for people who’ve (illegally) tried it before, and are constantly putting up warnings on notice boards to remind people of how poor an idea it is.

Because sure. Why not have the giant stone pummeling worms have something crazy going on with them too?

That seems thematic in the grand scheme of Sumeru.

The Kshahrewar is being yanked around like misbehaving and poorly trained dogs on a chain. The Mahamata and matra are both being run around in bureaucratic circles filled with red tape. Previously accounted for and allotted funding disappears and reappears elsewhere like n actual weasel thief. The usual pre-Jnagarbha Day crush is being compounded by this, that, and a surprise third-fourth-fifth-seventeenth hour thing.

And further out from Sumeru City—even just coming through Caravan Ribat and Aaru Village—there are rumors of people disappearing, of strange sounds and lights in the desert. Whispers and grumblings about the once formidable Corps of Thirty letting things fall through their fingers like slivers of soap. A growing schism between the matra and the Sages. An escalation in the Withering’s growth and spread. New localized blooms of Eleazar that show rapid advancement compared to previous cases, behaving and manifesting in strange patterns not previously documented. A rise in Fatui and Snezhnayan linked persons passing through Sumeru’s borders. 

Meanwhile, Kaveh got stuck in a fucking magic bottle full of hydro eidolons while he was dispatched to the Great Red Sands on a poorly funded and staffed expedition of little to no purpose.

Why not something going wrong with wenuts, too? And why that something wrong with wenuts somehow spilling over into Al-Haitham’s work and concerns as the Grand Scribe?

Stranger things have happened in Sumeru as of late.

Kaveh is no closer to understanding how the wenuts fit into that strangeness, how it fits in with Al-Haitham and that strangeness. But Kaveh’s thinks that he’s found the puzzle they belong to.

And with the revelation of that puzzle to be solved, to be seen, to be known, and this singular piece of it, a prickle—sharp, short, disconcerting and disquieting—bursts at the back of the neck. A sting.

Kaveh resolves to return to the search with greater haste. 

The sooner he gets back, the sooner he can assemble the pieces to see the full breadth of these strange and isolated pieces for himself.

The sooner he can ask from the source of it directly.

“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh decides, determinedly tying his hair back as he glares down the dark slope of sand and stone that descends into the tunnels that snake underneath the Great Red Sands that Mehrak lights up for him, “Better have a good explanation for this. If he doesn’t have one hundred sixty-eight reasons for these one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs I’m going to make him find them.”
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Descending into the wenut tunnels is slow, tedious, but dangerous, work. The sand of the caves can be deceptively solid seeming, until you’re suddenly up to your knees in it as though it were sludge. 

At the very least Kaveh can take comfort in the fact that despite the caves mostly smelling cool, musty, and organic in the way decomposition and feces and the cramped arrangement of several small bodies forming groups for protection can make a place smell, at least the wenut tunnels are the tunnels without the carnivorous worms in the sand.

The wenut tunnels have wide spiraling pathways that are at times gradual and strangely difficult to go down, for all that their slopes are so incremental. And others are almost sheer drops. He’s thankful that some of these tunnels have Four-Leaf Sigils otherwise he’d never make it to other areas for searching.

The boon of the wenut tunnels is that they’re obviously underground, and therefore spared the drastic swings in temperature that the surface of the Great Red Sands suffers through, as well as the storms of wind and sand. The water of the underground tunnels also tends to run cleaner, colder, and is much more easily accessed. 

If you can find a safe space in the tunnels to rest, the tunnels are an excellent place to spend time. Especially because it seems like every other semester there’s some new rumor about a whole new entrance to some sort of never-before-seen ruin being unearthed from the mysteries of the tunnels.

The downside of the wenut tunnels and other natural caverns, or unnatural caverns, underneath the sands is that naturally, anyone with sense would see those upsides and go for it. This is not limited to the reasoning of Treasure Hoarders, Fatui groups, merchant caravans, Eremite bands, roaming brigands, or various other collections of scholars, adventurers, travelers, and the like.

There are several creatures that have chosen to take refuge and sanctuary in the paths the wenuts and the minds of those long lost to history have left behind. And if one is going to venture into these tunnels, they have to be prepared to face off against them too.

The living dangers of the tunnels can be anything from little Shroom-kin minding their own business all the way to Consecrated Beasts, and of course, the wenuts themselves.

Every portion of the Great Red Sands, just like any other place really, has its own unique dangers to balance out its wonders. Or, perhaps, to make those wonders stand out all the more.

Kaveh has his claymore in his own hand, ready to go, as he descends into the tunnels. Mehrak shines above him, illuminating the way and also occupied with carefully holding all of the eggs he’s managed to find.

This area of the wenut tunnels isn’t one that’s normally frequented by humans—and thus he’s spared having to worry about running into platoons or squads of Fatui, or bands of suspicious and guarded Eremites, or undiscerning Treasure Hoarders.

But Kaveh has already fought off a Consecrated Flying Serpent or two, and he’s stumbled across some Geo-Slimes who weren’t particularly happy to have the area they were resting under be trod on. He’s been on the look-out for hilichurl activity as well, but so far it’s just Kaveh and the scaled creatures of the sands as he plucks up eggs for Mehrak.

The sounds of the caves echo strangely, somehow simultaneously dampened by the sand and also bounced through the rough hewn stone walls and ceilings with their multiple branching pathways.

In contrast to the wide and indomitable expanse condemning the foolish and underprepared to wander fruitlessly above, the tunnels below are a complex labyrinth of choices for you to lose yourself in. 

If Kaveh weren’t so experienced here, and if he wasn’t so good with directions and sense of space, it would be foolish for him to come down here alone.

Truthfully, it’s still foolish of him to come down here alone. How many scholars have disappeared into the sands, in over their heads, without having told anyone of their particular ideas because they thought they could handle it?

Ah, now there’s a thought that strikes too close to the heart for comfort. A nettle’s sting.

Kaveh sighs, an exhale of wobbling darkness against stronger firmament.

It should be clear that Kaveh does not hate the desert. His father died in—was lost to—the Great Red Sands. This is true. This is achingly true.

And a lot of terrible things have happened to Kaveh on this side of the wall. Some of it has even been rather recent. This is also undeniably true.

Kaveh has great reason to avoid or have some form of distaste for the Great Red Sands. They would all be rather reasonable. These reasons could range from the petty (not particularly enjoying having to get sand out of all of his things all the time) to the solemn (the loss).

Some of the reasons Kaveh has aren’t even strongly or directly tied to the Great Red Sands.

(A thesis that never got published, torn and taped together again, names struck off one by one until there was no one left—a variation of a tongue, a hand, lost to time and buried under sands.)

Kaveh has no reason to come out to the sands directly, himself—the arm-twisting of the Akademiya aside. 

Most of his work is on the forest side of the wall. Most of his clients and contemporaries are on that side of the wall. Most of the ideas he draws from the ruins and villages of the sand side of the wall are ideas he could gather based on technical documents and other scholar’s work, or filed records. 

There are very few clients who would want to hire him in the sands, and most of his work expertise is towards buildings and structures purposefully designed for wetter conditions, in an overall more damp climate with less of a temperature swing. And it’s not like there’s much in the form of public infrastructure out in the desert that requires upkeep or revision in the way that the forest has the roads, the guard stations, the watch towers, and the like.

And thus, when all reason is exhausted, all that is left is the will.

Because despite all of the reasons provide why it would be entirely expected, reasonable, and understandable…

Kaveh does not hate the desert.

The sand is annoying. The sun is draining. The hazardous conditions always put him on edge. 

Every time he goes to the sands he ends up with a two-week long headache and sunburn as he recovers from the heat, despite his many efforts in staying hydrated, covering himself up, and protecting himself as much as possible. Going to the Great Red Sands always makes him a little cranky, a little on edge.

And sometimes, when Kaveh is alone with the silence that comes from a place so wide, so sublime, Kaveh feels a small little door in the valves of his heart swing open to let loose a thin but potent stream of longing.

Longing, sorrow, grief—all words coming from the same artery.

But there are beautiful things here, good things. And Kaveh chooses to see them, to look for them, to accept them.

The view of the sky at night, at dawn, at dusk, is a procession and a parade every time is one of those things. The stars here are clearer, closer, than in the jungle. Without the arms of trees, of cliffs, of the deep valleys and the undulating hills, and the surrounding borders of stone and brush on all sides, the sky here seems…

A sky.

Infinite, borderless, untouchable. 

The desert sky is simultaneously hanging so low, like the ripest and most tempting of fruit (heavy and bursting at its own seams with the glory of flesh that your own throat clenches in anticipation) and already falling away from your grasp. 

Or perhaps, you are the one falling, as though the solid ground you’re on is fastened to a little marble and you’ve been dropped—plummeting away, away, away from what was once the doors of heaven right there before you, now getting ever farther and farther away the longer you look.

And the stars…the stars! The moon and the stars! 

Is there anywhere in the world where they are as luxurious as when they are spread upon the rich sable velvet of the desert’s unbroken, untouchable sky? Kaveh swears that the moon and stars as seen from the dunes, the mesas, must be entirely different from the ones seen from any other place in Teyvat.

The moon is no pearl and the stars aren’t diamonds. But there is a luxuriousness to them, a richness, a splendor, that Kaveh really just can’t describe.

The moon seems to double in size when full, and triple when not. The stars glitter with little hints at color, at halos. And ribbons streak through the darkness, almost imagined, but just too much a shade of awesome to be something entirely conjured by the mind.

Dawn and dusk, as played out in the desert, are quiet marvels Kaveh enjoys watching, like stage hands doing their own choreographed performance—transforming a practical day-to-night shift into its own moment.

