
1. Childhood Sweethearts

Summary for the Chapter:
            “They’ve moved on from being childhood friends to cousins in your story, Neda. Get it together. Aren’t you supposed to be aiming to be a professor yourself? Your poor future students.”

“Look at the facts, Ebrahim. Surely you can put some effort into connecting dots without being hand-fed.”

          


    
    “That one’s not one of ours,” Ebrahim says, tipping the legs of his chair back as he cranes his neck to look at the pair that had just entered the Kshahrewar workshops. “Are we getting a transfer? Hey, Neda, you’re friendly with the underclassmen, who’s that there?”

“Perhaps if the rest of us seniors were any good company to be around, I could be friendly with more than just underclassmen,” Neda says, not looking up from the drafts she’s working on. “You’re the one who begged me to be helping you out on this, get your eyes in front of you where they belong. How is it you did the entire model without documenting your process or drafting any real schematics? This is why your professors and the rest of your group-mates hate you.”

Ebrahim waves his hand, leaning his chair back even further to track the pair as they weave between tables and models.

“I hope you fall and crack your head open,” Neda mutters when no one joins her in whipping up last minute documents. “I hope you lose all your memory and you become a street peddler to match your cavalier attitude. Or that you work at a bar. I hope that Davood doesn’t cry too much about it because he’s too nice to you. I hope—“

“You’re so kind, having so many hopes and aspirations for me. But seriously, Neda. Who is that? Are those Haravatat colors?”

That has Neda looking up, squinting into the distance between the rows upon rows of projects under dust cloths and work tables left still, and ones with fellow Kshahrewar trying to get as much work crammed into the day as possible because deadlines are cruel and entirely predictable.

“How broken are you in the head?” Neda rolls her eyes. “That’s Kaveh. He’s only a year below us. He’s not that new. Based on the way things are going, he might even hit a rank promotion before you do.”

“No, no. I know Kaveh. Good kid, good kid—a little shy sometimes, a little rambley, but who isn’t? I mean the one next to him. The short one with the Haravatat cap. Obviously, Neda. If my eyes are busted then isn’t your common sense?”

Neda squints further. “Ah. That’s Al-Haitham. You’ve not heard of him? Strange fellow. He’s a mix of young and old.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“He entered the Akademiya relatively late—age-wise, I mean. My understanding is that he was home schooled. And from the gossip I’ve heard, he had no intention of actually joining the Akademiya at all. I’m not sure what got him here in the end, but he’s definitely here and giving a lot of different professors headaches.”

“Alright, there’s the old. But what’s the reason of the headache? Poor habits from being home schooled? That’s nothing to most of the professors in charge of freshmen. They’re used to having to get poets from Inazuma and eccentrics from Mondstadt in line.”

“And there’s the young. He might have joined the Akademiya late, but apparently his home schooling and independent study were so good that he was able to test out of pretty much every single basic course, straight into intermediates and advanced. This technically puts him almost at our rank, but he’s taking so many classes from different darshans that it’s slowing down his main progress track.”

“So is he our junior or not?”

Here, Nema’s expression turns mischievous. Ebrahim drops back onto both chair legs, pushing aside the model he’d asked Nema to help him write up documentation on to lean in towards her. Ebrahim isn’t too worried about being overheard, considering that they’re in the middle of a Kshahrewar workshop and Davood is between them and their targets of gossip, laboring away shaping sheet-metal for the beast of a project he’s been stuck with for the past year and a half.

“Well, rumor has it—and as proven by the evidence in front of us—that Kaveh has taken in this Al-Haitham under his wing. They’re childhood friends, supposedly.”

Ebrahim feels his eyebrows shooting up. “Now I know you’re friendly with the underclassmen, but where’d you get that from?”

Kaveh is a nice fellow and all. Always willing to help with a project, even if it’s not one he’s part of directly. He doesn’t even ask much for it, if anything at all. The guy will just go and help for free. 

But he’s also rather private. Considering the whole…issue with his father, his mother, Ebrahim doesn’t blame him for keeping personal matters close to the chest. 

Ebrahim remembers when Kaveh first came to the Kshahrewar how much talk there was among the professors who remembered his mother and his father and how that whole…everything went. And of course, a lot of that talking got spread to students, and it wouldn’t be an exaggeration or unkindness to say that a lot of students can be a little careless with their speech. Especially to someone with that much talent.

If you’re going to be that skilled at something, anyone’s going to go looking for something sharp to poke you with.

“I mean!” Neda flushes, eyes darting from Ebrahim to the pair who’ve gone over to Kaveh’s own work station. The two of them are now scribbling away together about something as Kaveh demonstrates something with his current project to Al-Haitham, who’s nodding very seriously like all the good little Haravatats do right before they start driving you crazy with questions. “Al-Haitham’s grandmother was a Master of the Kshahrewar back in the day. She worked a lot on the theoretical side. I think there’s even a few classes that have course modules based on her work if you get into the advanced and specialized levels enough. And you know Kaveh’s…um. His mother.”

Ebrahim nods. Master Faranak, outside of the stories of her family’s tragic collapse during a previous Inter-Darshan Championship, had been sort of well-known as an architect. An independent one from the Kshahrewar and running her own private business, even. According to the things Ebrahim heard from the older professors, Master Faranak had a lot of talent and a great eye for aesthetics, combined with a level of common sense that a lot of those who are artistically inclined have to learn the hard way. 

If what happened had not happened, they are sure, she would have become a great name in Sumeru instead of having to become a sorrowful one. And now she’s in Fontaine starting over again from scratch while her son tries his own luck here.

“Master Faranak’s master was Professor Zaha Hadi, who was active in the same years that Al-Haitham’s grandmother was.”

Ebrahim rolls his eyes, disappointment settling over his shoulders over a juicy piece of gossip turning out to be rather stale.

“Isn’t that too large a jump in a conclusion? Just because the one’s mother was mentored by the possible friend of the other’s grandmother the two of them must know each other? And they must have been friends as children? In that case shouldn’t all of us be childhood friends? The Kshahrewar is huge, and so many of our professors work with others in different darshans as part of their jobs. If I throw this pencil out the window I’ll hit someone who’s got some sort of connection to someone else I know. I bet you, the two of them probably have never met each other before!”

“I admit it seemed far-fetched to me too,” Neda says. “But there’s more to consider.”

“More? Well don’t keep us in suspense, Neda. Give us a story.”

“Consider this. It is true that the Kshahrewar is one of the largest darshans, and that we are one of the most interdisciplinary due to the work we do in general. But the Haravatat is the smallest of darshans, and one of the most relatively insular. And the Kshahrewar and the Haravatat are often rivals. Does it make sense to you, then, that one of the most private of our higher ranked students forms an attachment to a middle-ranked Haravatat junior who’s had no prior Akademiya connections and, in fact, had not even wanted to enroll to begin with?”

Now that, Ebrahim, has to concede, is a very good point.

“Kaveh’s a good fellow,” Ebrahim says. “He’s just as good as you are with the underclassmen, except he gets pulled into all sorts of business across different darshans. You know him. He can’t help but be good in the way that makes you wonder how he gets anything of his own done. He probably saw this Al-Haitham wandering about alone and felt sorry for him.”

“Perhaps that is so. But you don’t know the rumors about this Al-Haitham and his…unique personality. I would be one of the first to agree that all Haravatat are generally baffling and confusing to be around, but this one exemplifies it to a whole new degree.”

Ebrahim’s eyebrows raise. A Haravatat beyond the standards of the Haravatat, huh?

Neda explains that this Al-Haitham has a very peculiar reputation. 

Aside from the facts of his unusual enrollment that she’d already shared, this Al-Haitham, much like Kaveh, apparently has his own more-than-fair share of sordid, tragic, family history. His parents perished in a tragic accident when he was an infant, leaving him in the care of his grandmother. His father was a Haravatat, and his mother a Vahumana. Both came from long lines of scholar families that had pretty much thinned out until it was only Al-Haitham and his grandmother left.

And then it was just Al-Haitham, as his grandmother had a very long decline. Supposedly, his grandmother passed away about a year or so before he enrolled. There is strong speculation that Al-Haitham had nowhere else to go and was forced to enter the Akademiya.

At least the Akademiya has food and board, right?

As to his actual reputation within the Akademiya based on his time here…

Al-Haitham has only been here for a relatively short time, but the time he’s had he’s put to excellent use. Aside from him seemingly determined to tackle every single class offered on the course catalogs, regardless of the darshan, he also seems determined to give every professor, lecturer, teacher’s assistant, and everyone of that sort at least one headache in their lives.

The young man is clever, undoubtedly so. However he studied before he came to the Akademiya gave him an impeccable base of knowledge to draw from, and with the classes he’s taking this foundation is only getting broader and sturdier. 

For the most part, this Al-Haitham is the quiet sort who keeps to himself. In the few group projects that he’s done as part of his classes he pulled his weight without complaint and did fairly well. His marks are quite high, but that’s only after he’s given those giving him those marks at least one form of grief.

Because when Al-Haitham gets curious, when his interest is piqued, or when he disagrees with something and wants further clarification, further discussion, oh. Well. There’s the bull of the Haravatat turned into a boy: charging in and unwilling to relent.

Aside from that, Al-Haitham is content to leave alone and be let alone.

If someone were to take pity on Al-Haitham, Neda assures Ebrahim, it would not turn out the way they thought it would. A supposedly charitable and kind act towards a young man alone in the world would turn around into a problem for the extended hand to drop like a hot coal.

Considering those reputations, what are Al-Haitham and Kaveh doing at Kaveh’s work station, heads bowed together, looking thick as thieves?

Unless, of course, Al-Haitham was acting differently than rumors paint him to normally act. Less like a hot coal and perhaps more as a simply messy briquette. 

Which is entirely plausible if Al-Haitham were not so alone in the world. 

Like, say, if he were interacting with someone he had already known, someone he was already close to. Perhaps not on a personal level, but maybe in the way that a younger cousin might have vaguely known of a distant one and then got suddenly tossed into the same room as them and was expected to behave—much to the bafflement of everyone involved, seeing as they had never met prior to being tossed like a salad.

“They’ve moved on from being childhood friends to cousins in your story, Neda. Get it together. Aren’t you supposed to be aiming to be a professor yourself? Your poor future students.”

“Look at the facts, Ebrahim. Surely you can put some effort into connecting dots without being hand-fed.”

Neda proceeds to lay out the dots for Ebrahim anyway, which is another reason why it’s probably inadvisable for her to become a professor. She’s too soft. How’s anyone supposed to learn with the answer being…well. Not exactly spoon-fed, Neda’s a bit too rough for that. But they’re definitely being delivered where they need to be with very little effort.

Al-Haitham and Kaveh do not act like strangers who have just met. They act like people who are at least vaguely familiar with each other, and are merely refreshing themselves upon the rest of the unexplored topic. They’re half-in, half-out of step, but are quickly getting on synchronous track. 

To be exceptionally clear: this is not a story of yet another junior getting hung up on the nice senior who showed them a moment of kindness. Not that this Al-Haitham is likely to have fallen for that sort of thing. Nor is Kaveh the sort of senior to get attached to every single waif of a wide-eyed junior who happens to cross his path like a little lost lamb.

Such a thing may happen here and there. Absolutely.

But not between Kshahrewar and Haravatat, who have really very little reason to ever cross paths at all. And it’s even stranger when you consider Al-Haitham actually spends most of his time either in the deeper archives of the House of Daena or out doing labs and field-work for other darshans just to give his course-adviser a stomach ulcer, while Kaveh is usually around the Kshahrewar work rooms or out with one of the Professors as an assistant.

So what are the odds of these two with their very different schedules, their different focuses, crossing one another without a prior—albeit tenuous—connection to force their paths into crossing?

And one has to consider that for all that is this Al-Haitham is standoffish, blunt, and frankly a little too rude for his looks to make up or—

“Oh, he’s a looker, is he? Well good looks can excuse quite a bit. Sour and sweet go together, after all.”

“Al-Haitham is more than just quite a bit, Ebrahim.”

—wouldn’t it be quite strange for Kaveh to be putting up with that, and vice versa, wouldn’t it be even stranger for Al-Haitham to warm up to Kaveh? 

Why would Al-Haitham warm up to a stranger from a different year and darshan so well when he’s busy driving his own darshan mad, and giving half the professors cause to seriously reconsider their teaching methods? By what set of standards does Kaveh somehow become the exception to the attitude? 

(Which, honestly, considering how shit some of the professors who got comfortable with tenure are, is doing most of the people coming after him a favor. Not that anyone’s going to be thanking Al-Haitham for it right now, of course.)

“Now you’re making this all to seem very one-sided, Neda. Or at least, heavily skewed.”

Neda tips her head towards Kaveh’s work table on the other side of the workshop.

“Look. Does Kaveh act like that to just anyone? When was the last time he looked so…cheerful? They even look like they’re disagreeing and he looks pleased for it.”

Ebrahim looks over and sees that Kaveh does look exceptionally animated. 

When Ebrahim looks, it does seem that the two are in the middle of a disagreement. Kaveh is rolling his eyes, saying something Ebrahim can’t hear over the sounds of the rest of the workshop. He shoulders Al-Haitham slightly to the side, reaching out to take something from Al-Haitham’s hands. But Al-Haitham shoves back and turns a little into it, so that his back is towards Kaveh. Kaveh hooks his chin over Al-Haitham’s shoulder, trying to reach around him. They look more like they’re roughhousing than doing anything productive. If one of the workshop overseers were around they’d probably have a complaint or two about the safety risk such rambunctiousness can bring to a workshop filled with stressed, sleep-deprived Kshahrewar toiling away.

It’s true, Ebrahim has to concede. Kaveh’s a nice guy. An exceptionally pleasant and polite one, too. He’s the first person you’re going to think of if you need a favor, the last person you’ll think of if you have a quarrel. 

But Kaveh is not anyone’s best friend. His is not the name you think of first when you’re coming up with a list of names for a pub-crawl or luncheon. Although you’ll eventually hit upon his name, maybe five, six, seven down the list because of what pleasant company he is.

Again, no offense meant to Kaveh. It’s just that—there’s this distance Kaveh puts between himself and others. It’s not a mean one. A cold one. Ebrahim isn’t even sure if it’s a purposeful one that Kaveh is aware of.

But it’s definitely there. Whenever Ebrahim talks to Kaveh there is a distinct sense that if Ebrahim were to try and ever close the distance between acquaintance, colleague, peer, to try and become a friend, he’d be turned around like a wind-up toy and sent the opposite direction.

Maybe it’s because of all the gossip that goes around about him. Maybe it’s because of…well. The true parts of that gossip. Maybe it’s something else. Or maybe it’s all of those things rolled up into one like the world’s most complex and over-stuffed pita-pocket. Ebrahim will never know because he’s firmly on the other side of a professional line that Kaveh has drawn between himself and most everyone else.

Except, apparently, this Al-Haitham. 

Ebrahim has seen Kaveh smile, laugh, joke, tease, and the like with their fellows, and even those outside of their darshan. He’s affable. But he doesn’t get like that with them. He doesn’t roll his eyes like that. He doesn’t frown so deeply outside of a class discussion or a project review. He doesn’t roughhouse, he doesn’t get into people’s personal space.

Neda is right. This is clearly not just a one-way thing. This is not one changing and trying to match the other. 

“It only makes sense if they already knew each other,” Neda insists. “Wouldn’t it be too strange if they were strangers who leapt into being like that? I mean. If their personalities were different it wouldn’t be. But neither of them are the sort. Excluding rumor and going on personal experience and observation alone I can say Kaveh certainly isn’t the sort.”

Ebrahim finds himself nodding, although it still doesn’t quite sit exactly right.