There are other things that Kaveh likes, not limited to the schedules of heavenly bodies.

Kaveh does like the ruins he’s studied out here. The technology—or the ghosts of the technology, the outlines left from what has been taken, destroyed, or simply lost over time—puzzles him. And what scholar can resist a puzzle?

Sometimes he’s only given a small glimpse of what something might be and he finds himself working backwards to understand the how. Sometimes it feels like Kaveh’s somewhere in the middle and he’s got to go both forward and backward to grasp at both the how, the why. Half the time Kaveh isn’t even sure if he’s even looking at a finished product. And still it amazes him.

The ruins of the desert offer insight into a place beyond Kaveh’s imagination. The civilization that once stood here was advanced in directions far beyond the ones left behind today. Their technology clearly has developed along a different approach with different resources available to them. 

And puzzling over how to relearn those insights and apply them to current technologies and how they might solve, or bring them closer to solving, the problems of today makes Kaveh’s mind spin with heady potential.

Kaveh, overall, likes the people he has met here. 

Not everyone in the Great Red Sands is the same degree as hostile to people obviously from the Dharma Forest as most people seem to believe. 

Kaveh has come across pockets of communities, traveling groups, who might have been somewhat tense with him, but were amiable enough to speak with him. They were willing to give him a chance to get over their apprehension. 

Kaveh’s learned bits and pieces of languages from them and gotten some very solid advice. They’ve shared water with him, food. Kaveh’s worked with them on their maps and his own. 

Kaveh has come across individual merchants or trader groups composed of people from different tribes across the Sands, with inclusions of people from the Dharma Forest, and even people from outside of Sumeru.

The people of the Great Red Sands are just as varied as the people who flow together on the other side of the wall, coming together in mixtures of traditions and cultures to create new things. Fascinating things. Familiar things made all new, refreshed, in ways he wouldn’t see anywhere else—made unique by the people and factors that shaped them.

The eremites who live on this side of the wall have been unfairly, unjustly, deprived of resources. But what they have done with what little they have is nothing short of extraordinary. Kaveh would challenge any scholar of the Akademiya to accomplish the same things that the people he’s met out here have done with less.

All of this to show that one does not need any formal schooling, any titles or credits, no degrees to a name in order to be smart and wise. Or Akasha.

Here is all of the knowledge that will never be taught in the Akademiya’s halls—the knowledge deemed too rough, too commonplace to be honored with acknowledgement and credit. More of that Akademiya double-standard at work.

Kaveh has learned so many things from the people he’s met, who were willing to exchange with him. He hopes that he’s been able to teach something in return, something that they could use and apply themselves. He likes to think he did, does. But honestly when he looks at the conversations, the exchanges, he really does feel like he’s the one getting away with more.

Kaveh has learned about cartography, geology, and astronomy. He’s learned about agriculture and animal husbandry. He’s learned mathematical tips and tricks. Kaveh has learned history, he’s learned craftsmanship. Kaveh has learned languages. He’s learned new ways of thinking and perceiving. He’s learned and observed, tried on his own, and been taught how to make it work for himself.

The Great Red Sands is generous with her hard won and often hidden gifts. 

Kaveh does not hate this place. Although he doesn’t quite fully, entirely, enjoy coming here either. 

He still comes away from the entire place feeling physically ill, and he’ll never not be annoyed by having to repeatedly wash his clothes to get all of the sand out. The sorrow that lingers from memories of this place will come with him always.

Perhaps, rather than hate or love—loathe or enjoy—it would be more accurate to say that sometimes, when things line up just so, Kaveh is afraid of this place. 

Afraid of what it can give, what it can take; what it is and what it hides; what it could do to him if he’s not careful or simply unlucky; what it has already done to him.

As he should be. The dangers of the Great Red Sands are vast and mostly up-front in their natures.

And.

And in this same way…

Kaveh does not hate Al-Haitham. 

Here is another thought that stings, if Kaveh’s going to be on the topic. 

(What else does he have to think about anyway? He’s in the Great Red Sands. He’s here on an errand for Al-Haitham. Why not think about these two?)

The sting lingers at the back of the neck, a sharp prick that seems to go bone-deep as the echoes of the sensation radiate outwards. But even as that sting registers, it’s already fading away from hurt into a milder ghost.

There is, sometimes, hate that surrounds the memories—the tangle, the curl of them—through the strokes of the name. 

But it is not all there is.

Why would Kaveh be here? Why would Kaveh be collecting, of all things, one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs if that were so?

Al-Haitham said he needed the eggs. He did not say that Kaveh had to do it personally. 

Kaveh could have gone to the nearest friendly or neutral group he knows of, or he could have gone to Aaru Village or Caravan Ribat, and posted a commission and billed it to Al-Haitham. 

Kaveh could have just gotten those first three and returned to Sumeru City—“You get three, I was already on my way back. I wasn’t going to turn around for one hundred sixty-five more of them.”

Al-Haitham gave Kaveh no parameters, no explanation. In a way, his request, his demand, was even worse than the one from the Akademiya that sent him out here to start with. 

Yes, Kaveh’s come to a tentative hypothesis that maybe Al-Haitham sent that request because Jnagarbha Day stress and pressures piling on him. But still…

Kaveh does not have to try this hard.

It’s not like Al-Haitham was offering some kind of reward. Chances of an actual “thank you” coming from him are slim. Getting the wenut eggs is also highly unlikely to be returned with a lowering or temporary skip in rent, or any other kind of favor.

So why is he here? Why is he trying so hard? Why is he choosing to linger in a place he neither hates nor loves, for a person he—

It is not, Kaveh has to acknowledge now that he’s really thinking on the topic, purely guilt. 

Al-Haitham and Kaveh do not exist solely as guilt, as shame, as hurt. It would be so much simpler if that were so. But it isn’t.

Proof: the first time Kaveh saw Al-Haitham after Al-Haitham struck his name from their shared thesis—after that moment when they both looked at each other and realized that for all that they had done together, for all the theories and philosophies exchanged between them, they were in actuality strangers—was that night in Lambad’s.

Since that fight they had not spoken a single word to each other. 

The only words exchanged were done through second-hand mediums. Paper, solicitors, Akasha messages through professional servers and posting boards. Official memorandums and filings. They did not even exchange greetings when they saw each other—giving each other polite nods at the most, ignoring each other entirely at their worst.

The ache of Al-Haitham was like the stream of sorrow in the heart. Kaveh carried it in him, always, but it was usually all bottled. Out of sight, out of mind.

There was a wall—as tall, as great, as formidable, as solid as the Wall of Samiel—blocking the ache from Kaveh’s conscious mind.

But there were ways across, and through, that wall that had been built into it. Worn down into it.

Sometimes, when Kaveh was alone in the worst of his thoughts, the ache would whistle through like wind. 

Kaveh would be carried over that wall and see a breathtaking, heart-stopping view as one does when they first crest the Wall of Samiel to see the Great Red Sands sprawled out like a field of gold, of amber.

Likewise, sometimes when Kaveh was alone in the worst of his thoughts, a memory would resurface and Kaveh would be struck with the sorrow. The stream of it, as it slipped out of his heart and into the rest of the body.

And sometimes, when Kaveh was not so alone with the average of his thoughts, something would touch against that valve in the heart just so, in the way it sometimes did to unleash the sound of his father’s voice, his mother’s laughter. But instead of them, it would be Al-Haitham’s fine hand that would come into view to touch against the corner of a page, to rise at the edge of Kaveh’s vision like the noble gesture of an oak tree, the wave of a willow.

What do you think? Al-Haitham’s voice, in the cadences of a young man, would ask as the memory breathed itself back to curious life. And Kaveh would find himself answering that voice with sincerity, with fondness, with a whole range of emotions beyond guilt or shame or anger.

I think you would love this, Kaveh would think to that lost voice as he examined a turn of phrase on a page, as he read through some new minor publication from an as-of-yet undiscovered gem of a writer.

I think you would be entirely enamored by it, Kaveh would think as he slowed his steps to examine a set of plates, gleaming and smooth from the final firing of the kiln with patterns of green and accents of rich umber. Absolutely lovely except for the weirdly shaped pattern right smack dab in the middle.

I think you’d have opinions for years on this, Kaveh would shake his head as he read through the latest public message board notice that had gone up to address this-or-that new legislation.

And sometimes Kaveh would sit with the thoughts, the memories, and he will remember the flash of Al-Haitham’s sharp, sharp eyes. Then the sting will rise against the skin, fever hot, as he remembers the hurt as though it were freshly inflicted. Kaveh’s mind would recoil against the words that came out of them both.

And then. And then that night came to mark the beginning of…something. 

Something Kaveh doesn’t quite have the words for yet, even though it’s been in progress for so long. 

That night which has come to eclipse the rest, or just stand by it in greater contrast. More proof.

Because now, even when Kaveh considers the horrible, entirely out-of-line things they both said to each other that day in the Akademiya…

Kaveh will also remember the night at Lambad’s. 

Kaveh will remember the night that Al-Haitham, the boy, stepped out of memory. He will remember when the Grand Scribe emerged from the page, from the flowing notice-board print. Kaveh will remember when the Haravatat unfolded himself from the journal pages.

Kaveh and Al-Haitham, once more, several years later, sitting across from each other, eye to eye. The same in so many ways, different in many more.

And the first words that came out were not an apology. They were not a curse. They were a confession.

Kaveh doesn’t know why this was so.

Al-Haitham sat before him, moved into taking that seat by some unknown motive, some unknown power of puzzle pieces falling into place just so to put him before Kaveh in the flesh once more. 