But if they did know each other, even if it was only through that really thin and feeble connection, it would make more sense for them to warm up this quickly to each other. After all, if they were connected through Kaveh’s mother’s mentor, and Al-Haitham’s grandmother, then wouldn’t both of them already know the parts that aren’t spoken of directly? What is there to assume or gossip about if the story presented is somewhat tangled in as part of your story?

Maybe this is even part of why Al-Haitham was persuaded to come to the Akademiya.

Perhaps Master Faranak told Kaveh to look after the junior scholar after his grandmother died, as a favor to her own mentor. Although it looks like it might be going the other way around.

Ebrahim and Neda watch as Kaveh finally wrestles what looks like a notebook from Al-Haitham’s hands, turning back towards the project he was showing Al-Haitham. Kaveh is frowning, brows drawn downward in focus as he reviews whatever is written in the notebook. A familiar look entirely, lacking only—

Yup. There it is. Kaveh’s other hand raises to his mouth for him to start gnawing on his knuckles, his nails, but before Kaveh’s hand can get even close to his face Al-Haitham reaches over and swats Kaveh’s hand away. Kaveh doesn’t even react to that, he just starts gesturing at the model while Al-Haitham shakes his head.

“I wish I had a childhood friend who would come to the Akademiya to be my junior,” Ebrahim sighs wistfully. If he did he wouldn’t have to ask Neda for help and deal with her griping at him.

“Lower the bar and roll it back. Shouldn’t you wish you had friends at all?”

-


  Mother,



  You ask every time and I’m not foolish enough to ask you to stop asking, but I really am doing well. You don’t need to worry so much. I’ve been at the Akademiya for years now and I won’t say it gets easier or better, but it certainly hasn’t gotten any worse. 



  You really need to focus more on your work in Fontaine and less on mine over here. Really.



  But if it eases your heart and the furrow in your brow any, let me tell you about my current pain in the neck and cause for premature wrinkles. I’ve met an interesting fellow—Haravatat, which should say everything that needs to be said and then some. 



  Don’t ask me how we met. It’s not very interesting. Don’t ask me how he’s become a frequent enough reoccurring pain in my life to be a threat of wrinkles, I don’t quite know either.



  Our schedules are completely different, and our methods of study and philosophy are quite contrary, indeed. And yet I find myself in his company whenever I have a spare moment, debating matters that I’ve never even thought to discuss. Is this what it’s like whenever you turn towards someone younger than you? He’s not that much younger than me!



  Also—he may be younger than me, but he’s had some strange circumstances that have shortened the academic gap between us. Except he went off and started taking a bunch of courses that don’t add anything to his graduation requirements so now he’s…well. I’m not quite sure what his graduation or rank advancement pathways are supposed to look like. I don’t think his course counselor knows either. But he seems to know what he’s doing. And his choices are his own, I suppose. 



  Anyway, I’m tempted to have a go at persuading him to join the Kshahrewar. I know, I know, it’s not nice to poach from to other schools, but you’ve not met him! What business does any Haravatat have speaking with so much sense and authority on modern innovations in the fields of mathematics, physics, and the like when I’ve got professors and mentors who’ve not pulled their heads out of the last century to read anything written in my entire lifetime?



  Ah, I’m getting away with myself. Upon rereading what I just wrote, I realize I haven’t even said his name. His name is Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham of the Haravatat. Get used to that name, Mother. I have a feeling I’ll be writing that name to you quite a lot.



  Anyway, how did it turn out with that renovation of that apartment complex? Was it as simple as you thought it was, or was it actually as complex as everything in Fontaine seems to be? I was doing some research on the regulations here, myself, but I don’t think I understand it at all…


  



2. Separated

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I don’t understand,” Jaabir says, face starting to turn red. But that isn’t necessarily the liquor. “Those two existed out of each other’s pockets. They were basically married with how attached they were. They were—“ Jaabir crosses his fingers and shakes his hand vigorously. “They were! Those two were the couple. The campus couple. Even if they were very private about it, everyone knew it. You don’t need to go around showing off with physical displays when you’ve got that kind of…whatever it is they have.”

“Had?” Insyriah blows a stream of smoke out the window. “Have or had?”

Jaabir groans, rubbing the heel of a hand against his eyes. “I don’t want to think about tenses.”

          


    
    It is not uncommon for students to get close and form relationships. Insyriah sees it happening all around her, day by day, as part of her job.

Naturally, if you spend so much time around a specific person—seeing them everywhere, day after day, month after month, year after year—you’re bound to form connections beyond that of simple classmates or even residents of the same dorm hall.

Marriages and families bloom out of Akademiya projects as naturally as working models and presentations do. 

It is, admittedly, unusual for these unions to occur between members of rival darshans, or students from different darshans who have no shared classes. But it is not entirely unheard of. The flow of knowledge doesn’t recognize any real boundaries, after all. And some of the most intriguing and innovative things can come from a collision of two unlike forces bringing their differences to the table in order to make something new.

It is also admittedly just as common for these relationships to fall out, as fast as fireworks in their ascent and fading.

The story of students coming together and falling apart is a story as old as the Akademiya. Class rosters change. Dorm assignments shuffle around. Rank advancements are made, or taken away. People switch their focuses or fields of specialties within their darshans. Disagreements over philosophies and work methods become irreconcilable. People even drop out entirely.

But there are relationships that manage to bridge all of that, and rise above. One such is that of Kaveh of the Kshahrewar and Al-Haitham of the Haravatat.

The entirety of the Akademiya knows how close that Kaveh of the Kshahrewar and Al-Haitham of the Haravatat are even after years of seasons changing, classes changing, dorm assignments changing. 

Despite the passage of time, these two have not changed.

Despite all the odds. Despite all the differences, of which there are many—or so Insyriah has heard over the past several years.

According to the things Insyriah has heard, they are as follows:

Kaveh is an intense whirlwind, a sandstorm and a gale that comes in to rip up anything that hasn’t been secured carefully, thoughtfully. The questions and criticisms Kaveh can level at the careless assumption, or the assumption that has been lain down without second thought could strip confidence to the bone, leaving behind only doubt and uncertainty. In the same interaction, Kaveh could bring with him so much inspiration and food for thought you could feel as though you’re ready to go flying off. 

It’s hard to hold a grudge against Kaveh for making you question your whole world view when he does it seemingly on accident, and then also gives you so many ideas to rebuild with that it hardly feels like a loss in the first place. Especially when he always seems to be right there with you in the middle of the questions.

Al-Haitham is his own storm, but a heavy one. A monsoon. A tidal wave. He arrives, runs roughshod through the area, and then leaves without care to the chaos left behind. That’s not his problem to care about. He’s already moved onto something else.

People always make the strange assumption that just because he looks calm and composed that he is. Maybe to himself he is, but it doesn’t take much more than a few sentences to know that this isn’t something he’s going to be extending to anyone around him.

The worst part about it is that like saltwater to the wound, Al-Haitham is very rarely ever wrong. It’s just that the way he corrects you is so blunt that it feels like twice the injury to accept.

Kaveh has a tendency to ramble off, muttering to himself while scribbling away in the margins of notebooks or drawing figures in the air with the end of his pen or pencil. His thoughts seem to fly away with the wind and storm of his own momentum, carrying him off onto something else that seems to barely be connected. 

But at least if you’re paying attention you can find some form of connection. 

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham will sit in complete silence and then come out with something that appears to be as entirely disconnected from the conversation as he is. And then when asked to explain how this is tied in he’ll either leave you in mystery or give such an explanation it feels like you’ve been scrubbed raw with sand.

Strangely enough though, according to most people who’ve had classes with him, it’s rather hard to get Kaveh to be speaking his opinions outside of a required debate or Q&A session for a class or presentation. He has to be coaxed into it—reassured into giving that opinion. 

But once he gets going—once given the clearance to proceed—Kaveh’s defenses and arguments are blistering fast, like needles. He doesn’t give you a breath to respond, he just goes and goes and goes. He could probably go on forever if he didn’t hit up against something like needing to pause to breathe, or someone managing to squeeze a word in edgewise. 

Al-Haitham is equally hard to get an opinion out of, but if you ask he’ll give it. And you’ll regret it. The laying out of his questions, his criticisms, feels like rain. These strange and singular drops of words that at first seem innocuous enough, creating these little blots of wet. But they start to connect and layer onto each other, building and building, until you’ve got a wall of water pressing upon you and seeping into every gap in defense.

Kaveh will go out of his way to offer help or a patient, sympathetic ear to anyone in need of it. Al-Haitham would either walk past an entire class-wide brawl as though it were not there or stop to take notes then get on his way once he gets bored of watching. 

Kaveh’s filled his hours with work-study programs that have him running all over the city when he’s not in the middle of classes or working on models. Al-Haitham spends so much time in the House of Daena that younger students sometimes mistake him for staff. 

Kaveh seems to know everyone in every department by name and face to talk to them one-on-one comfortably, meanwhile everyone from every department has heard of Al-Haitham in order to recognize the name and face and stay out of his way.

And in this way they two are well matched. Their differences, as great as they are—and as well known by the entire Akademiya as they are—are excellent balances. They play off each other extremely well: the wind and the wave.

Combined, the two of them are the greatest argument for why the humanities and sciences need to be taught together. 

The feathers one ruffles are somehow soothed by the other. When one gets on an unstoppable roll leaving no breath or room for anyone else, the other rises to block the advance and break the tempo from a stampede into an exchange. When one brings up facts and figures upon the page, seemingly neat and tidy, the other throws the wrench of real-world application at it until it shatters. When one of them is stuck in a perpetual cycle of theory the other yanks them right out of it by throwing forth a challenge of providing tangible proof. When the one is causing trouble, heels dug into a point they refuse to let go of, the other is surely to follow to put a stop to it, or join in to transform the trouble and share the point.

They’re a strange and extraordinary pair with a lot of strange and extraordinary rumors going around them. It seemed natural that the two of them would eventually put their heads together on an official project after all their unofficial, unacknowledged collaborations.

And the entirety of the Akademiya also knows how strange this joint project of this pair is. 

Of all the things for them to bring their winds and waves to, this? It’s such a strange topic. One that requires a lot of legwork, and a very, very deep dive into a niche facet of a niche subject. It’s bound to get heated when it goes so deep.

(That’s how it always goes, isn’t it? The more niche the subject the more invested you get. The more invested, the more emotional. It always gets personal. And those two are already so much personality.

Granted, they aren’t the only names on the project. But everyone knows that this project is going to be theirs more than it’s going to be anyone else’s.)

This project had the potential to be an amazing breakthrough that might rock both schools and more. Or it could be an utter disaster. The pair have been thick as thieves since the day they first met, which means that if this project goes bad it won’t just go bad. It will go foul. Rancid. 

But considering how close they are, the chances of things going irreconcilably foul would have—before today—seemed so low. A possibility only in theory, in the way that there is never an absolute zero chance of anything.

It’s true that everyone else who got roped into that project would come out of it looking grim and grimmer about the project’s outcome as names began to roll out, get crossed off, and revised as new people signed up, quit, and got replaced. The only two remaining the same on each new revision or submitted update being Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s. 

At that rate by the end of it, everyone was sure, they’d be the only two names left. And those two would manage to pull off the entire thesis by themselves. 

Why did they bother to bring other people in? Insyriah and most other people passively watching the project as it ticked forward with slow, reluctant progress wondered. Why were they inviting third and fourth and fifth and sixth wheels to watch their spats? Did they thrive on an audience?

Everyone who signed up and quit learned the hard lesson that the potential course credits and scholastic acknowledgements weren’t worth having to deal with a couple’s first professional spat.

Still—the project might have been off to some sort of a rocky start, but the two of them are both brilliant and leagues ahead of their peers. Even the most jealous of scholars had to acknowledge that much through gritted teeth.

Whether they would become a good match or not when thrown into a shared, professional venture was always something that needed live testing to confirm. And what better way to work through things than to actually work through them?

Considering the pair’s history this didn’t seem like something anyone had to worry about too much. This would be just another set of disagreements they’d overcome. The foul disaster was almost entirely certain to be avoided. 

Al-Haitham and Kaveh argue all the time, after all. Their reputation is their arguing. 

Even on this project the most that consistent factor anyone can say about it is that it’s causing arguments and that it’s hit some sort of snag at nearly every step of the way thus far because of an argument.

And doesn’t everyone know that together and apart those two thrive in the middle of a disagreement? Isn’t the disagreeing just part of their work process?

Insyriah didn’t put much mind to the talk of those two arguing before today. Before now.

Most people didn’t, that she knew of. Scholars clash all the time when working on projects like these. And with their history, why should a few more disagreements be any kind of warning flag?

The disagreements this time were probably exacerbated because it was their first joint-professional venture that would be going on their permanent records. Or so Insyriah and most others assumed. 

And continued to assume that after enough clashes Al-Haitham and Kaveh would find their equilibrium as they always do, then proceed to blow everyone else out of the water with something absolutely improbable being proved irrefutably true. Extraordinary all around.

Projects come and go, as do collaborations and official partnerships. But the friendships, the relationships, usually manage to last even if they are changed. 

And considering everything that’s already come to pass for the pair—all of the other people who signed up dropping out to be replaced, then have the replacements fade and flicker out; the constant revisions that everyone’s heard the entire group arguing over; the adjustments to the timelines and deadlines that the overseeing professors have begun to swing between concern and despair over; the pressure of the two of them being from two different darshans and on two different timelines for their academic careers; so on and so forth—even if it was a rougher road than anticipated, it was unlikely that they’d just quit in the middle of it.

The two also really do look good together. That may seem like such a shallow thing to consider, but there’s something to be said about the power of presentation and precedent. 

And those two present a very powerful picture. Anyone in the Akademiya with eyes would be able to know that without being told. It doesn’t take a genius to recognize a well-matched pair.

Over the past several years, the image of Al-Haitham and Kaveh working together, walking together, talking together, being together has become a natural part of life at the Akademiya as the green robes, the winding pathways up and down the Divine Tree, and project deadlines that somehow always manage to sneak up on you despite all your preparations.

The sight of the pair of them, gold and silver, and the way that the two of them manage to tangle up in each other to push each other forward is one that even the most stressed and mean-spirited of members of the Akademiya could find reluctantly comforting. There’s comfort in the consistent, after all.

Even if the pair aren’t seen that often around campus or the city when you do manage to catch a glimpse of them—or hear the sound of them debating something—it almost feels like the chime of a clock: a routine reminder of everything in its place and behaving as it should.

The two are like a pair of stars hurtling through space with a shared comet trail. All of their complaints, criticisms, and comment that form a storm to bowl everyone else over are the same storms that spur the other forward. Onward and onward. 

The two might argue and bicker enough to make anyone who’s unfortunate enough to be in earshot feel physically ill, but those arguments and disagreements have always been evenly matched, and taken with good nature. 

Al-Haitham and Kaveh have always produced something astounding after their spats. The two of them arguing over something is something like putting metal in a forge or throwing materials in a crucible. You need the stress. It’s a process.

Which is why this is such a surprise. A shocker. A world-changer. A complete revision of history and turning point in time. A sudden, seemingly random data-point skewing up the entire calculation and ruining the previously sound mathematical conclusion.

Insyriah has seen plenty of students coming together and ripping themselves apart in all sorts of combinations. Even childhood friends who came to the Akademiya have left it bitter rivals, unwilling to even stay civil with one another in the same room. There are some forms of stress that certain relationships just can’t bear up under. Working together professionally is one of them.

In all of her years serving as first a professor, then as a guidance counselor, Insyriah has made multiple trips to the Hall of Records to discuss student projects, deadlines, and records with other administrators and guidance counselors. In the process she’s heard a lot more about the lives of students and professors like. A lot more than she’d prefer, really.

And she’s also learned the patterns for break ups. 

Insyriah can look at a couple, or a group, and see the fracture lines and the way the different pieces of what was once a whole will scatter out. She can see where they’ll come together again later, or where they’ll be lost to each other forever. It’s like a story—although that may sound callous.

(But it’s true. Stories develop their tropes from somewhere, after all. And don’t all authors need something to build off of, like a skeleton? You can’t weave something out of nothing. The tapestry comes from threads that come from fibers.)

And over literal years of this, Insyriah’s gotten a very practiced eye for picking up the thread of a story, and understanding the quality and properties of the fibers that form it. She’s very rarely been wrong, and only in rather unusual circumstances and extraordinary cases.

And while those two are well known for their disagreements, she had not expected anything of it. Not based on what she’d heard, and not based on what she’d seen. Not based on prior precedent.

(Admittedly, what she’d seen of them both was already limited. But still, Insyriah likes to think she’s got some talent for getting a read on people.)

And for all that they were constantly talked about, they weren’t extraordinary in this specific sense. Yes, they have remarkable potential as scholars, as researchers. Yes, she was certain both would someday become pivotal persons in their chosen fields.

But in the general sense of the patterns of people coming together and coming apart, she did not think that they’d be exceptions from the norm here, too. It’s normal and expected for scholars from different backgrounds to clash heads—especially on formal projects. It’s like growing pains. Everyone runs into this kind of thing at least once in their careers. Personally, Insyriah thinks it’s to get the experience under your belt early. This is normal.

Both their disagreements and the situation that put them at odds with one another was entirely normal. Ordinary. Banal. Routine. Mundane.

And thus, everyone expected the two of them to continue following the ordinary patterns of scholars throughout all of history, and the ordinary pattern of themselves that they had established in their time in the Akademiya with each other.

Insyriah feels like hearing rumors and second-hand tellings of the pair’s vivid disagreements is also as routine as deadlines, midterms, and final exams.

Before they started this project she had already heard a lot about them; mainly in terms of complaints about Al-Haitham from other students in their shared darshan who either couldn’t understand how he was doing any of the things he was doing and succeeding (and usually envious about it) and the ones who couldn’t understand why (and usually feeling threatened and insecure in their own path because of it).

Quite frankly, it would have been harder not to hear about them given her job and how much those two get talked about. Their reputations have spread far and wide for all that they’re not graduates and that they’ve not done any official work.

The course counselors in the Kshahrewar have their own hands full with dealing with Kaveh, and Kaveh’s fair share of fellows who complain about him and question the young man in the same way the students of the Haravatat complain about and question Al-Haitham. This, too, is part of the weaving of stories that Insyriah has learned about over the course of her professional career—and through personal experience.

(The greater the pool of shining stars the brighter the sky will be for all who follow in their wake. But what about the poor stars stuck in proximity that are constantly outshone and forgotten? Consistent and unrelenting brightness yields a simmering and pervasive dark to match.)

The frequency and details of these complaints and comments are such that it’s to the point where sometimes Insyriah forgets that she doesn’t actually know them herself.

Aside from the occasional polite nod in the hallways, Insyriah has never had direct contact with Al-Haitham. And she’s only ever seen the famous Kaveh of the Kshahrewar from a great distance, and only because someone else had pointed him out to her.

Al-Haitham and Kaveh are two people who, for all of the weight of burgeoning reputation, blend in surprisingly well with a crowd. So long as they’re minding their own business without the other present to decide that the other’s business is their business.

Because the pair need no pointing out when they’re with each other.

Now and again, when walking through the House of Daena or the cafeteria or various other common spaces of the Akademiya she’s run into one or the other and only known because of the whispers that might sometimes ripple in their wake. Or someone actively calling out and addressing Al-Haitham and Kaveh by name. 

There’s been a handful of times when Insyriah has somehow not noticed Al-Haitham sitting in the waiting room before a meeting with his guidance counselor, and she’d only notice because someone was calling him in. Insyriah always needs a moment for the face and name to resonate with each other in those little moments.

But together they’re too extraordinary to miss. 

Sometimes Insyriah only needs to hear half a sentence carrying through the hallway and some part of her will know instantly: Ah, there’s those two. Other times Insyriah will glance over at a pair of backs and know them as they are without any further detail given.

Even if you didn’t know them by name or face, just by looking at them when they put their heads together to bicker or to examine the same page, you could see that there was just something about them that was a cut above the rest. A cut of cloth folded away from the rest of the world and curled up and tangled in on a private universe of just itself—full and filling up more and more with every step.

Together, those two are entirely too much personality and too little compromise to blend in with anything, anywhere. The power of the anonymity of a crowd pales in comparison to those two when they flare up in proximity. 

Here, again, is where presentation and precedent play a great part in setting up expectation. 

Looking at those two and the fine picture they make, and the record of disagreements they’ve already overcome, anyone would expect that them undertaking a prolonged project with official ramifications would cause some fuss.

Yet everyone would also expect the pair to fall back into pace with each other at the end of it. That’s what they always do. That’s what they’ve always done. That’s the pattern of behavior the two have set up.

Eventually Al-Haitham and Kaveh would get over this disagreement and return to being the folded up fabric of a separate universe, a consistent chime of a clock, a piece of Akademiya life like the green robes and the winding staircases.

No one would have anticipated that it would have turned into this.

Even with all of Insyriah’s practice in following the patterns of threads and tapestries in stories and life she wouldn’t have even considered this extraordinary plot-twist. 

Knowing those two and considering all of everything, what were the odds? 

Sure, it was possible for the project to fall apart and for them to quit. But it was only possible in the same way that it’s possible for the sun not to rise, for the sky to turn green, or for Sumeru City to experience a sharp, piercing frost. Technically these things are all things that have slim, essentially zero chances when rounding. But the chances themselves are not zero.

The knots of those two are so tangled up into each other—the weave so tightly wound and fastened together—it seemed like an impossible thing for them to unwind, unravel, and becoming meaningless separate strands instead of standing strong as the woven weft.

The two of them were a whole tapestry in the middle of forming something unique, something rare, and suddenly the threads fell from the waft as though the backbone never existed to hold them together. The extraordinary something that everyone acknowledged them as becoming undone in a single extraordinary moment—a single wrong tug in the wrong direction—leaving parts of the tapestry abandoned on the loom. 

In a way it seems anti-climactic. And violently unresolved, for all that the news of it is being delivered so calmly and with such finality; so simply in such a mundane way.

Insyriah hadn’t meant to overhear it, but even with the door closed Counselor Jaabir’s incredulous and panicked yelling is intelligible enough for anyone walking through the offices at that specific time to determine that Al-Haitham had not just pulled the rug out from under the established plans, but the entire building, too. Poor Jaabir.

Unfortunately, Insyriah’s offices are two doors down from Jaabir’s. Fortunately, Jaabir had been worked up into quite a frothing frenzy. 

From what Insyriah is able to gather from having her ear pressed against the wall with a glass working as an amplifying medium (and the assistance of the office between hers and Jaabir’s being empty because the last counselor complained about Jaabir’s robust lungs being a hindrance) Al-Haitham had come in to inform Jaabir that he has withdrawn from the joint thesis entirely. He has already informed the other overseeing parties involved, and now they have to come up with something else to adjust for the sudden empty space of credits and research-hours this thesis was supposed to make up. 

Al-Haitham, naturally, has some sort of plan in mind already and needed to step into implementing it post-haste. And he was going to very generously inform Jaabir of them and possibly consider Jaabir’s opinions on their feasibility. But most likely not.

Al-Haitham’s graduation and rank advancements might have been stalled for ages, but in Al-Haitham’s eyes those weren’t delays or obstructions. Those were perfectly accounted for in his own personal schedule. In contrast, the falling apart of this project was not according to Al-Haitham’s plans and he would have to work fast to correct this and bring himself back in line with his own personal schedules.

Insyriah spends the entire time she has with the glass against the wall unsure if she’s hearing right. 

This couldn’t be Al-Haitham, she thinks. Because Al-Haitham is only working on and has only ever worked on the one joint project. And it wasn’t comprehensible for that project to fall apart like so.

With her ear against the glass against the wall, Insyriah even pulls up the Akasha to double check the scheduling. There Insyriah sees that Jaabir’s current time slot is taken up with a note saying he’ll be working with Al-Haitham for about an hour. So to all his assistants and interns: could they have some kind of calming tea or tonic at hand for afterwards. Please. 

Considering the stunning content of this meeting, the poor man is going to need something a whole great deal stronger than a tea or a tonic.

Part of Insyriah’s mind takes that note and half-way convinces itself that it must be an Akasha glitch or error, maybe even Jaabir copying the note over from a previous meeting by accident or some kind of repeating note accidentally getting programmed into the schedules.

But based on Insyriah’s years of experience and observations, the rational part of her mind reminds her that no one in the past few years has been able to get the ever dependable Counselor Jaabir so panicked as Al-Haitham. And Al-Haitham has a very distinct voice and way of speaking that comes across, even through multiple walls and at a low, calm volume and steady cadence.

Thus Insyriah’s ears are hearing true. Here is the inconceivable truth of things straight from the honest source.

The extraordinarily improbable had happened through some sort of statistically extraordinary anomaly in order to create an extraordinary conclusion to an extraordinary situation.

The pattern has been broken. The thread has snapped.

Presentation and precedence have both been proven to be mere perception.

It’s all, Insyriah thinks with her ear pressed against the glass against the wall and unable to believe what was happening in real time, extraordinary.

By the time afternoon tea rolls around all of the employees working in the offices are discussing it with biscuits and cut up fruit in the break room, eyes-wide, cheeks flushed, and words flying as fast as wasps from a kicked nest. Even employees who weren’t there for it are up to speed. Gossip like this does move fast in the Akademiya.

No doubt by tomorrow morning everyone will know—from matra to mahamata, cafeteria auntie to quartermaster clerk. Insyriah doesn’t doubt that in the least. 

And of course, everyone’s going to have opinions on it. It’s the Akademiya. Everyone has opinions on everything. Even—and especially—people who shouldn’t.

This piece of extraordinary being thrown into the mundane is going to be something that goes down in the collective consciousness of generations of scholars to come. They’ll be talking about this at least a century from now.

Insyriah collects some water for tea and takes her time selecting some snacks from the communal break room. As she peruses different pre-portioned bags of watermelon seeds and dried fruit she listens to the not-so-hushed whispers of  the other office workers, filing away the other details that they gathered and little bits of observations that have filtered through the rumor mill. Then she makes an even slower retreat to keep listening.

She knocks briskly on poor, stressed and wrung out Counselor Jaabir’s door, not waiting for him to answer to open it, click her tongue at him, and tip her head towards the office between theirs. The man, looking like he’s a single syllable away from tearing his hair out nods morosely.

There’s not much in the office between theirs aside from the standard furniture provided for each of these offices by the Akademiya, which isn’t very comfortable. So the two of them sit underneath the opened window, leaning against the wall. 

There’s a very plush rug and some floor cushions that Insyriah has hidden in the cabinets that she brings out now. Jaabir gathers a brazier and the teapot from a different cabinet, half-hidden behind some plain storage boxes. Jaabir also keeps liquor stashed in the bottom drawer of the desk, which he shoots a meaningful look at, but some shred of professional restraint must be hanging on by a thread in him because he doesn’t immediately go for it.

This room may or may not have become their personal break room. Thank the Seven for Jaabir’s loud lungs keeping the room vacant.

The two of them settle on the rug and the cushions. Insyriah reaches into her robes to pull out some tobacco, which is when Jaabir surrenders to the vices that can sometimes get you through a situation, and grabs a bottle from the desk drawer to spike his tea.

Insyriah would also indulge, but she’s got a meeting with a particularly sensitive and fussy student facing rank advancement in two hours. She’ll be needing all of her faculties available for that meeting, and she finds herself rather short on patience and wits at the moment considering the break-out break-up news of earlier today.

After that meeting, Jaabir naturally called it an end to his day and had his assistants reschedule all further meetings and to absolutely never let Al-Haitham bully his way through to having a spontaneous meeting that wasn’t discussed at least a week in advance. And also to make sure he mentions what he wants these meetings for while scheduling them.

Insyriah doubts anyone would begrudge Counselor Jaabir about any of that, considering the way Al-Haitham not just threw but bludgeoned a wrench into previously well-laid plans. If Jaabir didn’t make the choice to call it a day their supervisor might have done it for him, based on the looks of sympathy and understanding Insyriah got as she made her way to Counselor Jaabir’s, past their supervisor’s opened door.

“I don’t understand,” Jaabir says, face starting to turn red. But that isn’t necessarily the liquor. “Those two existed out of each other’s pockets. They were basically married with how attached they were. They were—“ Jaabir crosses his fingers and shakes his hand vigorously. “They were! Those two were the couple. The campus couple. Even if they were very private about it, everyone knew it. You don’t need to go around showing off with physical displays when you’ve got that kind of…whatever it is they have.”

“Had?” Insyriah blows a stream of smoke out the window. “Have or had?”

Jaabir groans, rubbing the heel of a hand against his eyes. “I don’t want to think about tenses.”

The two of them fall silent as they contemplate what was previously an inconceivable thing.

“I think I would be one of the first to vouch for the fact that Al-Haitham isn’t the most pleasant person to work with,” Jaabir says slowly. “But Kaveh seemed to manage just fine for quite a while. You know, I even met Kaveh once. Before—“ Jaabir gestures broadly around them. “He seemed like a decent fellow.”

Of course he seemed decent, Insyriah thinks. That’s his entire personality. Decent. Even when he’s disagreeing with someone entirely he’s decent about it. Even when he’s challenging his professors and giving his own course Counselors grief he’s decent about it.

Frankly, the fact that he and Al-Haitham hung around each other as much as they did was some form of testament to how decent Kaveh is. Something beyond decent, even. You have to be truly something to handle Al-Haitham as he is, and go back for more.

Now Insyriah has not personally worked with Al-Haitham, but she’s seen him coming around the Hall of Records or to discuss matters with Counselor Jaabir, who must really be regretting the luck of the draw in becoming Al-Haitham’s assigned counselor. The poor man has been steadily losing hair over the past several years trying to work around how Al-Haitham seems to have no care or regard towards any timeframe of graduation. Al-Haitiham keeps throwing off Jaabir’s efforts at managing a schedule by taking on whatever classes interest him.

(Insyriah thinks that’s not such a bad thing. After all, he does well in all of those seemingly random classes—Haravatat or not—and it’s not going to hurt him, knowing more. At least he’s applying what he’s learned in an excellent example of interdisciplinary mastery. They need more students like that, honestly. Although she’ll concede that the attitude he gives when announcing his plans to throw off his course balance and schedules again could use some fixing. )

But Al-Haitham, himself doesn’t get thrown off. 

This observation is key to trying to understand the shock of today’s events.

Al-Haitham has always seemed like such a relatively calm figure. Unbothered—almost apathetic towards the trouble most people seem to think he brings around. She’s never heard of him getting stressed or losing his temper. His arguments with Kaveh, which are part and parcel of the pair, aside. Insyriah couldn’t imagine Al-Haitham being pushed to a breaking point.

After all, in every rumor, in every relayed story, of Al-Haitham’s disagreements and clashes of opinions, of his accepting and delivering of challenges, Al-Haitham has never been perceived as emotional about it. It’s never been personal. Al-Haitham has always proceeded steadily, with the composure of a steadily advancing wave. He doesn’t take insults or doubt, challenge and provocation, to heart.

He doesn’t get heated. 

Although based on what she knew of him and what she saw of him, Insyriah will admit that she did privately think that something in life would eventually teach that boy that honey gains more flies than vinegar. And no, there’s no being a smart-ass about saying who wants to gather flies anyway. That would be a lesson that would come in all the harsher on him the longer it goes ignored.

Well. Maybe that lesson has finally come around to land the stinging and lasting blow.