Kaveh had resisted spilling his guts to Tighnari, to Cyno, two of the most important and keen, insightful people he’s ever known, right next to Al-Haitham, who were actually in his life. 

And at that time in Kaveh’s life, they were arguably the people he saw the most, the people he kept the closest and was the most open with. 

They would have helped him. They would have probably disagreed with the things he did to land himself in that empty-handed position, but they would have let it slide and moved on from it easily enough. He’s sure they would have even been consoling about it all.

And yet, Kaveh—to this day—has said nothing about any of it to them. The Palace of Alcazarzaray, how he got his Vision, the debt with Dori. He’s spoken of none of it. 

Tighnari, of course, knows about the Palace of Alcazarzaray’s collapse, but he knows nothing of how Kaveh rose it from its grave. Tighnari does not know what the resurrection took out of Kaveh in exchange. And he never will. 


  No one ever will.


Or so Kaveh thought, until Al-Haitham sat before him.

And suddenly, the valve in his heart that Kaveh had thought he had sealed shut forever, creaked open. Just a little. But just a little was enough for the whole thing to burst like an artery: fatally.

Kaveh remembers it all in jumbled bits and pieces. 

Not because his memory that night is poor. No. 

He may had been into his cups, but that was not enough to explain why he opened with that confession or how he delivered it.

Rather, the recounting of the resurrection, the act of sacrifice, was not a story he could tell clearly, succinctly, linearly. It wouldn’t make sense to lay it out start to finish. Even when telling it, it made little in the way of sense. Kaveh went back and forth, then and now, inside of himself and out. 

It as a rambling story that skipped and leaped and burrowed. It tangled. It snarled. It came to sudden and choked halts, then tripped over itself in an accelerating rush straight back into inertia. 

But that was the nature of the story as it needed to be told. That was the nature of the mess, the sting.

Through it all, Al-Haitham sat silent as a judge, as a jury, as the executioner. His face revealed nothing. Kaveh might as well have been speaking to a monolith or a blank piece of paper. 

Was this how people felt when they dictated to Al-Haitham, and watched themselves be etched onto the record in all of their imperfections for perpetuity?

(In this expressionless, silent self, there was something oddly encouraging to be found. As though the silence coaxed out the worst, the best, the rawest truth. Al-Haitham has always had a peculiar way of getting people to talk to him, to spill their guts, seemingly without any effort on his part. How good to know that this had not changed about him.)

The night flowed forward, unmarked and unstoppable.

The burst open valve in Kaveh’s heart continued to spew forth every single wretched detail and how all of it had gathered up together: the Palace of Alcazarzaray, Dori, his new Vision, the title Light of the Kshahrewar, the scorn placed upon his Darshan, the limitations of the field, the constant uphill toil to meet his own needs versus wants, the constant backslide into something worse no matter how he planned.

And still. And still. Some part in Kaveh stung, ached, dreamed. 

Maybe that’s why it hurt so much. He came so close. He continues to get so close to it—perfection. Perfection and everything it would mean not just for him, but all those around him, and all those who will come after them.

At some point in the night, in the telling, Al-Haitham moved from sitting across from Kaveh to sitting next to him, blocking Kaveh’s body into the wall. And Kaveh was grateful for it.

The monolith of Al-Haitham blocked Kaveh off from view from the rest of the tavern—despite it having gone quiet and still with the ongoing evening—saving Kaveh from having to divert energy into the struggle to keep his body upright and his face in any expression other than pure heartbreak.

Kaveh remembers going silent, not quite hollow, not quite finished. 

But he’d run out of the words, the language. And all of that ineffable stuff was heavier than anything else. With just that left, waiting to be released, waiting to be confessed, Kaveh was somehow more exhausted than when he’d had all the rest bottled up and waiting to explode.

Kaveh’s body sunk forward. His head bowed down. He had to put his head down into his folded arms. He had to close his eyes. He could no longer speak. He felt ill. He felt like he’d just thrown up. It felt like he’d walked out of a fire.

Kaveh remembers that he needed a moment. Just one moment to stop and rally himself. It seemed like too much to ask. 

So Kaveh didn’t. He just took it. Fuck it all, he’d already spilled the entirety of his heart and soul. So why not?

What else does Kaveh remember whenever this moment resurfaces in the mind?

Al-Haitham’s hand, solid and sure, on the back of Kaveh’s neck. His regard, his attention, even and apathetic in the same way the mountain, the Wall of Samiel, the horizon is, something like an “I told you so.” 

But Al-Haitham’s hand was there. Right over the sting. And he waited without comment in total, ambivalent silence for Kaveh to scrounge up the strength to rise up once more.

Kaveh gathered himself under that hand and sat up again. Not quite ready, but present all the same.

Then Al-Haitham returned to his original place in front of Kaveh and said, simply—as though he were sincerely a bystander who just happened to be curious about things—“How has realizing your ideals gone for you?”

(Kaveh remembers noting that Al-Haitham’s voice had changed from the one that kept rising to the surface of Kaveh’s memory. Al-Haitham’s voice, deeper, calmer, smoother, overwrote the one that sometimes spoke in Kaveh’s thoughts.)

Kaveh doesn’t know what his face did then. 

A grimace? A scowl? A flinch? A smile? Something fiercely, bitterly hot? Something sorrowfully, wretchedly cold? Something spitefully sweet? Or ruefully salty? Something all of the above and thus neither?

Whatever Kaveh’s face did then was enough of an answer.

Or maybe what the broken valve in Kaveh’s heart managed to spit out next was it: “Have I realized them? Is an incorrect hypothesis the end of the venture, or can it not all start over? Or do you, too, think I’m finished?”

Al-Haitham, Kaveh thinks, might have smiled then. He’s not so sure on that detail. He was, by then, a little more drunk than wise. And Lambad’s was closing up. Kaveh’s mind had already moved on from this.

(Kaveh wanted to go home, but he’d sold his home and had nowhere else to go. What was he going to do? He didn’t know. He wasn’t sure on what he’d do next other than that he had to do something.)

Here, now, later, what Kaveh is sure on is that, Al-Haitham, that night, did not lend Kaveh a shoulder to cry not. Not that Kaveh was crying. He said nothing in consolation, reassurance, or sympathy towards Kaveh in the way Cyno or Tighnari might have. 

He barely even said anything in censure or lecture, aside from that one question that Kaveh refused to concede defeat to. 

After all, what are ideals if not costly? What’s the point of a principle so cheaply proven?

But Al-Haitham did lend Kaveh his shoulder to lean on as they then staggered out of Lambad’s, back to Al-Haitham’s house. 

The house.

The house underneath the tree, that lies beyond the wall.

In that house, Al-Haitham dumped him on an unmade bed with no sheets that let out a small puff of dust when Kaveh landed on it, making him sneeze and scowl.

And then, the next morning…Al-Haitham placed before him a rent contract that was actually unfairly fair, so that Kaveh couldn’t even complain about it. 

Considering the proximity to the Akademiya, and how new the house was, as well as the fact that the room was also pretty much furnished, the rent Al-Haitham as asking for was too low. 

He wasn’t even asking for a security deposit or any advance. He did not ask Kaveh for a guarantor. And the rules he placed down were rather simple and for the most part common sense things like not going around damaging things or taking things that weren’t his.

Kaveh wanted to complain. He wanted to find something in there to argue about, to point out and turn against Al-Haitham. He wanted to find the catch. He wanted to see it, know it, and hold it in his heart as proof of…something.

But the contract was, in plain letters for anyone to see, fair and reasonable. 

Besides, even if it weren’t…Al-Haitham knew Kaveh would sign. What choice did Kaveh have?

And once Kaveh did sign, entirely silent, came…the key.

The house. The room. The key.

What came next? What came next with the burden of fairness, the sting of a guilt and remorse and a debt that went beyond figures?

Good things. Can you believe it? Kaveh can’t. But there were good things.

(Is this the why? Is this the reason that walks along with the guilt, sharing its tracks and its gait?)

There were good things that, eventually, started to spring up like weeds through cracked paving stone; coming up to punctuate or interrupt the awkward, the tense moments between them. 

Just like here, in the Great Red Sands.

Nothing is uniformly terrible. Nothing is perpetually awful. There is no such thing as a monotony of misfortune.

Between them—just as it is in the Great Red Sands—there exist a plethora of dangers. Threats. Traps. So many sensitive spots to avoid and be cautious of. They, Al-Haitham and Kaveh, are a shifting puzzle of tension and storms.

But they are not overall completely terrible.

At least, they are not so now. 

The good things—like the Great Red Sand’s shifting sky, its bounty of personalities, its wealth of knowledge—slowly began to fall into place in Kaveh’s mind, his understanding.

“I think you love this a little too much,” Kaveh once said to Al-Haitham. 

He had come into the house to resign himself to watching Al-Haitham arranging objects and books on the shelves to make room for a rather well crafted wooden box that had been assembled out of choice spalted maple that promised to age gloriously. 

Unfortunately, said box also had an inlay of the most horrifically clashing veneers with a mother-of-pearl lacquer that was just a waste of material all around.

“Said the artist,” Al-Haitham said.

“You’ve been absorbed entirely,” Kaveh said on another occasion after throwing open Al-Haitham’s study door and seeing the entire place looking like a Mondstadt Eye of the Storm had some kind of fit inside of it. Papers strewn about, books stacked up in towers, Al-Haitham in the center of it all with fire in the eyes as his mind tore through possibilities like a star streaking through the night. 