Because despite Insyriah’s experience and what everyone else assumed about Al-Haitham and Kaveh and their process of disagreement…

Here is what happens when the wind and the wave aren’t going in the same direction: the stall.

And it takes both wind and wave for that.

“In all fairness,” Insyriah says carefully, “it can’t all rest on one set of shoulders.”

Jaabir nods grimly, mouth pulling down into a frown as they turn towards the other half of the unbalanced equation.

Just how poorly did Kaveh have to act to have Al-Haitham of all people calling it quits and cutting things off unfinished? 

Even in the middle of mandated group projects that went incredibly off the rails, when he was getting complaints from his fellow students and professors as much as he was returning them, he never quit. 

Al-Haitham doesn’t let things like that get to him. He just gets the job done and lets that do the talking for him.

Al-Haitham has had other students in the same group projects threaten to not do their part and blame him entirely for the fail, willing to take the hit to their records rather than work with him. He’s had professors threatening him with what were frankly incredibly biased rubrics and the most unfair disadvantages for scoring that would have gotten them fired if he just reported them, but instead Al-Haitham set his teeth and pushed through.

He’s had all sorts of slander thrown at him from the personal to the professional space. He’s had his work scrutinized and nit-picked for so much as a splotch of or smear of ink, and his background brought up as though it were something to shame him about. It isn’t, and he’s always carried his head high. Al-Haitham has never backed down from a challenge thrown at him, even when the odds were incredibly inadvisable.

Al-Haitham doesn’t always win, but he never quite loses, either. 

This has caused most of the Akademiya to develop a grudging respect for him, and has been enfolded into the pieces that precede him as his reputation grows.

Al-Haitham is a pain in the neck, but he’s an honest pain in the neck who follows through on whatever he’s set himself to.

It has to be understood about Al-Haitham that he does not quit. Al-Haitham sets his jaw, braces his shoulders, and forces his way through whatever situation the universe has put upon him one way or another—bringing despair or relief to anyone around him in the process. 

Before today, Insyriah and most of the Akademiya would have put good money on the word quit not being part of Al-Haitham’s lexicon. A single flaw that can’t be counted as a flaw in an otherwise expansive and diverse body of knowledge.

This quality of Al-Haitham’s is as much part of the fundamental understanding of him as knowing that he’s of the Haravatat, has green eyes, and is a descendant of Sumeru scholars on both sides of the family tree.

So considering the precedent of disagreements the two have already had, all of the things that the world has thrown at Al-Haitham that he’s already trudged his way through, and all the rest—what happened that here and now, Al-Haitham accepted the concept of quitting into his vocabulary? Not just that, but actively applied it to himself?

It’s true that Kaveh does give other people problems and grief in his own way. The both of them have heard plenty of complaints from their counterparts in the Kshahrewar’s offices. But they’ve never seemed too terrible. Not compared to the things said and circulated about Al-Haitham.

There’s been the occasional talk of a flash of brooding temper that Kaveh’s been quick to smother when caught. 

And it isn’t too hard to imagine Kaveh’s well known passion and the energy that he pours into his work working as a double edged sword—transforming from an asset into a shackle. 

Kaveh’s never done poorly on any project, but his counselors have often bemoaned Kaveh’s uncompromising nature. And they often comment on how he stretches himself too thin while trying to measure himself against a standard no one is holding him to except himself.

Thus, Kaveh doesn’t leave any bitter feelings in his partners and fellows considering the successes he brings, but he does exhaust them. There are a very few people who are willing to work with Kaveh a second time. 

Apparently, Kaveh strives for something beyond standards, beyond reach, and keeps trying to drag people into keeping up with him in the pursuit of it. Everything from the simplest five minute presentation to the final essay of the semester has to be beyond perfect, with every single ounce of a person’s attention, dedication, and feeling poured into it.

Nothing is ever good enough for Kaveh. There’s always something more that can be done, given. There’s a boy who’s got to learn priorities and how to measure himself out so he doesn’t burn out like flash-paper.

Failure to find perfection has never caused him to lose his temper and lash out at anyone that they know of, though. Sometimes Kaveh’s been caught in the middle of a poor mood, and has snapped or been a little too sharp with a response. But he’s always been very good at apologizing and expressing proper remorse over it. It’s never been on purpose.

So what happened here?

Something happened here to push Al-Haitham and Kaveh both into acting beyond their normal selves. And it must be both of them acting out of bounds because if it was just the one it wouldn’t have become this.

“This is too much of a shock. I’d be able to handle water flowing up a mountain or pigs flying,” Jaabir concludes. He raises a hand to his head and then his cheeks, his throat. “Is this a fever? Am I hallucinating? I should go to the Bimarstan.”

“You should have checked that before you drank your spiked tea,” Insyriah says. “I can’t believe they broke up. No. It doesn’t make sense. I don’t think they actually split completely. It must just be the thesis. Perhaps they just can’t work together professionally. It’s not something everyone can do. And aren’t they both quite hot-headed in their own ways? I suppose it makes sense that it didn’t work out professionally.” Insyriah nods to herself even as Jaabir starts to also slowly nod in agreement. “It’s a separation, not a split. They’re just parting ways professionally to cool off before they reconcile privately.”

“Yes, that does seem much more plausible,” Jaabir agrees, looking a little relieved. “That would make more sense. What couple splits up completely just because of paper? That would be ridiculous. We’re scholars, true, but it’s not that big a deal.”

“Couples who work on papers and projects together break the papers and projects up and do fine privately all the time,” Insyriah reminds them both as Jaabir starts nodding a little more enthusiastically. That or the liquor is really hitting and he can’t hold his head straight on his own. Insyriah can’t tell.

“This is why couples shouldn’t work on official projects together,” Jaabir complains. “Especially young couples. Save that for when you’re older and more experienced. It only causes domestic problems. How can you keep work and personal lives separate when so much of your work is part of your personality? Scholars are terrible coworkers even without taking into account domestic matters.” Jaabir shudders. “In truth, I can’t imagine working with my wife. It’s half of why I stopped teaching and doing active research. The last time I published a paper was over twenty years ago, and I used a single source in a way she disagreed with. She proceeded to publish a counter-paper that still gives me nightmares.”

“You’ve got a good wife. I read that paper. It was mediocre with the barest glimpses at something interesting at best. You do a lot better as a student counselor,” Insyriah says. “In any case, I hope this is just a professional separation and not an actual split.”

Jaabir shakes his head. “Agreed. As difficult as those two can be together, I can only imagine what kind of insufferable nightmare they would be if they actually broke up.”

-


  To Grand Scribe Fahmi,



  Regarding our previous discussion as to the modifications to my schedule for apprenticeship and work-study, there has been a very recent and spontaneous change in plans. The prior commitments I had mentioned at the start of the semester as the reason for my original request to delay on the start of formal apprenticeship are no longer applicable. 



  Thus, rather than delaying the initial procedures and preliminary steps, I find that it would be better to expedite them ahead of what we had originally planned to begin as soon as the quarter-mark of the semester, if this should be feasible for you. 



  My original plans to fill existing requirements for course credits and hours through a long-term interdisciplinary project have fallen through. As a result I am now lacking in both hours and applicable credits to keep to the schedule we had worked on last-minute to get me on the appropriate tracks for entering the ranks of the Akademiya’s scribes at an intermediate level while accounting for time for me to work on this thesis. 



  I do not believe it will be possible for me to use the stronger parts of the research done to this point in another project or venture that would fill the gap. 



  Upon review of the current curriculum guidelines, it should technically be possible for me to apply parts of the hours and minor data-points in the research to smaller projects to back-fill certain rank advancement criteria. However, this still will not be enough to bring my records to where they should be for our purposes, which is where I need your assistance and advice.



  Enclosed is my current course load and potential plans for incorporating our original timeline for work hours with…


  



3. Divorce

Summary for the Chapter:
            So what’s so bad about the Grand Scribe handing over papers for them to process? Even if it is unusual? What is it about this assignment that’s got Tasnim so worked up?

Tasnim, sniffling, voice rough from throwing up and echoing from speaking into the bin, continues.

“These are signed documents from the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham himself and Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar transferring over their shared properties to Al-Haitham. Wholly, with no contest, or need for recompense.”

Mahrosh grabs the envelope out of Tasnim’s hand as Tasnim resumes retching into the bin. Roopsha shoves Tasnim aside in a burst of strength that he should be showing off more in public if he’s serious about passing the test to become a matra, and presses along Mahrosh’s side as she shakily opens the envelope to check the documents.

          


    
    Tasnim sits down heavily.

Roopsha and Mahrosh turn to look at him, both wondering what could cause that expression, then glance at each other as they each go down a mental list of his duties for the day, and the little bits of this-and-that they’ve talked about so far. Neither of them can recall anything alarming or particularly troublesome. 

He’d only just gone to the front when someone rang the bell to drop something off. It was less than two minutes he was gone.

In truth, there’s not much that their little team of three handles that’s very troublesome or very burdensome. 

It’s tedious work, sorting out documents and getting them properly filed and copied and labeled in the Akasha, making sure none of them overlap with any other existing information and the like. 

But the types of documents they’ve been assigned to work on are very simple. It’s all just maintaining land ownership, addresses, and the like. When they aren’t working with the matra investigators, Corps of Thirty patrolmen, Kshahrewar civil engineers, or Bimarstan outreach specialists on fetching or consolidating this or that piece of data, there’s not much of anything to do but chatter until clock-out time.

But here’s Tasnim sitting at his desk looking like he’s been delivered the worst news of his life. 

And that’s really saying something, because they were both there when he got dumped by his fiancée for his cousin two months before the wedding. He’d already missed the window for cancellations on the venue rental and the catering to get his deposits back. He’d spent a full year saving up and taking calculated loans for that wedding. They were going to vacation in  Liyue. Their manager had even given Tasnim a pay advance as an extra wedding present for it.

Tasnim looked like he was going to keel over and pass away any moment then.

Somehow, in this present moment, Tasnim looks twice as awful. Maybe he already keeled over and is somehow moving around as some sort of strange undead creature who decided that he wanted to still work, or something.

Tasnim’s entire face is grey, the whites of his eyes lurid. Sweat beads at his temples, matting his dark hair, and gathering on his upper lip. His veins and tendons are standing out on his neck. And he’s holding a plain brown envelope in his hands like it’s some kind of volatile substance.

Roopsha and Mahrosh immediately shove their chairs over to him, the wheels rattling and clunking around over the wood and carpet until they bump into the edges of his desk. Whatever just happened has rattled him so poorly that he doesn’t even scold them for behaving so immaturely at work. Not even a half-hearted sigh of reproach. 

Mahrosh puts a finger underneath Tasnim’s nose to check if he’s breathing, eyebrows raising when Tasnim doesn’t even look at her and lets her carry on with her shenanigans. Roopsha pushes the envelope down so that it’s easier for both him and Mahrosh to see.

It doesn’t look like anything special or alarming. It’s a plain brown Akademiya envelope. 

There’s the proper label affixed to it that designates it as part of physical archiving, directed towards their department. The writing on the label is neat, elegant, and a little familiar. It must be from one of the scribes then, considering how neat it is. That would make it some kind of official document, most likely. But it isn’t even marked for urgent archiving, just standard processing.

Maybe the most unusual thing about it is that it looks like it was submitted properly without any correction. After their time working in the physical archives that’s a rarity they’ve come to find interesting like finding four-leaf clovers or seeing the moon while the sun is still up. There’s no sign of the label being covered with a new one, or any scratched out portions that were corrected last-minute. Even the corners of the envelope look crisp and fresh, barely handled.

Mahrosh leans around Tasnim to wriggle her eyebrows at Roopsha who just shrugs his shoulders.

“Alright, out with it,” Mahrosh shakes Tansim’s shoulder. “You’ve not been sacked have you?”

Tasnim is quiet for so long that Roopsha stands up, looking alarmed. His chair spins away, hitting against and rattling the wooden storage cabinet doors. “You can’t have been sacked! You can’t be let go! You’re still paying off the loans from the—“

Mahrosh, with the deadly accuracy of someone who’s been raised as a middle child between several siblings, grabs a clip from the little bowl on the side of Tasnim’s desk and nails Roopsha right between the eyes with it.

“You haven’t done anything wrong to be let go,” Mahrosh says while Roopsha stares at her, dumbfounded. Tasnim, meanwhile, continues to stare ahead of himself like a dead fish. “If something worth being fired over happened the two of us would’ve noticed and heard about it too. Unless it’s something you did in your off hours, in which case share all the details. But seriously. Were you fired?”

That would be troubling. Tasnim is the most senior among them. He knows all of the right people to talk to for this-or-that and how to talk to them to get it done with the least amount of trouble. Everyone always wants to have Tasnim handle things.

And the fellow actually knows what he’s doing when he’s doing it, which is more than what their manager can say—their manager is affable enough, but spends more of his time rubbing elbows or running point on such incredibly niche and specific projects that he’s forgotten pretty much all of the basic day-to-day that the three of them do.

If Tasnim gets fired they’ll have to replace him. Roopsha just joined less than a year ago, and Mahrosh has made it clear that she doesn’t want to stay here. She wants to get back to active field work as soon as she can. Neither of them can replace his role, and if they brought in someone entirely new they’d need training that neither Roopsha nor Mahrosh can give.

Tasnim’s mouth opens and closes, entirely silent. Then it opens and closes while his throat clicks.

And then while looking like he wants to throw up so much that Roopsha dives to grab the waste bin and shove it directly underneath his face Tasnim speaks in a monotonous croak.

“The Grand Scribe Al-Haitham passed me these documents for appropriate copying and filing. A copy is to be sent to the Land Management Bureau’s department overseeing the land development and construction of new facilities, another to the department handling the census records, and another that oversees the appropriate documentation and archiving of permits, in addition to us updating our own records of property ownership and use.”

Then he throws up right into the bin.

While the man is throwing up, Mahrosh lightly pats his back, exchanging a series of wild eyebrow acrobatics with Roopsha who looks just as baffled as she does.

The relatively newly-instated Grand Scribe Al-Haitham is rather intimidating. 

But he’s not so scary that you’d throw up after he gives you a job to do. Especially one that’s so route. 

Admittedly though, it is strange that this is coming directly from the Grand Scribe. It seems a rather below his pay-grade to be handling the delivery of these kind of documents in person now. Doesn’t he have an entire department to order around for that?

Technically, the three of them are also in that department as archival staff. This could have been an Akasha message, with the physical copies delivered through the intra-department mail.

And before he took on his new post Al-Haitham was generally assigned to working on handling the drafting of joint circulars, and other such formal documents. He didn’t do deliveries. The few times he had come down here before this were to request physical copies for handwriting analysis on suspect deeds of transfer and business permits during annual audits. 

Of course there are the rumors about him from when he was a student that add to how intimidating he is and the general apprehension people have when interacting with him. That could be a reason for why someone would be rattled after being directly entrusted with a task from him.

But it’s not a reason for Tasnim. It’s not a real reason for anyone in this little office of three to behave the way Tasnim is right now.

Firstly because the man’s truly not as intimidating as rumors make him out to be—although he is just as strange. The Grand Scribe’s strangeness inevitably comes up as part-and-parcel of the rumors and stories that still—and will continue to—fly around Sumeru whenever the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham does fieldwork or takes personal time off.

(Although the being strange part doesn’t come up in the brief interactions Roopsha or Mahrosh have had with him. They’re all very professional here. Or they try to be.)

Secondly, when you really look at most of those rumors and strange stories, it usually involves someone doing something wrong first and then Grand Scribe Al-Haitham turning his attention towards correcting it. What’s so bad about that? Aside from the fact that his corrections are pretty…well. They’re not pretty at all actually. But they’re sometimes impressively tidy.

And lastly, since it’s not as though any of them here have ever done anything to wrong him directly or to attract his attention, the three of them have never had anything to truly worry about. Only the guilty should be wary of consequences. And the three of them are innocent of any wrong doings that would have the department head of their entire branch of the Akademiya’s administration turning his scrutiny on them.