Kaveh had called Al-Haitham to come eat while the food was hot about six times already, and cold curry isn’t anyone’s favorite. He’d done Al-Haitham the good deed of cooking it, but he wasn’t going to reheat it all.

“Come, do these figures make sense to you?” Al-Haitham said instead, not looking up but gesturing at Kaveh to step into the storm with him. 

And reluctant but curious, Kaveh did.

“I think you’ve got to let this one go,” Kaveh said, half laughing, half ready to tear his own hair out as he read through a draft of Al-Haitham’s latest response to some other scholar’s publication in a Spantamad journal.

Because of course Al-Haitham wouldn’t limit himself to the challenges of keeping his own Darshan on its toes. Al-Haitham had rewritten his response thrice already, and they were only getting longer with each redo as Al-Haitham recalled even more reasons why the scholar in question was entirely misguided. Also meaner. 

Personally, Kaveh found it fucking hilarious to see Al-Haitham’s pedantic attentions and criticisms turned on someone else, but most people don’t have the kind of thick skin needed to survive it. So, devil’s advocate, Kaveh felt a responsibility to maybe suggest Al-Haitham reign it in a little. 

Al-Haitham’s points were entirely solid and Kaveh agreed with them entirely, but if you say the truth in such a blunt way you’ll come out the other end looking the wrong party. Not that Al-Haitham would care about that, of course.

“Is that what you’d do?” Al-Haitham asked. To which Kaveh said nothing, because that was a rhetorical question. Instead, Kaveh went and made more coffee and sat down to read the latest draft as it dried.

All of those little moments, building up on each other, in between the rest. They did not erase what had already come to pass, or bury them. But they stood alongside them. Just like the way a mountain rises next to a valley, or a water hugs a shore.

They are mundane, simple moments, to be sure. 

But they are good moments. 

They are moments in which Al-Haitham and Kaveh found each other as people, outside of history and title, either forgetting or putting aside the heavy history of themselves behind each Other.

It is the learning; it is discovering. It is also an ongoing act of negotiation. Building.

It is the arrangement of cups, side by side along with various blends of tea and coffee, blending together in a cabinet in the kitchen. The navigation of said kitchen with two people assembling ingredients for a meal to be shared on the table. And it was the blending of seasonings in dishes so that it favored neither one nor the other side of their tastes too much.

It’s the sound of another person’s breathing and movement in the same room as that other person did something else, minding their own business, but just happening to be in the same vicinity. And it was the sound of Al-Haitham’s music player like a river at the back of Kaveh’s thoughts as he affixed new drafting paper to his table and sharpened his pencils to begin the work of new imaginings.

It’s the moments that can be only counted as victories in hindsight when the two of them, naturally, fall into disagreement—bickering over this or that. 

Something small, something foolish. 

Something like Kaveh and Al-Haitham not agreeing on how trousers should be folded, or how to arrange the pots in the cabinet, or Kaveh’s bringing back of spare materials to stack alongside the back of the house or Al-Haitham’s tendency to let his books sprawl and splay like cats on whichever surface he can find.

All of those small little disagreements staying small, staying contained despite the annoyance and irritation and the lack of agreement they may come across. 

It stays, all things considered, good, because they both know how godawful they can become if left unchecked. There is victory, success, in those moments of friction because they don’t evolve into confrontations, arguments, full on rows.

And there is, of course, the relief of not being alone.

That’s the contrary thing about shame. Sometimes Kaveh wants to burrow himself into the dark, cool earth to avoid being seen, perceived. Sometimes it feels like it’s the worst thing in the world to be around people and the greatest idea ever to be entirely isolated.

And it is great, wonderful, a relief for a time.

For a time.

And so, even when Kaveh feels like his entire body is made of brittle sandpaper and one wrong move can have him shattering apart in the most violent way possible, with collateral damage being on the table for anyone and everyone around him, there is some kind of small mollifying effect to hearing a door elsewhere close and the passive sounds of another life being close, but not touching.

And then when Kaveh emerges from having put himself back together there is a strange relief to someone being on the other side of things being absolutely normal.

Speaking of goodness—

Mehrak. Mehrak and Al-Haitham and the strangeness the two of them get up to together. Kaveh can’t forget or understate that. 

Al-Haitham had front row seats to Kaveh’s creation of Mehrak. He never asked Kaveh why he was using previous mora that could have gone to his loans or towards the renting of an apartment elsewhere or anything else to build her.

Instead Al-Haitham offered his input, his expertise, from handling the Akasha. He pointed out his grandmother’s books for Kaveh to reference. And as close, as personal, as Mehrak and what she meant to him was to Kaveh’s heart, and as tender and sore Al-Haitham was as a subject in that same heart, Kaveh let the two drift close to each other.

Kaveh reached out to him to review Mehrak’s coding for adjustments or things Kaveh might have overlooked. Kaveh did reference those books that Al-Haitham pointed out to him, and then pulled several more books from Al-Haitham’s shelves, curious and curiouser still as he read over the hand written notes in the margins of every single page. Kaveh picked Al-Haitham’s library and his brain for everything and anything he could to craft his little light. 

(Although Kaveh never let Al-Haitham touch a single wire, a single piece of metal or circuitry, Al-Haitham had a generous hand in making Mehrak what she is today. Maybe Mehrak knows that somehow. Maybe that’s why she’s so fond of the man.)

They are not all good. They are not all bad. 

But the sting of the debt, the imbalance between them and how it drives Kaveh to running around trying to fix little things around the house and take on more even though Al-Haitham never fucking asks for anything, continues to catch and chafe the edge of consciousness at the most inopportune times.

There are a great many times, an uncountable number, where they do fight. Less so now than in the beginning when Kaveh first moved in. But they do still fight. None of them have ever gotten so bad as the one, of course. 

They are both older, wiser, and one would think more mature.

This simply means that neither of them have to raise their voices to land the hit, and are much more clever at finding the weak, low points to strike hard and fast with as few words as possible. They’ve cut their teeth too sharp.

Sometimes, when things line up just so—Kaveh will catch Al-Haitham in the dark shadows of the house. And the colors of Al-Haitham’s dangerous eyes will catch what little light there is just so. 

Suddenly, Kaveh will not be there in the present with the man he was slowly accumulating all of that good with.

Kaveh would be back in that moment. The moment of the fight. The moment of the break. 

Kaveh’s entire body would freeze up, locking at the joint and seizing at the muscle. The memory of the outrage, the betrayal, the all-encompassing fury would wash over him. 

He would shiver, shake, with it if he weren’t paralyzed by the shock. Kaveh’s entire body would be thrown back through the years to remember the punch of all of that feeling coming from such an unexpected source. 

(It was like being strangled by his own hand. It was like his own heart suddenly pumping out poison. How could he have ever anticipated it?)

The sting would refresh itself right there at the back of the neck.

Al-Haitham’s eyes meeting his that first time after so many years apart. The monolith of his face, smooth and unreadable. The feeling of his hand at the back of Kaveh’s neck. His solid and steady gait as they walked back to Al-Haitham’s house for the first time.

Then Kaveh’s body would be flooded with doubt. With question. The question.

And with the flood—the fear.

Al-Haitham asks Kaveh for nothing. It is unquestionable that Al-Haitham is doing Kaveh a good deed. 

Yet he asks for nothing. The rent is barely anything, a formality at most. They both know that Kaveh owes Al-Haitham something greater than mora.

Whatever balance, whatever equilibrium, Kaveh can sometimes trick himself into thinking they’ve achieved does not, in actuality, exist. 

So there was all of that proof—the proof of goodness, of growth and potential. All of that proof that they are not all hate, not all guilt, not all shame, not only worst of each other. 

But Kaveh does not understand how it came to exist. How it came to be. Why it was allowed to grow, to come into being. How and why was Kaveh allowed so close for all of that to come to be?

It shouldn’t have. Kaveh shouldn’t have been able to. 

Not like this, when Al-Haitham holds the mystery of why above Kaveh’s head, when Kaveh has a debt that stretches off into the darkness without clear shape.

There have been times when Kaveh has wanted to turn to him and ask flat out, to get it all out in the open once and for all: Why?

What stops him isn’t the fear of the answer. What kind of scholar would he be if that was enough to keep him from moving forward? 

The answer is probably something deeply unpleasant. But Kaveh’s moved forward with things he knew he would regret at a greater scale than this before. Look at what brought Kaveh to this point in his life.

It isn’t even the mild possibility that Al-Haitham might suddenly get shaken out of whatever years-long-generous-mood he’s been in to go, “I don’t know, actually. Thanks for pointing that out. Hand over your keys.” No. 

Kaveh’s fear, quite naturally, is Al-Haitham being entirely reasonable and turning the question around right back at him.

Why does Al-Haitham let Kaveh live here? He doesn’t need the mora. And he would undoubtedly be much happier to have that room back and not have to deal with Kaveh’s entire…well. Everything. 

Having to share the washroom at roughly the same time for them both to get out of the house and to work; Kaveh’s working on models at odd hours; the accumulation of Kaveh’s things around the house despite Kaveh’s best efforts to keep all of his belongings contained to his room; Kaveh’s complaining about Al-Haitham’s interior design choices and the things he’s brought into the house to try and make them…easier on the eyes. 

And that’s just the simple, physical, every day things. 

There’s still the fighting. There’s the tangible tension that sometimes sits in the room and seems to take up all of the air when they’re both in just the wrong mood. 

Surely Al-Haitham was happier without all of this. Surely what little Kaveh brings to the table in terms of money, cooking, cleaning, and running of this or that simple errand doesn’t balance out the rest. 

So why did Al-Haitham extend that hand? Why does Al-Haitham hold Kaveh in the kind of regard that makes it acceptable for him to give Kaveh a key to his own home, the one he had built by himself, for himself?