Tasnim’s always done his job well, Mahrosh is generally organized even if she needs a moment or two to remember a specific topic, and Roopsha might be new but he’s quick to catch on and remembers finer details pretty well. None of them have ever gotten more from the Grand Scribe—Al-Haitham or his predecessor—than a nod of acknowledgement outside of any requests or orders.

So what’s so bad about the Grand Scribe handing over papers for them to process? Even if it is unusual? What is it about this assignment that’s got Tasnim so worked up?

Tasnim, sniffling, voice rough from throwing up and echoing from speaking into the bin, continues. 

“These are signed documents from the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham himself and Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar transferring over their shared properties to Al-Haitham. Wholly, with no contest, or need for recompense.”

Mahrosh grabs the envelope out of Tasnim’s hand as Tasnim resumes retching into the bin. Roopsha shoves Tasnim aside in a burst of strength that he should be showing off more in public if he’s serious about passing the test to become a matra, and presses along Mahrosh’s side as she shakily opens the envelope to check the documents.

Mahrosh and Roopsha spread the documents out over the table like they’re handling ancient texts a breath away from turning into dust. If they had gloves they’d have put them on. If they had face masks to prevent their breath from disturbing the papers, they would have worn them, too. If they had the full archival room set up for handling fragile and sensitive materials, they would have used that.

What they have is Tasnim’s slightly unorganized desk with the man throwing up nothing into a bin in the background, a lingering smell of slightly burned coffee that seems to stick to the office walls, and the too-loud sound of Mahrosh and Roopsha’s breathing as they look upon the signed and notarized documents spread out before them.

The explosive documents enclosed in the plain, deceptive envelope include: written and signed statements from both Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar and the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, drafted by their solicitors that have been notarized, along with physical copies of notes from said solicitors. There are also physical copies of the original deeds.

Attached is also a rather dense physical index listing the file names and numbers for additional supplemental materials that were already submitted to the Akasha database for appropriate filing and sending off to the appropriate departments. This index, as expected of the Grand Scribe, is perfectly formatted and organized for ease of use.

Mahrosh and Roopsha instantly go looking for some of these files

Among the files listed in the exhaustive index are: the original documents outlining the bequeathal of property from the Akademiya regarding both the plot and building in question; copies of the original deeds given to both of them with both their names listed and the modified copy that only has the Grand Scribe listed; blueprints of the original building as is as well as the blueprints for the renovation of the structure; multiple documents ranging from grants to certifications regarding the capital that went into the original construction of the building and the subsequent plan to renovate it; the permission to change the use of the property to residential; contractor and laborer contracts for the renovations as well as the finalized copies of the approved blueprints for the converted land; the time table and budget for the renovation; copies of the transcripts of discussions between the solicitors acting as a medium between the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham and Master Kaveh; copies of the solicitor’s contracts and confirmation that neither solicitor has any stake in this entire situation.

The document list is truly exhaustive. There’s not a single thing missing here. It’s too much for a transfer or property, really. Transfers of property don’t truly need all of this documentation, although it’s also apparently a conversion project too. Yet, despite the amount of information presented, somehow none of it makes sense.

All of it has the mind spinning to look at. There’s even audio files from both parties that neither Roopsha nor Mahrosh are brave enough to touch when their eyes are already overwhelming their brains with so much world-changing information.

“The break up was real?” Mahrosh half-shrieks, half-whispers, as though speaking it will somehow make it damningly true and present instead of just alarmingly true. “They’re divorcing?”

Roopsha is now as equally pale-faced as Tasnim who’s no longer vomiting but just breathing heavily. In fact, Roopsha goes and tries to fight Tasnim for the bin to also throw up in. Mahrosh opens the bottom drawer of Tasnim’s desk and pulls out a paper bag, shoving it into Roopsha’s face as he starts to quickly breathe in and out of it.

In between breathing in and out of the paper bag, Roopsha manages to say, “I thought it was just an academic split.”

Sure, the two haven’t been seen together since the split a few years back. But Master Kaveh graduated soon after the dissolution of the thesis, and the now-Grand-Scribe was snatched up into work-study programs right away. They became a working couple! 

Everyone figured that the two of them learned a lesson about couples working together professionally and decided not to try it. It’s not too unusual. There are loads of couples like that in Sumeru, it’s much more common than couples working together really. Besides, the two of them seemed very career-oriented, with their two careers oriented in very different directions.

There wasn’t anything truly strange about not seeing them together. Sure they were glued together at the hip, shoulder, temple, ankle, knee, hand, eye, ear, brainstem in the Akademiya but that’s just not feasible out in the working world. The two of them would eventually have to part ways in that sense, especially considering their professions.

And with such a harsh lesson learned about couples working together, no one would blame the pair for taking a little bit of time to cool off. And after all the years they’d spent together maybe the honeymoon phase was tapering off. It can’t always be passion and high heat. Some relationships need to be brought down to a simmer for the best result.


  But a full separation? A complete divorce?


Tasnim speaks, sounding like he’s moments away from bursting into ugly, full-on body-shaking sobs, “I grew up with them as a pair. They’re part of my…my everything. And they’re getting divorced?”

Roopsha pauses in the middle of trying to get his breath back, the confusion momentarily overpowering the alarm, “You’re not that young though?”

Tasnim shoots Roopsha a look full of sorrowful reproach. “It feels like I grew up looking up to them. I’m only two years younger than Master Kaveh, you know. We were all in undergraduate studies at the same time. I was also in the Haravatat! I was basically there as they got together and everything. Daily updates about them and the entire thing with their thesis were part of my routine as a student.”

“Me too,” Mahrosh says, wringing her hands as she starts to pace. She’d joined the Akademiya just as Master Kaveh was graduating, but the talk of the pair were just as a part of her education as living int he dorm, almost missing curfew, sneaking into the House of Daena after hours, and burning her hand on coffee. It feels like someone just ripped down the Chasm in the distance, or trimmed a giant branch off of the Divine Tree.The world is off-balance. Out of order.

The three of them turn to look back at the documents.

“This news feels like something that can’t be revealed to the public,” Tasnim says. And then, somehow managing to find and express an entirely new, even more potent level of distressed, he says, “And the Grand Scribe handed it to me himself. He didn’t even look upset.”

“He never looks upset. Maybe they’re doing this for tax purposes. Maybe it’s not actually divorce,” Roopsha says, momentarily looking hopeful.

And then they look back at the multiple files accumulated by the solicitors and lose the hope just as quickly.

“Poor Grand Scribe,” Mahrosh says, bringing a hand to her mouth as she starts to gnaw on the cuff of her inner robes. The two men look at her in confusion. “I mean! How bad was it that Master Kaveh just signed everything over no contest? They didn’t even want to work it out? After all of these years? It must have been awful for them both. Think about it.”

“I’m trying not to, Mahrosh,” Tasnim reminds her, voice wavering like a small bird’s.

“Maybe they spent so long fighting that this is the best outcome for them?” Roopsha points out. “I mean, you’ve seen some of the official publications they’ve put out since the thesis was dissolved. Neither of them mention each other in their writings but with the way they’re going back and forth there’s clearly something unresolved there. Maybe they never got over whatever happened back then and it was just festering, you know? A sore spot that won’t heal or mend. That can’t be healthy for a relationship. Especially if they’ve been carrying that all these years.”

“But it’s Kaveh and Al-Haitham,” Mahrosh whines, fabric stretching and pulling between her teeth.

“It’s Kaveh and Al-Haitham,” Roopsha droops, eyes looking like they’re filling with tears. Even his paper bag looks despondent. 

“It was Kaveh and Al-Haitham,” Tasnim repeats after them, head in his hands. “It’s the end of an era.”

The three of them fall silent as they let this information start to sink in.

“I can’t just not file this, can I?” Tasnim says, sitting up straight. “This somehow doesn’t feel fair. I feel like I’ve been brought in to play some active and unwilling part in a crime against myself.”

Roopsha and Mahrosh nod in sympathetic agreement, even as they go back to their desks, unwilling to get roped into joining Tasnim in the closing of the curtains of an era of life. They like Tasnim. They like him enough to console him when his fiancée dumps him two months before the wedding and elopes with his cousin. They don’t like him enough to offer to help on this.

“You’ve got seven and a half-hours until clock out to file that,” Mahrosh says. “At least he gave it to you now so you have the entire day to work yourself up to it. Wouldn’t it be so much worse if he gave it to you later in the day, closer to business hours close? Then you’d have a time crunch added on. I bet he’s even going to check tomorrow to see the progress on the filing and follow up with the other departments to make sure that they’re processing the documents on their end too. If he finds out that you dallied after he gave it to you at the start of business day today he’ll come back. How could anyone in this department face him?”

Tasnim curls up in his chair, drawing his legs up as he hugs the waste bin the way a child would hold a stuffed toy. He resembles a pill bug.

“I’ll treat you to dinner afterwards,” Roopsha offers from behind the safety of his desk as he looks for busywork to hide behind. “I’ll buy us all the first round of drinks, too.”

“I’ll buy the second and third,” Mahrosh adds on, spitting out her sleeve to copy Roopsha’s example. “I think it’s going to be a multiple rounds kind of night.”

-


  To Attorney Zamora,



  I assure you, I am fully aware of the capital I would be signing away freely in handing my shares of the property over without contest, request for lump-sum recompense in the form of a buy-out, or long-term profit sharing. I spent several years studying Sumeru City’s infrastructure and land apportionments. It truly is prime real estate. Knowing this, I can confirm once again that I really don’t want it.



  I’m not sure why you keep asking.



  You know that I have no use for it. Nor do I have any need for future income from any profits generated by it. You’ve been helping handle the legal side of my business for some years now and you know well enough that I’m doing fine in terms of finances. My tax filing is complicated enough without throwing in revenue from a property split. Do you want my accountant to hate me more?



  Not that there’s going to be any profits to be seen there from what we’ve learned thus far. From what the Grand Scribe’s solicitor has relayed to us the Grand Scribe intends to convert the building from a research facility into a single-family residential home. Ambitious and tedious based on the original design and zoning restrictions, but doable. I doubt that the Grand Scribe is putting in all that effort and investment into the finished house to rent it to someone else, though.



  What use do I have for a house? I have my apartment and I am traveling so often that I’m barely in it. As to owning property in general, I also have my own office space that I rent and it’s in a much better place for conducting business. You’ve been. You’ve often told me that if I ever consider moving to let you have the first go at offering yourself up to the landlord to fill the vacancy.



  It honestly would be more of a burden to me to have my name still attached to the land—just another thing to keep track of along with all the rest.



  If you wish we can discuss this in person so I can assure you of my lack of regrets and my enthusiastic consent to agree to whatever terms get this whole thing sorted the fastest. 



  Ah, I’ll also be unavailable for an upcoming period of time due to business I’ll be conducting beyond the Wall of Samiel. I would appreciate it if we could meet and at least get somewhat through the appropriate filing and the like before then. 



  There is also another—more important and pressing—matter of business I wish to discuss with you concerning some of my older patents that I’d like to have reviewed as it has been brought to my attention that…


  



4. Moving In

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You’re the only one he sometimes talks to like a real person, you ever get him to say anything?”

“On what I actually want to know? Barely, but the things he’s said and the way he’s said them? I knew something was going on,” Inspector Zara sucks her teeth. “And if I pressed harder than I already did he’d have clammed up entirely. Then what? He’s the only one of you lot tolerable to work with. I’m not going to mess up the only decent work relationship I have because of his messy divorce.”

“Well, at the time it didn’t appear messy. It was a clean division of property and all,” Inquisitor Azusa points out, reaching over to take the hookah back, blowing a stream of smoke out of the corner of their mouth, also staring at the door. But rather like their gaze could take the wood apart layer by layer, like sandpaper. “Should’ve known better. When is anything as it would appear to be when our Scribe Al-Haitham is involved?”

          


    
    Ying doesn’t understand why this has to take place in her offices. Aren’t the offices of the Quartermaster the smallest and most cramped of the entire Mahamata department? The Grand Scribe and his staff have larger, nicer offices to work out than she and her clerks do. Even the Grand Inquisitor, who spends most of their time abroad and who’s local staff is composed nearly entirely of couriers has nicer offices than Ying does.

And yet, for reasons Ying can’t possibly begin to figure, they’re all meeting in her tiny little office with its one stuck window and crooked desk. No, not even that. They’ve kicked her out of her office to sit at a slightly tacky desk she had to ask one of her other clerks to let her borrow while they share with someone else.

“I feel like I’ve somehow kicked a hornet’s nest without even going outside,” Ying says to Zara. “Please don’t smoke in here. I know your departments don’t normally work with this amount of paper, but please recognize the hazard. Where did you even get that from?”

The Grand Inspector Zara has somehow procured and assembled an entire hookah. The woman doesn’t even have a bag on her. She’s not wearing the outer layer of the uniform, either so it’s not like she has the giant pockets of the robes or the storage provided by the larger sleeves.

“You’ve got other problems to worry about and other things to question,” Inspector Zara says flatly, eyes narrowed as she watches the door to the room. She raises a hand with three fingers raised, and starts counting down. As the final finger folds down the door bursts open for the Grand Inquisitor Azusa to glide in.

“Did I miss it? I had Sages crawling up my ass to ask me about shit they didn’t really care about so they could look like they still care about the state,” Azusa says as though they aren’t in the center of the Akademiya with everyone’s Akasha’s listening. Azusa comes over to the desk that Zara and Ying are sitting at, plucking the hookah right out of Zara’s hand to take a deep pull, eyes fixed on Ying’s closed office door.

The Grand Administrator Maxwell and the Grand Proctor Sofia had descended onto the room with the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham locked between their arms and said they had some preliminary discussions to get through.

“About what?” Ying had asked, flabbergasted as she was kicked out of her own office for the fourth time in so many months. 

“All things will be made clear in due time,” Grand Administrator Maxwell said, “Now go play with your peers.” 

Soon after, the Grand Inspector arrived, looking no more or less peeved than she normally does—which did something for Ying’s nerves, but nothing at all for Ying’s understanding of the situation.

Supposedly the Grand Scribe was called down to Ying’s office to speak with Grand Proctor Sofia and Grand Administrator Maxwell to talk about the upcoming preparation for the entrance exams for the international applicants.

But in truth, Ying had been working on reviewing and adjusting the mahamata’s tax statements—she’s somehow been conned into reviewing their personal taxes, too, in return for them supposedly being nicer to her—when the Grand Administrator had come in to talk to her about personnel adjustments for the next quarter.

Somehow, someway, Administrator Maxwell saw Scribe Al-Haitham’s tax forms which included a new stream of income. Apparently he’s begun renting a room in his house, which is kind of amazing because Ying was under the impression that when Scribe Al-Haitham was not officially clocked in he ceased to exist as a physical person and became a concept that would only appear when certain conditions were met. Like a jinni or an yaoguai, maybe. 

Why would a concept need a house? Sure he has a personal address for mailing purposes. And maybe as part of the token effort to pretend to be a person-person.

But why would concepts need to eat, sleep, or otherwise have reason to keep a residence? It seems like too much effort, and the Grand Scribe is not the sort of person who puts even a single grain of extra effort into anything if he can help it. 

Scribe Al-Haitham should have been born in Liyue. With the way he’s able to balance every scale perfectly he would’ve made a killing over there.

That, and with the way the Grand Scribe handles paper it would make more sense for him to live entirely on joss paper offerings, honestly. Ying would not have been surprised if that turned out to be true. That quality of handling paper so naturally is a strange one to have for someone who’s been born and raised in Sumeru where paper goods are seen as either a luxury or an antiquity.