Because Kaveh does actually know Al-Haitham, despite it all. There is nothing Al-Haitham holds in higher priority than his own carefully maintained and protected peace and comfort. Kaveh is rarely peaceful. And Kaveh doubts that he’s any form of comfort.

And somehow, just as important, why does Al-Haitham care enough to fight?

Al-Haitham’s temper and patience can be poor, but it’s usually only around things he cares deeply about. Why else would anyone fight? You fight when you care about something.

What about Kaveh is worth Al-Haitham’s attentions and arguments?

Those are all questions Kaveh wants to ask. Should ask.

And yet—

Al-Haitham could turn it right back around on him.

Why is it that Kaveh gave Al-Haitham the purest darkness of the heart? Why does Kaveh still turn to Al-Haitham with disappointment and longing wrapped up together in one? 

You don’t feel guilt, shame, or disappointment for things you don’t care about either. And it takes two to fight. 

Why does Kaveh feel what he does for someone who ought to be a stranger?

After years of separation, why is it that Al-Haitham was the one Kaveh divulged his great and terrible secrets of consciousness with, when he couldn’t even share it with the people he would call his friends? Why is it that only around Al-Haitham that Kaveh is able to let loose the spite in the heart and let his head hang?

And how is it that from all of this that the fragile shoots and roots of something greater than a professional respect has managed to grow? How is it from all that has come to pass, and not pass, between them, that something resembling care has managed to settle?

How is it that this tangle of fear, respect, care, gratitude and guilt, leads Kaveh into the darkness of this stinking, echoing wenut tunnel, dragging behind himself several wenut eggs, entirely alone with no one knowing where he’s gone exactly, in a place known for its dangers? 

How is it that Kaveh is here, doing all of this, while worrying about a man who needs no one to worry about him—rather, people should be worried because of him?

Kaveh has been given no explanations. He’s been given no reasons, no context, no form of promise or threat. Kaveh has absolutely no logical reason to be doing this. He’s certainly not doing this because it’s good fun.

If this were anyone else, Kaveh would have cursed them out (internally), firmly refused them (outwardly), and then continued on his path towards returning.

So why, then?

And what?
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The charms of the wenut caves are…unique and limited. Kaveh gathers as many wenut eggs as he can through the off-shoot tunnels before pausing at the wide juncture that leads into what he knows to be an active wenut ground to take stock of himself.

He’s a rather decent way along, and with this final push it will all be over. 

And lucky for him, the exit from this area of the wenut caves is relatively close to the roads back to Aaru Village and then from there it should be entirely smooth goings back to Sumeru City. 

Unless Al-Haitham messages him again with some new baffling request, like collecting Mourning Flowers, for whatever reason.

Kaveh could take some hours to rest, take a nap, eat, or just recover himself a little bit more before going in to challenge the wenut. Because he is going to be fighting that damn creature.

There are several eggs littered about the edges of the sands—he’d sent Mehrak ahead to investigate while he minded their precious cargo. The wenut in there is wide awake and alert. Kaveh’s not going to be able to sneakily go in and start taking up the freshly laid eggs without some kind of scuffle about it.

Honestly, Kaveh should feel bad about beating up the wildlife, but it’s not like he’s actually killing them. He’s just…knocking them around before making a run for it. 

Kaveh’s under no illusions here. His abilities are limited in the sands. No bloom cores, no real elemental reactions at all, and his footing on the terrain isn’t as dependable as it is on any other solid surface.

Also, this is excellent stress relief. Kaveh superimposes the faces of people who’ve annoyed him and starts whacking away with the blunt side of the claymore.

Kaveh should probably take some time to rest up here. The wenut, itself, is probably the strongest creature Kaveh’s ever gone against in the Great Red Sands, short of acts of nature. It would be wise of him to go into it rested.

But at the same time…Kaveh’s exhausted. 

Oh yes, he was exhausted at the start. But this is a different flavor of exhausted on top of it all. This is real, proper, physical exhaustion coupled with the end of his patience, transforming every single petty irritation into a full on grievance.

Kaveh’s filthy. Not even the most adept of laundresses would be able to get his clothes looking respectable again after this. He’s going to need to take his jewelry to a shop to get them really cleaned and back to their regular shine. Kaveh is in dire need of a hair cut and a proper shave. And he also wants—needs—to scrub off what feels like his entire first layer of skin. 

Mehrak’s casing is a very dull shade of brass and beige rather than gold and white. Her battery is fine but he is worried about her thermal regulators being put to work for so long with such drastic swings in temperature. He should also check on her filtration system to make sure the sand hasn’t ruined it too terribly. 

While Kaveh’s at it with the complaining, he’s fed up with sleeping on his smelly, dirty, much abused travel roll which does his poor back and waist no favors. His water supply isn’t as high as he’d like for it to be and its tasting rather stale. Meanwhile, his rations taste awful in general, and that’s not new, but he’d like variety in the form of something that isn’t grilled desert eel or star shroom. 

Besides all of this, Kaveh doesn’t think he’d be able to actually rest if he tried to right now. He’d probably just work himself up into being even more…more.

The promise of home rests just shy of Kaveh’s grasp. It’s so tempting. Taunting. Just as it was when Kaveh was standing at the base of the Wall of Samiel a few days ago when Al-Haitham’s message first came through.  

Who doesn’t get extra antsy and itching to go when they’re in the last stretch of anything?

And after being thwarted once, well…could anyone blame Kaveh for being just that much on edge and ready to get things sorted?

So. Best to just get this over with now. Rip it off like a bandage. 

Thus, Kaveh sets Mehrak to watching the wenut eggs they’d gathered. It’s not like he can go into the fight with dozens of wenut eggs trailing behind him. And Kaveh is going to be pissed if he gets back to their tidy little pile and finds some missing because some other creatures wanted a snack or were curious about the assembly.

Kaveh wipes his palms as clean as he can get them, ties his hair back, then spares a moment to think about how this is going to be terrible but he’ll get through it just like he gets through all the terrible things. Because he has to.

Well. Technically. He doesn’t have to. 

It’s not like Al-Haitham’s going to kill him if he goes back to Sumeru City short a few dozen eggs. 

That Kaveh got any at all is something Al-Haitham absolutely should be grateful for. Just because Kaveh went and did the damn thing doesn’t mean he isn’t going to be absolutely petty about complaining about doing it and then rubbing it Al-Haitham’s damn face that he pulled it off.

But Al-Haitham asked for one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs. And gods remembered and forgotten help him, Kaveh’s going to deliver one hundred and sixty-eight wenut eggs.

Why?

Kaveh steps up to the edge the dusty light that filters down from several, several kilometers above. The light creates a faded ring that highlights the arena of soft, deceptively clean looking sand the wenut is just barely buried underneath. 

Kaveh can feel the elemental energy of the last royalty the Great Red Sands bows to throughout the entire space. It echoes against the caverns stones, it tremors in the air.

No. Wait. 

Kaveh sucks in a quiet breath through his teeth as he glances down and sees the faintest, barely perceptible shift in light and shadow. The energy is actually causing the sand here to wave.

Kaveh raises his eyes and his claymore up ahead as sand begins to shift as a stream. And then…dip. Cycle. Converge. The sand hisses and starts to kick up as the wenut, sensing Kaveh’s physical encroachment, begins to rouse itself fully. Apprehension coils in a matching gyre in Kaveh’s belly, tightening the muscles and buzzing through the joints.

Here lies the Last Prince of the Sands.

The great weathered drill of the wenut pushes through the sand, sending a shower of it dispersing through the air as it rises up and up. Up and up. Higher and higher still to tower above, unfurling its great, brilliant colored maw to scent the air and proclaim its warning. 


  Who dares trespass on the court of the prince of sands?



  Why is Kaveh here?


Because Al-Haitham, strange and inscrutable Al-Haitham, in his own way asked. And Kaveh, contrary and head-strong Kaveh, is duty bound to answer.

Because Al-Haitham is—clearly—Kaveh’s unwise exception. And, despite it all, Kaveh is Al-Haitham’s.

Because in the same way that Kaveh does not hate the desert, Kaveh does not hate Al-Haitham. Oh, there’s some hate in there alright. But it’s a mix of so many things, too. Good things, bad things, annoying things, awesome things.

Kaveh can’t help the smile that fights its way to his face even as he moves in to committing to a fight against the agitated wenut before him.

If Al-Haitham ever found out that Kaveh had, at any point in time, compared him to the Great Red Sands, Al-Haitham would lose it. It would be hilarious. Kaveh’s almost tempted to tell him outright about it.

Anyway.

Kaveh runs to find some form of solid rock to stand or hide behind as the wenut begins to charge up.

Kaveh does not hate Al-Haitham. He respects him. And sometimes fears him because of this respect, because of this lack of hate, because of all the strange and questionable things in the shape of fondness and care that have also come to tie themselves to the post of the name.

Because there is something, sometimes, that Kaveh has found in Al-Haitham that is, simply, good. And Kaveh feels fortunate to have been able to see and experience that something.

It is a gift. A gift he did not look for, ask for. One that he has not always cherished. But one that has been given to him all the same.

Thus, it can only be natural to hypothesize that it is the same in reverse, too. It would be impossible for it to go this deep on Kaveh’s side without it being reciprocated in some degree—even if it’s a much lesser one—on the other side of things.

Kaveh ducks and rolls into the sand as he takes shelter behind stone. The weaker, more exposed parts of the stone shatter, sending a shower of powdered rock over Kaveh’s hair and face, turning his exasperated laughter into coughing and cursing as he hears the wenut’s charge stop in favor of the great creature diving back into the sand to get closer.