In any case, Ying had noticed the new income stream and quietly filed it away to discuss with the Grand Scribe later to let him know about how to best consolidate the taxes on this and how to report it from now on, and other such details. 

The Grand Administrator noticed it, and did not file it away. In fact, the Grand Administrator ceased to pay attention to what they were discussing and began to do some digging on his own.

Barely a handful of minutes later, the Grand Administrator clapped a hand to his thigh with a loud echoing slap and exclaimed, “Zabardast! Dear Ying, you’ve helped me uncover something quite brilliant indeed. Well done, girl. Would you look at this?”

This turned out to be a few changes in the Akasha system to civilian files. Before Ying could point out that the Grand Administrator shouldn’t have access to dig around in there, and that he shouldn’t be telling her that he just did because she didn’t want to be implicated in any crimes, she realized that he was showing her the Grand Scribe’s address. 

That would explain how the Grand Administrator had access to these documents—technically it would fall under mahamata purview. But it was the name attached to the address that had Ying’s eyebrows shooting up her forehead like Lantern Rite fireworks.

“Kaveh of the Kshahrewar?” Ying said, as she stared at the Akasha files that the Grand Administrator had sent her.

“Absolutely fascinating!” Administrator Maxwell exclaimed, at the same time Ying’s Akasha notified her of a new message being send to the department heads of the mahamata. The Grand Administrator had just called for all-hands meeting right there in Ying’s office. Then, in a separate message without the Grand Scribe, the Grand Administrator relayed the information that he had just found out to the rest of their counterparts.

So now here they are, with Proctor Sofia and Administrator Maxwell questioning the Scribe Al-Haitham. But why Ying and Zara are out here instead of in there, Ying has no idea.

Ying has no idea about a lot of things, really.

Why is this such a big deal, anyway? It’s unexpected on many levels. But does it really warrant this kind of reaction?

Then again, Ying goes over what she knows of the Grand Scribe and what she knows of Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar. She’s not met Master Kaveh, and she tries to avoid the Grand Scribe whenever she can, but she supposes that based on the things she does know that it is really interesting. And what scholar of Sumeru can resist an interesting mystery?

That and the rest of the mahamata must be really bored. There’s no major national exams coming up for Proctor Sofia to deal with. There’s nothing of major interest for either the Inquisitor or the Investigator to look into. Jnagarbha Day preparations are still a few months out. And the Administrator’s work doesn’t seem to vary greatly depending on any particular season, which leaves Ying handling tax preparations and audits for the year.

Is Ying really the only one busy right now?

As Ying is trying to figure out how it seems like she’s the only one who’s consistently ever busy, Inspector Zara takes the hookah back from Azusa as the two start to talk while staring at Ying’s closed door.

“I always knew something was still going on with those two,” Inspector Zara says, gaze honed in on the simple wooden door like she could carve the entirety of her years of observations into it with her eyes alone. “When you’ve got something like that it doesn’t ever really end, does it?”

“You’re the only one he sometimes talks to like a real person, you ever get him to say anything?”

“On what I actually want to know? Barely, but the things he’s said and the way he’s said them? I knew something was going on,” Inspector Zara sucks her teeth. “And if I pressed harder than I already did he’d have clammed up entirely. Then what? He’s the only one of you lot tolerable to work with. I’m not going to mess up the only decent work relationship I have because of his messy divorce.”

“Well, at the time it didn’t appear messy. It was a clean division of property and all,” Inquisitor Azusa points out, reaching over to take the hookah back, blowing a stream of smoke out of the corner of their mouth, also staring at the door. But rather like their gaze could take the wood apart layer by layer, like sandpaper. “Should’ve known better. When is anything as it would appear to be when our Scribe Al-Haitham is involved?”

Ying is still processing the fact that Inspector Zara thinks that Scribe Al-Haitham is a better coworker than Ying is. In what world? Does Ying cause problems? Does Ying ever talk back? Does Ying ever give attitude?  Ying only ever asks for them to be a little bit more organized with their remittance receipts. Is that such a terrible thing to ask for? Ying’s even doing a preliminary review of their personal taxes.

“It couldn’t have been a real split,” Inquisitor Azusa continues, passing the hookah back to Inspector Zara. “We all knew that based on how those two were so pointed about not interacting face-to-face. Something was lingering on. A whole lot of something.”

“They were avoiding each other?” Ying asks.

“Obviously they were, Ying. Get your eyes where they ought to be. They’re never in the same room together anymore. And they’ve kept up not being seen in the same room together for several consecutive years. That’s definitely avoiding someone.”

Ying looks between Inquisitor Azusa and Inspector Zara who appear to be entirely sincere about this being a valid statistical data point.

“Why would they be in the same rooms together? Their jobs don’t overlap.” Ying can come up with a whole list of people she used to work or go to classes with that she doesn’t interact with on a day-to-day anymore. “Besides, they write back and forth all the time. It doesn’t look like they’re avoiding each other.”

Inspector Zara and Inquisitor Azusa immediately pull faces of equal disgust, rearing back.

“Yeah, they write to each other. Anonymously. And the rest of Sumeru is stuck in the middle of the centuries worst lover’s spat when they refuse to acknowledge it as what it is,” Inquisitor Azusa sneers. “Have you ever actually read any of the stuff those two are pretending to be anonymous and professional about?”

“I thought the two of them sniping at each other through official journal publications was bad. I was wrong,” the Inspector grimaces. “I’m still working on getting the darshans to allow those two to publish within the journals and collections again. That was leagues better than them posting on notice boards. At least when it’s the journal publications you can avoid it, if the topic they’re talking about isn’t directly related to your field. And it has a finite beginning and end.” Inspector Zara gestures broadly around them. “If they’re going at it on the notice boards puts me directly in the center of it. Those notice boards are my responsibility to maintain. I have to actually read through the petty, weird couples spat that’s been going on across the entire country for the past several years. I know more about their relationship than anyone should ever know.”

“And the world weeps for you,” Inquisitor Azusa says. “Just glancing over them makes my skin crawl. I feel bad for the people who start those message board posts looking for help and advice but get them hijacked by the world’s most contagiously toxic couple.”

“The worst part is the both of them are giving actual good advice at least two thirds of the time. Before they get distracted with really going at it with each other,” Inspector Zara takes her spectacles off to scrub a hand over her face, through her close-cropped hair. “What right do those two have to be…valid and also so fucking—“

“Can’t you just stop them from using the noticeboards?” Ying asks.

“You try stopping Al-Haitham from something. I’ve threatened him with fines. I even gave him the tickets for a while. But the unfortunate thing about being well paid is that fines aren’t very good of a deterrent. And I have no real basis for banning him when the first two-thirds of any exchange is legitimate discussion pertinent towards the original topic at hand.” Inspector Zara looks like she might spit. “And thus the rest of Sumeru is a captive third wheel without any form of escape route or ability to make a lack of consent to participate mean anything. Disgusting.”

“Maybe they’ll chill out now that they’re reconciling,” Inquisitor Azusa says, sounding unusually optimistic. “Which does make me curious about how and when those two got back together to the point where they’re moving in. But even more importantly, when is the rest of Sumeru going to see any form of benefit? Two weeks in? A month? How long should I plan my next work trip before coming back to those two being slightly less insufferable than they’ve been for the past how many years?”

“They’re not that bad,” Ying says causing Inquisitor Azusa and Inspector Zara to scoff, turning away from her to talk to each other more directly, cutting Ying out of the conversation. In Ying’s own offices. Ying considers kicking them both, but Inquisitor Azusa practices hand-to-hand with the Corps of Thirty for fun and Inspector Zara’s…Inspector Zara. Ying’s already got bruises on her shins from smacking them against the heavy boxes of files she’s been steadily working through. She doesn’t want to add more.

“You can’t talk about how bad they are or aren’t, you’re a little baby,” Inquisitor Azusa says, waving a dismissive hand at her. Ying resists the urge to swat it. Knowing what she knows of the Grand Inquisitor Azusa, they would swat back twice as hard.

“What if it gets worse?” Investigator Zara hesitantly suggests, expressing going sour. “Let’s just…look at worst case scenarios here. That’s the appropriate thing to do when the Scribe is involved in something. What if them getting back together makes things worse? I mean. This is what they’re like when they’re split up.” At the expression Inquisitor Azusa makes Investigator Zara wriggles her hand. “Alright. Pretending to be split up. Half-in, half-out of things? If they’re all in, everything on the table, what happens then? I mean think about it with your actual brain.”

“As opposed to what?”

“If they’re this bad when they’re not completely Al-Haitham and Kaveh but just Al-Haitham and Kaveh, how bad will it get when they’re back to being a full unit?”

Ying looks between the Inquisitor and the Investigator. A lot of words are being said but Ying can’t really tell the difference between them. She reaches up to give her Akasha terminal a few taps to make sure it’s running right. She’s gotten very good at Sumerian but sometimes she has trouble with accents, although Investigator Zara and Inquisitor Azusa’s accents aren’t that strong. Usually.

The Inquisitor looks like they fully understand what Inspector Zara means based on the way their entire expression screws up like they’ve just stuck a really, really bad tasting pomelo into their mouth.

“Yeah. That’s definitely a bit of rot and vinegar for the rest of us to consider.” Inquisitor Azusa drags a hand down their face. “If they’re this tense in the same room together when they aren’t together…you know what, Zara. I don’t know if I can tell what’s worse. The intensity of the two of them apart or that intensity being mixed together. It would probably act as a multiplier instead of a basic additive, considering the parties involved and how they make the rest of us miserable. How in the world do they even live in the same house? The house would gain sentience and explode to get away from them being insufferable.”

“Poor house,” Investigator Zara mutters, smoke streaming out of the corner of her mouth. 

“But that’s a worst case scenario,” Inquisitor Azusa points out. “It’s entirely possible that they really do relax if they’re back together for real this time. I mean, what if the tension comes from them being apart? Maybe if they’re together and working things out behind closed doors the tension will lessen in public spaces. Maybe your noticeboards won’t be so cluttered and the rest of us will be spared.”

“Or maybe they’ll just have more crap to disagree on,” the Investigator says darkly. “Imagine if they start bringing in grudges from domestic disputes. What a nightmare.”

Ying looks between the two, tentatively raising her hand. And then waving it when the two of them continue talking to each other about all of the insufferable things that they’ve suffered.

“What are you, an undergrad?” Inquisitor Azusa says, reaching over and swatting Ying’s hand down so hard that the sound of the impact echoes. “Who raises their hand to speak? You know, Ying. You remind me a little of my youngest sibling: always looking around for someone to add to the chain of punching down, when what you need to do is punch up. Not at me though, of course. I’ll lay you out flat if you attempt it. I’ll think slightly more of you for the attempt, but I won’t go easy on you.”

“Shut up with your bullshit,” Investigator Zara says. “What do you need said, Ying?”

“Is it possible,” Ying says, ignoring everything the Inquisitor said as the incomprehensible nonsense it must be, “that we’re all misreading things? I mean…I don’t think it makes much sense for them to split up, divorce, and then get back together.”

Investigator Zara gives Ying a somewhat disappointed look over the rims of her spectacles. “Alright Ying, I gave you a fair shot because the Administrator and Proctor keep pestering us about being nice to you as the youngest and there’s no replacement lined up for you in case you crack. But that didn’t need to be said and I’m seriously reconsidering how important it is for the two of us to get along if you’re only going to say things like that.”

“Them getting back together now would imply something has changed from back then. But what changed?” Ying insists, tapping the table with her palms. “Think about it, really. What changed between them? Nothing.”

“Distance makes the heart grow fonder. Or maybe they realized there’s no one else in the world capable of matching their crazy,” Inquisitor Azusa muses. “I know we all gripe about Al-Haitham every chance we get. But according to the rumors from people who’ve worked with Master Kaveh, and the amount of stress the Kshahrewar’s governing board deals with every time his name comes up, he’s no complete picnic either. There’s some bite to him, after all.”

Investigator Zara, at least, looks like she’s considering Ying’s words though. “Well. Maybe they’re just in the middle of feeling things out. A temporary reconciliation. A trial period. Or maybe for reasons no one can understand, some kind of favor is being done here.”

Ying nods along. “If they really got back together, why would Scribe Al-Haitham be charging Master Kaveh rent? Who charges their husband rent?”

“Ex-husband,” Investigator Zara and Inquisitor Azusa correct, although they make the correction with different tones.

“Ying you may be on to something, but some part of the gut continues to find this something disagreeable,” Investigator Zara muses, gaze going distant as she thinks Ying’s words over.

“It’s just that,” Ying continues, “I know that I came to the Akademiya from Liyue and that I did so rather late. So I might not have gone through the whole—“ Ying uselessly gestures at the door.

“Divorce,” Investigator Zara offers.

“Experience,” Inquisitor Azusa corrects.

“Them,” Ying settles on saying earning grudging nods of acceptance from her senior counterparts. “I wasn’t there for them becoming a thing and having their whole fallout that made them not a thing. So I don’t really get it the way the rest of you do. And maybe that’s what you need. Someone objective. A third party. I think all of you are too invested in looking and hoping for something that might not even be there. Because from what it sounds like, these two are just a pair of scholars with some bad blood due to a research disagreement. That’s not so unusual. And it doesn’t necessarily mean that there’s some other kind of…private issue going on.”

“To humor the possibility—because we are scholars and we do have to consider the unlikely situation even if it’s got the odds of a slug in a race—say that you are right. Say that we’ve all spent the past several years seeing something that isn’t there, and now this specific situation is giving us false hope. They’re still moved in together. And there’s still a potential for this to cause a change in behaviors from one or both of them.” The Investigator sucks her teeth like a reverse hiss. “And speaking as the one among us who works with the Scribe most, is it so bad of me to manifest a possibility that he might become less insufferable to deal with? Is there something wrong with hope?”

She gestures around the office, and then directly at the closed door with the hand holding the hookah, leaving trails of smoke in the air.

“Aren’t scholars made of hope just as much as they’re made up of stubborn pride?”

Inquisitor Azusa snatches the hookah back from the Investigator. Ying waves the smoke trails away, resisting the urge to sneeze and cough.

“Don’t pay into that,” they say to the Investigator while shooting Ying a peeved look. “As our little Quartermaster pointed out, she wasn’t here for the whole Al-Haitham and Kaveh thing as it happened. She’s just here as it continues to happen, and is watching it while lacking the appropriate context. Why would you give credence to the observer without the adequate background to understand what they’re observing? You’re not manifesting anything. This isn’t the spider-thread of hope. This is definitely happening.”

Ying scowls. “You’re all too close to the situation. You’ve become biased. You’re hoping and wishing for something to happen when the base factors for that thing to happen don’t exist. You’re taking happenstance and connecting it to create a situation that feeds your ideals.”

“What did I warn you about punching up at me, eh?” The Inquisitor point a warning finger at Ying, eyes narrowing in a way that signals that they are not entirely being playful anymore. The Inquisitor turns towards the Investigator, reaching out with the hand not holding the hookah to rap their knuckles on the table right in front of her. “Look here. You saw the income statement. The rent Al-Haitham’s charging Master Kaveh is essentially nothing. He’s basically charging to save face—I bet the break-up really was much messier than the division of property documents led anyone to believe. And we all know Al-Haitham is a petty bastard. Not even the ex-husband gets spared.”

“That rent is not nothing,” the Investigator argues. “Do you know what I could buy with that kind of rent?”

The Inquisitor snorts roughly, rolling their eyes. They reach up and tap their temple. “You’re thinking of it like that because you’re cheap and you hoard all of your mora like you’re still in undergrad. You’re still even renting the shit student studio like one. Come on, think like the Grand Investigator of the mahamata. Or like someone with sense.”

They lean in, voice lowering as the intensity of their words increases. They press their finger down onto the table as they make their points.

“That is a brand new custom built house,” the Inquisitor says lowly. “State of the art amenities, fine craftsmanship, and fairly high quality materials for the most part. And it’s located ten minutes, at a leisurely pace, from the Akademiya with essentially no neighbors butting up against the property itself. It has unique zoning regulations that allow it to do double-duty as both a residential address and an administrative business. It’s true that the rent he’d be charging to get that income stream isn’t as cheap as what you pay for your shit box of a studio. But if you compare that to some of the houses or apartments for rent near Treasure’s Street? Or the higher end accommodations that the highly ranked Driyosh use when they return to Sumeru?”

Ying watches Investigator Zara’s face as she considers the Inquisitor’s point. She looks like she’s being swayed back into what Ying’s taken to considering as a mass delusion shared across Sumeru.

“And he’s only charging that much in rent, probably with utilities added on and with no mention of security deposit or term of lease,” the Inquisitor pushes on. “That’s really basically nothing. They might as well just remarry right now. That’s as good as reconciled.”

“You’re assuming they were even together like that in the first place,” Ying mutters under her breath. The Grand Scribe does not seem like the type of person who gets into relationships, in her opinion. 

Then again, Ying has to admit that she doesn’t think that anyone she works with are the type to get into relationships. They’re all too terrible. 

And yet, Proctor Sofia has four children and has been married for as long as she’s been working. And Ying’s predecessor who tricked her into taking up the job is happily married with eight children, and an entire hoard of grandchildren.

But back to the Grand Scribe, he also doesn’t seem like the type of person who owns a house because in Ying’s head he’s a concept. 

Why would concepts be getting married and divorced and then moving in together? Why would concepts own houses? The only reason this concept needs a job is because it has unlimited access to the Akasha and the House of Daena, which seems reasonable.

The Grand Scribe Al-Haitham isn’t the kind of person who takes interest in other people, unless they’re doing something that interests him first. And it’s not the kind of interest that leads to marriages or divorces. And based on what Ying’s heard of Master Kaveh and the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, she doesn’t think that there’s anything there to pique the Scribe’s interest too much one way or another.

After all—they don’t share any common philosophies of thought, or even methodologies. They didn’t have any shared classes, and she doubts that they have shared friends. There’s strong rumors that say that the two are childhood friends, connected through Master Kaveh’s mother’s mentor and Scribe Al-Haitham’s grandmother. It’s such a strong rumor that it seems to be taken as fact. But neither of the two have ever confirmed that so Ying’s not going to be paying that any credence. 

Aside from the thesis that fell through, Ying hasn’t heard of them ever working on anything together. Officially or unofficially. But to say that this is evidence that they’re avoiding each other because of a bad break-up or something still seems like a stretch. Why would they be working together? Their job roles wouldn’t have them interacting. Even their personal research diverges into different topics, so they’d have no reason to run into each other on those ventures.

Additionally, if they really were avoiding each other on purpose wouldn’t they also avoid the places that the other was known to frequent? Surely if what everyone seems to think happened happened, each party would very well know where not to go in order to minimize the chance of an accidental run-in. 

But Ying’s fairly sure that isn’t happening. Someone would have noticed and commented on a shift in behavior like that by now.

Besides, Ying has never known the Grand Scribe to avoid anything in his entire life, no matter how unpleasant. He doesn’t even avoid unofficial mahamata meetings, even when he knows that they’re about to be aimed at him in truly exhausting ways. 

And Master Kaveh himself doesn’t seem the type of man to turn the other cheek. He much rather, based on everything she’s heard of him, seems the sort to set his jaw and push through the unpleasantness head-on, with what has become his signature honesty and temerity. 

In this way, the two men are very much alike.

Besides, if you look at it from the financial point of view the rent does make sense. 

If you were going to price rent in that house it would probably be around what the Grand Scribe has listed. Ying knows, because she ran her own numbers. And she did not get picked to be tricked into becoming the Grand Quartermaster of Sumeru’s mahamata because she’s poor at numbers.

It’s true that considering the proximity to the Akademiya this would be astounding rent. For someone who worked at the Akademiya. 

Master Kaveh runs an independent business and only sometimes consults for the Akademiya’s Kshahrewar on public works. Most of Master Kaveh’s business is conducted elsewhere in the city, and he’s frequently out of the city itself in order to do in-person surveys of the land before he starts his work and to do spot-checks on in-progress builds to discuss any problems or unforeseen issues with the project managers. Thus, the house’s proximity to the Akademiya means nothing to him. If anything, it’s a hindrance.

This same proximity and exact location means that it’s terrible for noise and privacy. It’s on a common walkway to multiple high-trafficked areas of the city. The Akademiya never truly sleeps, as night classes are just as plentiful as there are day classes. So you’ll be getting people coming and going at all hours with not much reprieve except maybe in the smallest hours in the morning—and even then, it wouldn’t be that quiet or for very long.

The house is constantly in sight of the public, which hardly affords any privacy or security. All of your comings and goings, meetings and deliveries are done in full view of the entire city. Sure, there’s a Corps of Thirty patrol stationed a few meters away and everything, which is probably great for security, but seriously terrible for privacy. Your chances of packages being stolen off the stoop swing both ways depending on how alert those Corps of Thirty are.

The Grand Scribe Al-Haitham is definitely a private person, but he’s also the type of person to make it someone else’s problem if they start sticking their nose in where it isn’t invited. And who wold be crazy enough to try and take a peak or linger overly long to try and pry into his matters? 

Master Kaveh, on the other hand, despite seeming to be an equally private person lacks the kind of warning bite that the lunatic of the Akademiya brings around with him to ward off the unwelcome and unsolicited.

Now, as to it’s unique zoning and lack of neighbors, this can also be a hindrance. The unique zoning means that certain amenities could only be installed in certain ways. The configuration of the house in order to meet those standards must be somewhat…unusual.

Considering it’s just a room being rented, and that the house is a custom build, chances are that the room that Master Kaveh is renting isn’t exactly choice. And knowing the Grand Scribe, he wouldn’t be tossing out his own furniture for Master Kaveh, so Master Kaveh’s going to have to deal with whatever’s already in that room. 

For that same price in rent, Master Kaveh could probably find a better apartment elsewhere in the city with the freedom to move all of this things in as he pleases, with better privacy, and freedoms.

(Plus, he wouldn’t be living with Scribe Al-Haitham.)

For that price in rent, the Grand Scribe can pad his pockets to pay for some of his more ridiculous personal expenditures that he keeps trying to write-off as job-related expenses that Ying keeps having to deny due to lack of pre-filed approved permissions and expenditure requests. 

(Honestly, Ying is not that attached to this job. The Grand Scribe and the rest of this miserable lot could be buying whatever they want and claiming it as job expenses. Ying would approve it straightaway to avoid the trouble of asking questions. 

All she’s asking is that they use the proper forms ahead of time so she doesn’t have to fake a paper trail afterwards to make it look legitimate. 

Is that really so hard to ask? It’s not like they don’t know what kind of chicanery they’re up to before they spend the money. The least they could do is fake their own forms as they’re doing it. It’s not like they don’t do that for their own departments, either. She’s seen them forging each other’s signatures right in front of each other and everything. They even know how to forge her signature. Why is she suddenly the bad guy for asking them to do it themselves instead of making her do it?)

But Ying keeps her mouth shut on these, and all of the other points she could bring up if given a fair shot at this point in time. She is not mentally, physically, spiritually, or emotionally prepared for both the Investigator and Inquisitor to be annoyed with her. Or worse. Starting a discussion.

She’s sure if she brought any of these points up one or both of her seniors would come up with another argument for why she has to be the wrong one. Or they’d ignore her entirely or maybe just start poking fun at her for something else entirely. Ying shoots a longing look towards her office.

“In any case,” the Inquisitor continues, “who gives a shit about the how, the why, the when?”

“Didn’t you just ask?” Ying doesn’t ask, but only because the Investigator asks it for her.

Inquisitor Azusa ignores that. “The penultimate question for consideration is whether or not Al-Haitham will be slightly less of an insufferable pain in the neck,” they insist. “Don’t question how it happens, just whether or not it will happen. I know you’re a sour and miserable creature by nature, but don’t you know not to ruin a good thing by questioning it overly much?”

“Your job title is the Inquisitor.” That one Ying can’t help but say.

“And part of that is knowing when not to question things.”

Investigator Zara rolls her eyes so hard that Ying is surprised she doesn’t hurt herself.

“As though you won’t be questioning our Scribe the minute he’s out that door and in earshot. As though Proctor Sofia and Administrator Maxwell aren’t doing you the favor of the decade by currently working him over and down, interrogating him to try and weasel out smaller details and wear down his defenses under the thinnest pretense of talking about work related matters.” The Investigator turns to put Ying at the edge of their line of sight, gesturing at the door. “That’s what this is all about, the point of all six of us convening like so. It’s a team effort. Our seniors will annoy the life out of him, perhaps getting something to slip, but afterwards we,” she gestures to the three of them, “take over to needle out the rest once he’s exhausted.”

“Has that ever worked before?” Ying asks. Because if she were alone in a room with Proctor Sofia and Administrator Maxwell she thinks she’d be spilling her guts to be anywhere else. No need for a second team to get involved.

“Just because it’s never worked before doesn’t mean it won’t work now,” the Inquisitor answers with inappropriate cheer. “Besides, it’s fun to piss him off. So even if we don’t get answers, we’ll get entertainment. Say, Zara, you got anymore of that home-brewed Fire Water you confiscated a while back?”

-


  To Senior Fahmi,



  Considering that the transfer of duties from you to me was well concluded over several years ago at this point, and it has been just as much amount of time since I last asked you for your advice and expertise, I was taken by surprise to see that you had sent me so many reference materials and notes. I was under the impression that you had decided to wash your hands of the entire mahamata. According to Administrator Maxwell you’re meant to be getting fat and lazy somewhere around Liyue’s Chenyu Vale, whittling away at your retirement fund.



  Unfortunately for us both, you will need to write to me again as to explain why you felt the need to send me this many documents for what I can only assume to be personal review. Your note, while succinct, failed to provide any insight into what I am meant to be looking into from the materials provided.



  Have you begun a new field of study, Senior? Taking up contract law as private individual now that you aren’t in charge of handling the implementation and bureaucracy of it across the entire nation? 



  I can think of no other reason why you would be sending over so many notes, studies, and essays regarding prenuptial agreements, divisions of property agreements and contracts, or essays detailing the history and complexities of common law relationships. You have also included several documents regarding contracts between landlords and renters, and reference names to well-known lawsuits between such parties and a list of well known solicitors in this field.



  Either you’re looking to branch out, or you’ve somehow found yourself entangled in some sort of personal grievance. Out of consideration for what you have done for me previously I would consider assisting if it is the former, but if it is the latter I will request that you send me an appropriate return address for these materials. I want no part in it.



  Although, I may ask to borrow a specific series of treatises for longer than the rest, the author has an interesting background that…


  



5. Dating

Summary for the Chapter:
            The pair might have been mostly quiet but they’ve spent the entire evening sharing pleased, small smiles and looks along with that silence. Whenever Anjali’s glanced over to make sure that their table looks like it’s doing alright she’s seen them looking quite right indeed.

Seeing them like that settles something in Anjali’s entire…everything. Mind, body, soul. That’s most certainly strange, but Anjali isn’t going to question it too much. It’s like some sort of sympathetic nerve response, or some learned social understanding.

Just by seeing the two of them being so calm, so settled, one can’t help but feel reassured. It reassures Anjali and anyone else looking over that everything is really and truly well in their corner of the world. 

          


    
    In the time that Anjali has been working part-time at Lambad’s in order to help pay for her school fees she’s seen, heard, and been through a lot. Like, a lot. Sometimes Anjali thinks that the hardest part of her life has been here in Lambad’s and that compared to the belligerent, drunk, or otherwise just sloshed-out-of-their-head people she’s had to deal with here the Akademiya is nothing. 

Sure, sometimes senior students will get hot-headed and start swinging away during preparation for a thesis defense, but that’s something Anjali runs into only once or twice a year. She’s seen brawls breaking out between sleep-deprived and high-strung, emotional students facing their rank advancements and she’s seen spats between students who want to use the same book from the House of Daena and aren’t willing to share. Anjali’s seen all sorts of fights between the supposedly erudite and respectable scholars of Sumeru’s Akademiya. 

She’s started some herself. She’s still early on in her education but Anjali’s not going to spend her time here as a doormat. She’s got questions to get answered, theories to prove, and degrees to get through in order to do so.

There are a lot of tenured professors who can be absolute pricks with more power than sense—although those ones have been pretty quiet ever since the new Akademiya administration did a very, very thorough scourging of the ranks—and take great joy in spontaneously assigning really heavy projects or grilling students just to humiliate them. Anjali’s had her unfair share of being called out and questioned like a criminal right in the middle of class for reasons varying between her getting a single word in her answer wrong to being slightly slow to finish writing down a note, or just because the professor happened to look in her direction while in a poor mood.

Anjali’s dealt with group projects that made her want to commit acts of violence. She’s watched other people’s group projects and felt like commit acts of violence out of pure sympathy for some of the group members. Or because that other group is causing so much fuss and commotion that she can’t get her own work done.

Being a full-time student at the Akademiya can be stressful. But at least Anjali can push back. Anjali doesn’t have to be a doormat or turn the other cheek all the time. Anjali can give as good as she gets and then some because when you really think about it being a scholar is like being a wild animal in the jungle. It’s all about survival of the fittest. And Anjali refuses to be anything other than fit.

In comparison, working part-time at Lambad’s when her work hours happen to cross over into dinner on weekends? Now that’s where the real stress is. She’s got to be nice to the customers. Lambad’s pretty good about not letting his patrons get out of hand, but there are still times when Anjali has to bite her tongue and clench her fists behind her back and deal with it.

And you never know who you’re going to get. You get all sorts in Lambad’s from foreigners in Sumeru for leisure or business all the way to high ranking Masters of the different darshans breaking bread and drowning like fish in the bottle. And the person who walks in sober might not be the same person you have to man-handle out the door drunk. 

The most respectable and courteous of nobleman after a few cups of wine can transform into the most pretentious, awful, bastard you ever did hear. The most intimidating looking porter built like a brick-house can take a single sip of liquor and fall flat on their face asleep for the next few hours, requiring calling someone else to take them home. A loquacious dastur treating their juniors and good-naturedly ribbing their peers might accept one libation too many and en up brooding the night away with something dark in their expression taking them over entirely.

And as a server at Lambad’s, Anjali has to be ready for all of that.

There was a period of time, right before the events that revealed the corruption of the previous administration, where Lambad was asking Anjali and all of the other part-timers to pick up extra shifts and if any of them could, to consider becoming full-time, because he was getting too much business. Too many people under too much stress were coming in to spend hours drinking—liquor, coffee, tea, whatever was available—to avoid the world beyond Lambad’s welcoming doors.

And then, right after the corruption was revealed and was in the middle of being ripped out, the business somehow managed to kick up even more. It as more everywhere, in every direction. The only constant Anjali had was work at Lambad’s. If Anjali weren’t so dedicated towards the path of scholarship she really would have taken Lambad up and become a full-time employee.

In any case, in Anjali’s time working here she’s really seen a lot. Heard a lot. She’s seen some people she’s learned from, worked with, and studied and nearly lost all respect for them. Or overheard them talking and gained newfound respect for them as they proved that they’re actually not just an impressive body of scholastic work, but also a person possessing real-world-applicable sense and ethics.

One of those people is Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar. Rumor would have you thinking that the man is the next coming of Pursina and then some. 

Rumor doesn’t do the man justice. He’s not just smart and clever, he’s actually decent as a human being. Even when he’s into his cups. Sure he gets a pretty quiet and kind of morose, but he never causes trouble and he’ll even actively chastise other problem makers around him for trying to kick up a fuss. 