Damn it all, Kaveh can’t help but think. How horrifically simple it all is, when one boils it down like so; reduces it like jaggery or molasses; like tar. All of it ready to rot to the tooth. Or to spark the inferno.

How wonderfully them.

Kaveh moves from behind the stone as he feels the tremor of the wenut’s drill getting close to shatter, sand scraping over his skin and hissing along the edge of his claymore as he moves just barely far enough to avoid being clipped by the whirlwind of sand the wenut kicks up as it shatters completely the stone Kaveh had used as his shield.

As Kaveh moves he swings his claymore, landing the first of what’s going to be several insignificant blows to the wenut as he races around the wenut’s liar to grab eggs and start tossing them in the direction of the tunnel he came from to scoop up later.

Why is Kaveh doing this?

He’s tired. He smells awful. He’s hungry. Why else would Kaveh be doing this?

Because he wants to fucking go home already.


  Kaveh is going home.


-

“Where was I,” Kaveh repeats trying to keep his voice low but also inject as much mocking scorn in it as possible as he falls into step next to Al-Haitham, “when Sumeru needed me most? You’ve got some audacity to be saying that out loud with your entire chest.” 

Granted, the man’s got a lot of chest to be saying it with.

Fuck, Kaveh should have stayed out in the desert longer. What was there to miss about this place that clearly didn’t miss him much, if at all?

Home was, apparently, crumbling about the foundations while Kaveh was busy dodging the wenut and arranging for transport of all one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs back to Sumeru City.

Kaveh had placed all of the wenut eggs in a secure cache that he’d marked on his map and placed as many defenses around as possible. Then he paid some passing adventurers he’d managed to catch along one of the roads near Aaru Village to get them and bring them back to Sumeru City for him. Kaveh told them to invoice Al-Haitham. 

If this happened to be something for work, Al-Haitham could later claim the expenses from the Grand Scribe’s office. If it wasn’t…well. Al-Haitham surely could afford the courier fee. It wasn’t that terrible. And it would serve him right having to pay for it.

In any case, despite Kaveh’s many misgivings and grievances about literally everything happening all at once, Kaveh booking it over here was also absolutely the right but thankless and miserable call. 

Because now that he’s here in the thick of it all, seeing what kind of chaos has erupted around Al-Haitham and somewhat in part because of him, Kaveh can only put his head into his hands and muffle the urge to scream. 

How is it that Al-Haitham only gets into this sort of chicanery when Kaveh isn’t around to mock him about it?

Kaveh had started to make his way back to Aaru Village. 

His Akasha did not link up to anything, despite it being well beyond the Jnagarbha Day shut-down period. But Kaveh was not too worried. Not just yet. 

Then he got to Aaru Village and saw a lot of Corps of Thirty and Mahamata, as well as several eremites, all of them looking rather worse for wear and rather stressed. 

That’s when he got worried. 

And then he got a very abbreviated summary of events that caused all of these people to be in Aaru Village at once and Kaveh skipped worried and went straight to…whatever worried is when it gets mixed in with exasperation and incredulity.

The General Mahamatra Cyno leaving and returning to his post, with the Archon of Sumeru, Lord Kusanali at his side to enforce a purge of the corruption within the Akademiya. The end of the Withering. The permanent shut down of the Akasha system. The Fatui peacefully leaving Sumeru in waves now that whatever business they’d had here was now concluded.

Four out of the six Sages, including the Grand Sage of Sumeru deposed and being placed under Tighnari’s care in Gandharva Ville for some sort of…rehabilitation. From corruption? From poor moral standing and lack of ethical backbone? Well. If anyone could do it, it would be Tighnari. And if he couldn’t he’d at least make them miserable enough on the down-low.

The other two Sages also in Tighnari’s care for rehabilitation, but rehabilitation from long term confinement leading to an extreme and rapid decline in health.

The Akademiya, as a whole, undergoing mass restructuring as Mahamata and Matra were being dispatched to every corner of Sumeru, including villages and outposts beyond the Wall of Samiel in order to carry forth their Archon’s ruling as she’s now taken her rightful seat at the helm of it all. 

All of this heralding a return of dreams to the land of scholars.

As if this weren’t eye-poppingly confounding enough—


  The roster of the people involved!


Al-Haitham, the Flame-Mane, an outlander Traveler and their silver fairy companion, Nilou of the Zubayr Theater, all somehow lending supporting arms to this and the ongoing changes sweeping through Sumeru City as a wind across the plains to rustle grass and tickle at leaves.

A mere month ago Kaveh couldn’t get Al-Haitham to show up at a dinner gathering with Tighnari and Cyno, and now Kaveh was hearing about Al-Haitham and the man working as god’s right and left hands? 

And how in the world did Al-Haitham get to be in the company of Dehya, the Flame-Mane of the Blazing Beasts? Or Nilou of the Zubayr Theater? What’s with this story of a silver fairy?

Kaveh hastened his return, hitching a ride with one of Dori’s convoys—that’s going to cost him later—back to Sumeru City.

And then what was he confronted with? 

Kaveh barely had time to scrape off the first layer of dirt and then change into presentable clothing before rushing off to the Akademiya where he was practically mobbed by his own Darshan.

Then, after fighting his way out of that crowd and hunting Al-Haitham down in the House of Daena he got that question slapped across the face. And then the insinuation that either he or Al-Haitham might become Sages!

Sages! Over Kaveh’s dead body either of them are getting stuck as Sages. Sumeru deserves better after this kind of storm, and frankly, so do they.

Al-Haitham was no help in explaining anything. So Kaveh had to pluck and assemble the pieces of the puzzle from anyone he could catch with sense, which was—as always—thin on the ground. Especially now.

Half of the people in charge were under investigation by the matra, who’d just regained their teeth. The other half were stretched thin trying to put together some kind of plan to keep Sumeru afloat, all while more and more rotten roots were being unearthed, leaving holes in the foundations.

Asking people closer to the actual events—aside from Al-Haitham—wasn’t possible. Kaveh hadn’t managed to catch hide nor hair of Cyno since returning to the city. Kaveh didn’t have time to go out to Tighnari and Collei to get what they knew. And asking Dori might have come with some kind of surcharge. Kaveh didn’t know Dehya, Nilou or the Traveler. And he sure as heck wasn’t going all the way back to Aaru Village to talk to Candace about it.

Kaveh’s got enough of the story put together now. 

He’s lacking in details and he’s heard several conflicting accounts, or outright ludicrous ones—at one point someone was saying something about an eremite invasion? Lord Kusanali running around the streets? Strange business all around.

Anyway, vindication has never felt so bitter. 

Kaveh fucking knew there was something shady going on in the upper echelons of the Darshan. He knew the budget numbers were off. He knew it was all rotten and he’d been saying so for ages, now. But did anyone listen? No.

Although Kaveh does have to concede that even if someone did listen it probably would not have mattered that much, considering how deep this root of corruption went and how tightly it was wound around so many of Sumeru’s most vital systems.

“Are you going to hold an innocent question against me for the rest of our lives?” Al-Haitham asks blandly. “If so can you make your comments at the start of every interaction to get it out of the way, and do it internally? I’ll consider it checked off the list.” Al-Haitham casts a glance towards Kaveh, a spark of genuine curiosity in his eyes. “Where were you, actually?”

“Where was I?” Kaveh repeats just as blandly, just as flatly, walking ahead of Al-Haitham and planting himself right in the middle of the pathway. “Did you not receive the invoice? Where do you think I was?”

“I received the invoice,” Al-Haitham answers, a sharp twist momentarily touching the corner of his mouth.

“Did you think I’d pay for one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs to be transported all the way here? Or that I’d be doing it myself? Come now. You can’t actually be surprised I had you charged for their delivery.”

“No, I’m not. I’m surprised you actually got one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs in such a short amount of time. Did you really get them all yourself?”

“Hand picked just for you,” Kaveh confirms very sweetly causing Al-Haitham to stare at him like Kaveh’s lost his mind to sunstroke. If he didn’t before, he certainly feels right against the edge of it now after spending the past few days untangling as much of the story of events that went on here as he could. “What are you going to do with them?”

Al-Haitham stares at him even more before he shrugs a shoulder and starts to walk around Kaveh.

“Nothing. What would I do with one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs? I’m not in the Amurta. And since when did I lean into biological or zoological sciences?”

Kaveh blinks at the space Al-Haitham was and then turns around, reaching out to snag him by a fistful of jewel-green and sable-black, right at the base of the neck.

“What do you mean nothing? You asked me for them. And you were rather insistent upon it too. Why did you ask me for them if you didn’t need them?”

Al-Haitham, without turning around, gives off the distinct air of someone rolling their eyes. Brat.

“What do you think?” Al-Haitham, then, turns just enough that Kaveh catches a glimpse of his profile. “I could have asked you for anything, really. Wenut eggs just came to mind. The number was also arbitrary. I just needed you away from Sumeru City while things were being sorted out.”

Kaveh’s fists squeezes the fabric in it so tightly that Al-Haitham actually has to step backwards for more slack.

Now, because Kaveh does have some awareness, he uses his grip on Al-Haitham’s cape to start dragging him out of the middle of a public hallway to give the man a piece of his mind behind the dubious privacy of a closed door.

Kaveh shoves Al-Haitham into the nearest room he can find, which happens to be a small conference room that a handful of scholars were using.

Were.

Kaveh doesn’t bother looking too closely at them or what they’re doing, using his hand at the back of Al-Haitham’s cape to hold him fast and then pin him to the wall. It can’t be too important if the door wasn’t even locked, after all.

“Out,” Kaveh orders, immediately causing the other scholars to grab their belongings. Although they’re moving a little slow so Kaveh clarifies, “Now.”

That gets them going, all the while Al-Haitham has the audacity to look amused as he meets Kaveh’s gaze evenly, unrepentantly.

“Now who’s the unrefined brute?”

“You, still,” Kaveh answers as soon as the door closes. Kaveh lets Al-Haitham go in favor of locking said door before turning around to jabbing Al-Haitham in the chest before he can go anywhere. “Explain yourself. Defend the process you thought you were being clever about putting forward, Grand Scribe.”

“What’s there to explain, Master Kaveh? I needed you out of the way so I gave you a diversion.”

“You were in the middle of challenging a corrupt regime in order to free God from their clutches, while simultaneously taking down the Akasha, handling something to do with the Fatui’s interference, among various other smaller plot-lines I’ve yet to fully grasp, and you wanted me out of the way.” Kaveh’s eyes narrow, suspicion warring with hurt. “I’m not going to insult either of us by supposing its because you thought there was any chance I’d side against you.”

Al-Haitham waves Kaveh’s hand away, crossing his arms and adapting that one look that falls unevenly on the line of patronizing and indulgent.

“If you were anywhere near Sumeru City as this was happening you would have run straight into the center of it all to physically attempt brow-beating shame into everyone involved. Knowing your short temper after the past few months, how could I trust you to have any form of restraint? You’ve been due an outburst.” Al-Haitham shakes his head then lazily waves a hand in dismissal of the idea. “It would have been inconvenient for it to have happened at such a sensitive and critical juncture. A more subtle approach than that of the incandescent moral fervor of the Light of the Kshahrewar was needed. If it makes you feel any better, if you happen to get stuck with being the temporary Kshahrewar Sage you’ll have all the opportunity you need to air out your grievances on whoever’s left. And they’ll be a captive audience.”

“And what makes you think that I wouldn’t lose my temper at you, once I found out that you had me fetch one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs for nothing without any explanation? We live together, you fool. You’re also a captive audience.”

Al-Haitham blinks at him. “Kaveh.”

“Al-Haitham.”

“You got me one hundred sixty-eight wenut eggs because I asked, without explanation.”

Well. When Al-Haitham says it in that tone of voice…

Kaveh falters, embarrassment prickling up the back of his neck.

Yes. Kaveh did do that. He also spent an inordinate amount of time ruminating over it too. But he still did it, and came out the other end with more worry and determination than his original annoyance and guilt. 

Of course Kaveh was going to lose his temper about it, but he was going to do it in a way that was more about concern about what was actually going on than about being sent on such a pointless endeavor.

“Damn. Right.” 

Kaveh feels his face start to flush as he frowns.

“In any case, I’d sooner die than be stuck cleaning up this…whatever this is. Especially after I’d already been warning everyone that something strange was afoot and vigilance was key towards bracing for impact.” Kaveh hesitates before asking, “Me aside, are you really up for nomination as the temporary Haravatat Sage? No one in your Darshan even likes you! They complain to me about you, you know? I don’t know to what end. What am I supposed to do about you?”

“What indeed. I am not going to be the Haravatat Sage, temporary or not. On this, Kaveh, we are on agreement.” Al-Haitham’s eyes shine with curious amusement. “Were you worried for me or for Sumeru?”

“They’re not mutually exclusive worries,” Kaveh mutters. “Of course I was worried about you both. You’d be miserable about it if they forced you to be the Haravatat Sage. I mean. You’d be good at it. But you’d be spreading your ill temper while being good at it. Besides, haven’t you done enough already, anyway? Surely there’s some would-be-politician floating around the ranks who can be stuffed into that thankless seat. For you and for me. For Sumeru in general.”

Al-Haitham’s mouth, here, curves. Fond. Kaveh can’t help but mirror the reaction, share the fondness. Here are the two of them entirely in agreement, perfectly in tune and in step with each other. 

Kaveh feels a stinging tension that he didn’t realize he was carrying at the back of the neck, between the shoulders, ease up.

Ah, what a sight for annoyed eyes, that little smile of Al-Haitham’s. It’s such a frustrating smile. That awful and stupidly frustrating look that usually only crops up when he’s set himself to being a great and persistent annoyance to someone who’s being an annoyance to him. 

With this exchange of fondness, that puts an end to this conversation. What else needs to be said when they’re in such happy agreement?

“Small mercies, hm?” 

“Small mercies. It’s about the little things, isn’t it?”

“Usually so.”

“Shall I give you the small mercy of letting this go?”

“How generous of you.”

Kaveh steps aside to unlock the door, opening it and gesturing Al-Haitham through. “Am I not, always?”

As they leave, Kaveh follows after Al-Haitham, attempting to straighten out the wrinkled part of his cape where Kaveh had grabbed him earlier, before deciding the man can go around looking ruffled for a little. 

Once in the hallway they fall into step with one another, side by side, shoulder to shoulder. Kaveh turns to examine Al-Haitham at his left, the strong and steady gaze, the sharp profile.

“How were you so sure that I would actually turn around to go do it?” Kaveh asks, keeping his voice low.

Not breaking his stride, not even stopping to think about how to answer, Al-Haitham replies, “When I ask, do you not always answer?”


  How simple! 


Kaveh feels something inside of him that was previously, if not unsettled, then slightly out of alignment return to its place. Some tense string in him relaxes.

Aren’t they, he supposes, that simple, when it all comes down to it? For all that trying to explain it all would make either of them sound like fools and lunatics?

After all, what is reciprocity if not another face of balance? What is sincerity but another face of truth? And are they not, at the end of the day, forms of balanced extremes and brutally honest with each other at all times?

“I do, although you rarely like the answer,” Kaveh concedes. “But that’s your problem to deal with for asking the question to start with. Another question for you, Al-Haitham. What are you doing hanging around the Akademiya this late, anyway? Don’t tell me that you were waiting for me to catch you. I won’t believe it, even if it’s coming from you. What other business are you up to, other than ensuring that the small mercies and little joys of life are being locked down for the full appreciation?”

Perhaps if they were not so close, and perhaps if Kaveh had not been so close to Al-Haitham for so much of their lives to the incredibly specific degree he’s been permitted, Kaveh would have missed it. 

Al-Haitham grimaces, mouth and eyes souring before his expression returns to the inscrutable—to others—monolith.

“Some last minute business that took longer than anticipated to wrap up. It would have been a pain to leave it for tomorrow. Are you done interrogating people for the day?”

“I’m thinking on it. But interrogating you is a full-time job, unfortunately. And with every answer I extract I get a whole new questionnaire ready to fill out.”

Al-Haitham clicks his tongue. Kaveh bumps his shoulder against Al-Haitham’s, momentarily sending them both wobbling off course.

“Are you done interrogating people at the Akademiya for the day?”

“Yes.“

“Shall we go? To repay your generosity over small things, I’ll consider paying for dinner within reason.”

Kaveh can’t help it. He’s immediately suspicious.

But he’s also curious. There’s a bone here to be picked, a thread to unravel.

What is it, exactly, that’s got Al-Haitham staying late and voluntarily working on it rather than leaving it for official work hours? The only time Al-Haitham’s ever done that was for Jnagarbha Day and that was mandated by the Sages themselves. Seeing as there are no Sages actively in their roles and that the Akasha has been powered down, what else is left?

“I’ll consider ordering only small things then, since that’s our theme of the evening,” Kaveh replies, mentally planning his angle of approach in order to try and puzzle out this new mystery.

Al-Haitham nods and the two of them begin to alter course towards the back exit of the Akademiya, which would spit them out on the wrong side of the city from Lambad’s, but is much closer and less crowded.

Which is exactly why Kaveh immediately notices that they’re being followed.

“Is that the business?” Kaveh asks Al-Haitham lowly.

“Ignore them,” Al-Haitham says, voice sharp. Ah, that means that there’s something hilarious about to happen here, should the situation unfold poorly enough.

Well. Isn’t Kaveh due for some weal to neutralize all of that woe?

Kaveh starts to slow his gait, turning enough to catch a glimpse of several figures in a mixture of matra, Mahamata, and Akademiya uniforms—near indiscernible from each other at this distance, but made unique by the smallest variations in cut and accessory. Kaveh raises a hand and waves at them.

Al-Haitham, seeing Kaveh’s seeing, immediately attempts to speed up and leave all of this behind.

Tragically for him, Kaveh has two hands. Kaveh reaches out and loops his arm around Al-Haitham’s shoulders, pinning him to Kaveh’s side, as he forces them both to a stop.

“Hello,” Kaveh calls out to the rapidly approaching group of at least a dozen harried looking figures carrying files upon files in each arm. “In need of some sort of help, are you?”

Kaveh can literally feel Al-Haitham cursing him out solely with his eyes as he struggles to break out of Kaveh’s grip without physically throwing Kaveh.

Here, someone from that flock of stressed looking individuals, panting and huffing from the rush of the rather slow-paced chase (fitness is sadly the first thing to go for most members of the Akademiya, if they ever had it—matra excluded, but the matra are also perpetually overworked so some allowances can be made there), calls out, “Acting Grand Sage Al-Haitham, please reconsider—“

Kaveh doesn’t know what’s meant to be reconsidered here because as soon as he hears that he bursts out into horrified laughter, much to Al-Haitham’s great annoyance. 

“What did they just call you?” Kaveh would have asked if he weren’t in the middle of choking, gasping, crying, and cackling all at once.

Al-Haitham manages to break out of Kaveh’s grip, instead grabbing Kaveh by the arm and hauling him the rest of the way out of the Akademiya at a near run, all the while the group that had been following them continues to pursue, calling out for—

Kaveh can’t even repeat it in the sanctity of his own mind!

As soon as they’re both out the door and into Sumeru City proper, they’re both flat out running. Kaveh has no idea where they’re running to. But they’re definitely full on running now, the both of them weaving through the evening crowds like fools, and just like fools they get entirely ignored.

As they run through familiar streets, Kaveh wheezing in between mad bouts of laughter, Al-Haitham’s hand slipped down to lock with his own, their fingers digging into the backs of each other hands as they hold on tight to not get broken up by the crowd, Kaveh can’t help but feel ridiculous.

Ridiculously happy.

Ah! This is exactly how it should always be, he can’t help but think—entirely nonsensically because no, it should not always be like this. Why are they running?—they should always be a little foolish, a little ridiculous. And they should always have something even more foolish, even more ridiculous, just at their heels.

Al-Haitham slows them to a stop near the edge of the market district, pulling him into a narrow gap between buildings and shop awnings for them to both catch their breath and regain some power over their higher level faculties.

Kaveh has to wipe tears from his eyes as he does so, panting and wheezing, the both of them leaning heavily against the warm stone wall at their backs.

“Hey,” Kaveh says, turning towards Al-Haitham, once he’s got some of his wits back.

“Don’t ‘hey’ me,” Al-Haitham answers immediately, eyes closed, head tipped back, brow furrowed as he tries to get breath back into himself.

“Yes, yes, whatever. Al-Haitham, it strikes me that I’ve forgotten to mention that I’m home. It’s several days late, but I don’t recall saying it or hearing the appropriate responses. How very uncivilized of us. We’ve both been remiss.”

Al-Haitham cracks an eye open, expression clearly exasperated, and clearly saying something along the lines of, “And what is this one going on about now?”

But Al-Haitham, either too tired to question it, or merely in the mood to go along gamely, says flatly, “Welcome home, Kaveh. How was your trip to the Great Red Sands? Did your expedition go well?”

“Thank you. No, it did not go well, what kind of question is that? Where’s your sense at? Obviously it was awful all around. There was a rockslide, among some other things. I got stuck in a magic bottle for part of it. Then some fool sent me on an errand to fetch one hundred sixty eight wenut eggs.”

“You got stuck in a—“

“And how have you been? Ah, got a handle on the lack of civility of the civil service at long last, have you? I told you that you should have taken Akademiya hostage sooner by asking for those increases in benefits and pay. Also, how excellent for you that you’ve made new friends. I always knew you could do it if you put in an effort. Great. Now that we’ve got that nonsense out of the way and we’re back to being civilized, we can move onto discussions worth our time. So, about those one hundred sixty eight wenut eggs, that you apparently don’t want or need. Let’s discuss that.”

Al-Haitham lets out a quiet sigh that ruffles his bangs as he lets his head hit against the wall.

“No, no, it still bears great discussion, Al-Haitham. Did you think I’d just let it go entirely? I conceded to letting slide one facet of the whole issue. Temporarily. Not all of it forever.” 

Kaveh squeezes the hand still in his, knocking their hands against the wall.

“Of course,” Al-Haitham mutters. He gestures with their joined hands for Kaveh to get on with it.

“Now. I’ve got an idea about what to do about those eggs, if you’ll hear me out. Or do you not have the time for that now that you’re apparently so popular that the entire city has deluded itself into thinking you’re a good idea for Grand Sage for lack of alternatives?”

Al-Haitham turns to give Kaveh the full force of his scowl.

“We’ll be getting around to that, too,” Kaveh reassures him. No way is Al-Haitham becoming Acting Grand Sage, or anything close to it. Not if Kaveh has anything to say about it. The thought of Al-Haitham being his Darshan’s Sage is bad enough. But Grand Sage? 

A man helps to save a country once and it somehow invalidates all of the incredibly accurate and repetitive complaints that were commonly voiced about him previous? 

Again with these permeable and spineless standards…

Also, doesn’t consent mean anything anymore?

Because clearly Al-Haitham hasn’t given his for this. Then again, Kaveh didn’t consent to being called the Light of the Kshahrewar, either.

“We could,” Kaveh says, “put them back.”

Al-Haitham blinks at him.

“You don’t need or want them. I don’t need or want them. At this point I think the Amurta is a little too busy with other matters to consider what might be done with them. It only makes sense, really, to put them back where I got them. And as Acting Grand Sage, wouldn’t you have the authority to authorize the dispatch? Surely everyone can see how it would be wise to get these eggs out of Sumeru City as fast as possible. Who knows if they might actually be viable and hatch? Who wants even one wenut in Sumeru City? In these incredibly sensitive times?” Kaveh affects as much concern into his voice as possible. “It would be disastrous. And seeing as how the Acting Grand Sage was the one who brought them here, through some complex machinations that are beyond all of us common peons—“

Al-Haitham rolls his eyes so hard Kaveh’s surprised he doesn’t hurt himself.

“—wouldn’t it only make sense if he takes on the incredibly noble, arduous, and time-consuming deed of putting them all back? It seems very in line with his self-sacrificing character as one of the heroes who recently rescued Sumeru.”

Here, Al-Haitham’s expression turns contemplative. Ah, now he’s catching on. It does warm and rankle the heart in turns that Al-Haitham’s really one of the few who can keep pace with Kaveh so naturally. And the turn for the moment is warm.

Lucky Kaveh, lucky Al-Haitham.

“It would only be fitting to take responsibility for my own actions,” Al-Haitham agrees. “Especially considering that this is the current theme for Sumeru’s restructuring.”

“And of course, I’ll be going with you because I’m the one who knows more or less where I got them from. They’re hand picked and all. And, you know, while we’re out there…”

“While we’re out there?”

“We should get…” Kaveh’s mind moves towards the far reaches of the Great Red Sands, closer towards the borders of Fontaine and Natlan. “We can go get Mourning Flowers.”

“Mourning Flowers?” Al-Haitham’s brows raise at the sudden and unexpected twist.

Kaveh nods solemnly.

“One hundred sixty-eight Mourning Flowers?” 

“Yes. It’s an incredibly important number. Not at all arbitrary. I’ve calculated it meticulously,” Kaveh says, entirely serious. 

Going all the way out to the far side of the sands to collect that many flowers should definitely occupy both of their time long enough for the insanity that’s seized the city to calm down. Or for someone like Cyno or Sage Naphis to get around to getting it back to normal, controllable levels. And by then surely they’ll have found someone more willing and suitable for the role of Sage—Grand, Acting, temporary, or whatnot. 

“And what’s the reason?”

“Did you not just mention the theme of responsibility? What better way to lead by setting an example? Actions speak louder than words.” And several years worth of animosity based on prior repeated behaviors, apparently. “I did you a favor by getting one hundred sixty eight wenut eggs—and I even helped you put them back where I got them from! It only seems fair and reasonable that you return it by assisting me in my own ventures. Which involves…Mourning Flowers.”

Why not Mourning Flowers? They’ve a flower with great history and an interesting growth pattern. Or so Kaveh’s been told.

“And what venture is this?”

“What venture was yours? We’re scholars, Al-Haitham. Obviously it’s going to be for a paper. A research paper. A joint research paper. The exact parameters of it are top secret. I can’t even begin to explain. It will have to wait until we’re on our way. As it is, I’m being incredibly generous by adding you on. You’re welcome. You can express your gratitude by being a little looser around the purse strings for dinner.”

“A paper on Mourning Flowers. From Master Architect Kaveh of the Kshahrewar and Grand Scribe Al-Haitham of the Haravatat.”

“Why not? Just recently Master Architect Kaveh of the Kshahrewar was sent out to the Great Red Sands for several weeks to…apparently sit on his hands and do nothing. As I recall it your last publication had nothing to do with anything in the Haravatat’s field, but was on light wave patterns and theoretical color spectrums beyond the scope of the naked eye. Considering that it’s you and that it’s me, this paper might lead to a scientific revolution. Besides. Who else is going to be getting rid of those wenut eggs in a safe and ethical manner? Your thoughts?”

Al-Haitham’s eyes meet his, dead on. And his mouth begins to curve, to bend, to bloom into that stupidly frustrating look of satisfaction unique to Al-Haitham and Al-Haitham alone.

“Finally you’re talking some measure of sense,” Al-Haitham says, pushing off the wall to pull them back into the crowded streets. “Dinner first. Plans of reprise second. Or do you think you’re up to multi-tasking, Master Kaveh? Do you need the moment to gather yourself?”

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” Kaveh returns as they return to falling into step with each other as they slip into the crowd. 

But before they can get very far Kaveh pulls on their hands, tugging Al-Haitham into a different direction, going against the flow of people swarming the markets, the restaurants, the cafes, and the street vendors for their meals and their errands.

“Do you actually need a moment?” Al-Haitham asks, curious as Kaveh directs them away from their usual dining places, guiding them onto quieter, familiar streets. What a boon it is that they live so close to the Akademiya. Even with the two of them running about like fools, home waits close at hand, ready to receive them both with the grace and dignity they’ve both apparently tossed aside. “Where are we going?”

“Home, of course,” Kaveh answers. “As rare as it is for you to offer to pay, it’s even rarer still when we have something so sensitive to collaborate on. It only makes sense for us to do that behind closed doors. Where else would we have the freedom to discuss something that’s about to be so messy? The things you bring onto yourself, Al-Haitham. Really. Come on. We’ll just pick up take-away from that auntie who runs the stall near the house. We’ve work to get done.”

  