It’s great. All of the servers at Lambad’s love it when Master Kaveh is there on their shift, whether he’s alone or with others.

Also, when he’s with others you tend to hear the most fantastic things. Master Kaveh is very well connected, trusted, and respected. Anjali swears that some laws or thesis-subjects are born from sitting across from Master Kaveh and sharing a drink, a meal, or just a bowl of salted peanuts with him.

Anjali doesn’t try to eavesdrop on customers, but when Master Kaveh sits at a table with personalities like the General Mahamatra or Nilou of the Zubayr Theater or the former Acting Grand Sage you can’t help but get curious. 

Anjali is only a part-time server, she’s a lifetime scholar.

And Master Kaveh, especially in recent months, has been bringing around the former Acting Grand Sage quite a lot. For longer and longer. 

It’s only natural, considering who they are that they come around together.

But before this new era, the pair only used to only come and sit together for a few minutes a time, or barely enough time for a meal, before leaving. And sometimes they wouldn’t even arrive or leave together.  

Sometimes they’d only sit at the bar or at a back table and drink in tense, heavy silence or while arguing fiercely. Usually when they were doing that instead of eating Lambad would keep an eye on them himself before things could get too crazy.

Considering the pair’s tumultuous history and their apparent good terms with Lambad, himself, Anjali didn’t envy him that specific duty. Anjali can’t imagine having to play the peacemaker, the broker, the third-voice-of-reason between Sumeru’s most famous couple when they’re in the middle of a downward swing.

And when you think about the incredible pressure both of them were under at the time, Anjali can understand why the both of them would come here with such a heavy atmosphere and fall into those downward swings. The both of them were the closest to the corruption—the Grand Scribe more so than Master Kaveh. 

But what weighs heavily on one half of a couple will always affect the other in some way. 

And with Master Kaveh’s ethics, morals, and general reputation for goodness it’s no surprise that he would take such a powerful hit, a great hurt, from such things happening so close to home. Literally, since the Akademiya is directly above his and the Grand Scribe’s house. And considering how many people Master Kaveh knows and works closely with, some of that corruption was bound to make itself known to him from other sources.

Meanwhile the Grand Scribe was under the direct orders of the previous Grand Sage. Anjali can’t imagine the kind of pressure that put on him. 

All of that must have been a terrible strain on their relationship. Thank all gods listening that it didn’t cause them to split up again, though. Sumeru can’t handle that kind of thing twice, along with the whole rest of the mess.

And now that all of that is over and the former Acting Grand Sage has returned to being the Grand Scribe, and Master Kaveh is no longer surrounded in people facing down the worst-of-the-worst, the pair of them have been coming around less to brood in darkened corners. 

They’ve been coming around less in general actually, but when they do come in it’s usually to meet up with a larger group and they stick around longer. Much to Lambad’s delight they spend more on food and things other than liquor. Both are in their cups less, and are less likely to fight in a way that has Lambad going over to quietly, firmly, insist on them settling tabs to go for the night. 

Now, when those two come over—either with others or just the two of them—it feels less like them escaping to vent or brood and more like actual date-nights or general coming-out to have a good time. Even when one or the other comes in alone, there’s a noticeable difference in feeling. Even Master Kaveh is less somber after getting into his cups, more prone to doodling on napkins or in notebooks and humming to himself than putting his face in his hands and falling completely silent.

Lambad’s gotten a lot less watchful over them, too. He looks much more relieved and happy to see them—the entire lot of those strange and unusual friends and compatriots—in whatever combination they arrive in.

Anjali and the rest of the part-time servers have gotten to interact with Master Kaveh or the Grand Scribe and the rest of their group a lot more too, now that they don’t have to be so wary of a possible fight or bout of unpleasantness that Lambad would choose to take dealing with onto himself.

And as intimidating as each of the members of that group of fast friends is, they’re surprisingly also just…easy to get along with. Almost like they’re regular people.

Imagine that.

Anjali has the couple’s table tonight. She actually got into a slight scuffle with some of the other servers who wanted the pair moved to their area for ease of eavesdropping. But Anjali’s on excellent terms with the host, so the pair were put in her area for the evening. That, and apparently they had asked for a more private area of the tavern.

As though the request for a more private table wasn’t shocking enough…she had thought that the two didn’t have any shame at all. After all, Master Kaveh and Grand Scribe Al-Haitham have gotten into literal brawls (with each other and other patrons) a few times since Anjali’s started working here. And they’ve gotten into plenty of fights before without care to who was watching they got so deeply absorbed in fighting to win. 

But there’s been no fights tonight. Tonight is a good night, apparently.

In fact, the couple have spent most of the evening in silence, talking very little and focusing more on actually eating. They had very slowly worked their way through only a single bottle of wine—but it was good wine. The slightly more expensive wine that isn’t normally brought out. 

And it’s also a good silence. Anjali isn’t worried. 

The pair might have been mostly quiet but they’ve spent the entire evening sharing pleased, small smiles and looks along with that silence. Whenever Anjali’s glanced over to make sure that their table looks like it’s doing alright she’s seen them looking quite right indeed.

Seeing them like that settles something in Anjali’s entire…everything. Mind, body, soul. That’s most certainly strange, but Anjali isn’t going to question it too much. It’s like some sort of sympathetic nerve response, or some learned social understanding.

Just by seeing the two of them being so calm, so settled, one can’t help but feel reassured. It reassures Anjali and anyone else looking over that everything is really and truly well in their corner of the world. 

Fontaine might be flooded up to the ears, Liyue might be a lacking an Archon for the first time in millennia, and Inazuma might be barely holding onto being a single nation instead of different colonies, but Sumeru must be well and fine because these two are sitting quietly with their supper and looking quite fond.

There’s nothing to worry about. Everything is going exactly as it should.

Anjali, herself, is facing her defense thesis in a little under half a year. Her parents are pressuring her to quit the Akademiya and focus on a trade to get a “real” and “dependable” job. Anjali’s best friend already quit the Akademiya, but she did so to become a traveling writer with some guy she met three months ago. Anjali’s younger cousin is being an absolute pain in the ass in new and previously undiscovered infuriating ways. One of the people Anjali shares her flat with had a mental breakdown over an oral presentation that didn’t go over well and hasn’t left her room in almost a week.

But look right over there, at the table by the window. Master Kaveh and Grand Scribe Al-Haitham are doing well and contentedly so. Therefore, regardless of what else is going on, everything is must be fine and in order.

So why stress?

Anjali isn’t the only one looking over at the pair and feeling some sense of relief. The entire night the rest of the tavern has taken subtle and quick glances at them. And everyone looking’s had the exact same feeling Anjali’s gotten by seeing Master Kaveh and Grand Scribe Al-Haitham looking like so. 

Anjali’s seen some of the other servers or back-house employees who stuck their heads out to look at the floor looking over and looking like their entire bodies were feeling the impact of relief.

New patrons will come in and make their way to the bar, or meander up to the second floor, and do a second take at seeing the pair before continuing on their way with a little bounce to the step. Even the most sour looking patrons with storm clouds above their head have walked in, trudged to their seat, spotted the two, then looked at least a little bit less stormy and glum.

There’s not that much staring though. Lambad wouldn’t let anyone stare overly much, and no one wants to actually observe the couple. Just the one look to confirm that it’s exactly who you think it is seated there looking so relaxed is enough.

Although Anjali will admit that there’s more than one reason to looking over, and letting that look linger just a little.

Master Kaveh and Grand Scribe Al-Haitham are just incredibly fine to look at. Pretty as pictures, but even better because they’re living, breathing, moving, and all. 

The men are always fine to look at, but they’re dressed differently from normal tonight. They’re always dressed nice, but they dressed up for tonight’s occasion—whatever it is. Anjali’s spent the night wondering with her fellow servers and some of the kitchen staff, placing light-hearted bets on if tonight is some kind of anniversary for them and which one.

It’s definitely not the anniversary of the thesis. Everyone knows that date and feels a sense of anticipatory dread whenever that date comes crawling around.

They all know better than to ask Lambad, even though he probably knows the answer to this.

It’s also entirely possible that the two of them are just enjoying a particularly nice night out after so much work finally being concluded and put to bed. 

The Grand Scribe is fully back into his duties as the Grand Scribe with the new Sages settled into their roles without looking to him for confirmation, and the Inter-Darshan Championship has been fully sorted out. Classes are back in session, nowhere near a midterm or a final. The dust has finally and truly started to settle from all of the chaos of the last Jnagarbha Day and all that went into making that singular day such a pivotal one in history. With all of that put to rest, why not celebrate?

Although, if that’s what they’re doing she does wonder why they didn’t go somewhere nicer. Not that Lambad’s isn’t a nice place. But the two are here frequently enough anyway.

If they were going to dress up and have a nice night out, wouldn’t it have been appropriate to go somewhere fancier? Somewhere different? Somewhere a little less crowded?

Or maybe this is part of celebrating a return to normalcy.

The Grand Scribe Al-Haitham has brushed his hair back from his face to expose the devastating whole of it. Sometimes Anjali forgets how handsome he is, and then she looks at him and can’t believe she forgot. He’s very good at hiding behind the weight of his reputation. 

With both eyes fully exposed, and with the warm lights of the tavern, as well as the slightly more prominent application of kohl than normal the Scribe’s eyes look like perfectly cut gemstones. For all that the man is a known Dendro Vision holder, his eyes are fire—as the jewelers and merchants and rich lot would say. If you held them up side by side with even the most high quality sphene and sapphire, and they’ll be found incredibly dull in comparison.

Speaking of gems, the Grand Scribe is not wearing his signature sable gloves, but he is wearing a few more rings than he normally does. Every now and again, Master Kaveh will reach over and touch his fingers to one of those rings to emphasize a point or get the Grand Scribe’s attention.

Master Kaveh has done his hair up, forgoing his normal heavy earrings for simpler, but just as fine, studs. With his hair up and without the weight of his signature jewelry, the breadth of his shoulders and back are highlighted. Especially with the material of his blouse, which has some kind of metallic thread or texture done to it, causing the fabric to catch the light just so every time he moves. 

And without the loudness of his normal accessories and his hair pulled back like so, there is very little to distract from the intensity of his own eyes. Further attention is brought to the eyes because he keeps bringing his hand to his face. Master Kaveh has been fiddling with his own earrings on and off through the evening, like a nervous habit or as though checking the smaller studs are still there.

Anjali thinks it’s rather charming to see such an innocuous and mundane habit on someone of such reputation. Even Master Kaveh isn’t immune to the fidgeting that nerves can give you. Although she wonders what he’s got to have nerves about, on such a fine evening.

Then again, if she were in his position it wouldn’t matter how familiar she was with the view, she thinks she’d still be somewhat stunned about seeing it up close and head on like so. 

Anjali will readily admit to being rather flustered when the pair came in looking so fine. She’s used to them looking handsome enough in their normal outfits. She’s never seen them putting in an effort before. It’s too much. It’s unfair, really.

Even now when she’s checking in on their table if she looks directly at them too long she starts feeling like a teenager: all sputtering stops and starts and bright red spots all over her face and neck.

Master Kaveh and Grand Scribe Al-Haitham are truly each other’s best match to be able to look at each other like so and not turn into puddles of fluttering heartbeats. A lesser man would be rendered mute-dumb by proximity. But not these two. These two handle each other exactly as they are. It’s either experience or something innate to the pair.

Or maybe if they are going stupid over each other, they’re doing a bang-up stellar job of keeping it all internal. 

(Which would be the one thing that this couple’s deigned to keep behind closed doors while airing out all of their spats…couldn’t they have reversed it? Or wait, no. Anjali doesn’t think Sumeru could survive seeing these two being sweet on each other. They’d all combust.)

The pair are currently sharing a dessert with some after dinner coffee. Last she checked on them to see how things were doing they were also thinking of having drinks, but had decided to stick with just the coffee for now. They were also talking about a book that they were reading their way through upon recommendation from the Lady Dunyarzad.

They had even asked her about her thoughts on the book, if she had read it. Lambad had been chatting with another regular a few tables over, but upon hearing them ask her that he immediately turned to warn the two about dragging Anjali into one of their debates, getting himself tangled up in their talk while Anjali made her own escape.

Anjali knows better than to talk book with a Haravatat, after all. Even if it wasn’t the Grand Scribe she wouldn’t have fallen for that trap. No warning needed, although the chance to escape was appreciated.

There’s a uptick in noise from the front of the tavern and Anjali turns in time to see Miss Nilou and the Flame-Mane Dehya entering. The mercenary waves over to the source of the noise, a group of Corps of Thirty that just got of shift a few minutes ago waving her over. The mercenary turns to join them but Miss Nilou’s eyes—naturally—catch upon their companions further in, nudging the mercenary to look in that direction instead.

The Flame-Mane’s eyes brows raise up, and the two of them make their way over to the table. Master Kaveh has already seen the two coming and is looking a very strange mix of unexpected emotions. The man rather looks a lot like he’s been caught doing something embarrassing, and looks like the only thing stopping him from squirming around and hiding under the table is whatever manners his mother taught him before she left to Fontaine.

The Grand Scribe takes that opportunity to take the last few bites of the dessert they were sharing before turning to examine the approach of their friends looking less embarrassed about being caught out about something, but somehow like he’s bracing for an event to happen.

Anjali makes eye-contact with a few of the other servers and then all of them turn to Lambad for direction. Lambad looks at the convergence of the two pairs into a group of four, clearly torn between leaving the situation alone and also knowing that it’s entirely probably that the situation might become a situation.

But the situation, by virtue of who’s involved, will always be a situation whether you do or don’t.

So Lambad shakes his head, indicating for them all to just let this unfold.

For this one they’re all spectators then.

“Now aren’t you two looking like quite a fine pair?” Dehya says, resting her hand on the back of the Grand Scribe’s chair, looking the two up and down. “What’s the occasion? You two decide on what color of paint to use in the hallway? The pattern for the new tiling to be done in the washroom? Finally agree on whether or not to install a curtain rod in the front room?”

“There’s nothing to decide. No one’s painting anything in the house,” the Grand Scribe says, eyes turning to pin Master Kaveh who shoots the Flame-Mane an exasperated look for bringing the topic up. “Or redoing the tiling, or installing curtain rods.”

“That’s a no then.”

“It’s a work in progress,” Master Kaveh says much more neutrally, although he still looks like he’s waiting on a last-minute miracle for the ground to open up and swallow him whole at Lord Kusanali’s mercy. Of which there apparently isn’t any because the ground does not do him that solid favor.

“He’s a work in progress,” Dehya corrects.

“Isn’t that what I just said? Weren’t you two supposed to be going to the night market with Candace and Sethos?”

“They both got stolen away by Cyno to visit in Gandharva Ville to see some rare flower blooming at night or something. Nilou was supposed to go too, but there was a last minute call-out at the theater so she subbed in and I didn’t want her to feel left behind so I stayed back with her.”

The Grand Scribe Al-Haitham and Master Kaveh exchange a very strange look at this. It’s one of their loaded looks that can present a whole thesis, a counter-argument to said thesis, and then a counter-to-the-counter, and then a compromise resolution.

“Well, the best laid plans, or so they say,” the Grand Scribe says with a shrug.

“So what you’re saying is that there are plans to be laid, or plans to lay,” Dehya says causing Master Kaveh to give up and put his head into his hands with a low groan. Miss Nilou pats his shoulder consolingly, shooting Dehya a reproachful look that doesn’t quite hit the mark.

“What was the plan for the evening and did Dehya and I mess it up too terribly?” Miss Nilou asks Master Kaveh who’s started to go bright red, visible even through his hands, and all the more so with his neck and ears exposed.

Master Kaveh’s hands move from his face to cup the back of his flushed-red neck, expression a whole new previously undiscovered degree of rueful as he looks up at Nilou and Dehya.

“Well. Part of the plan was not running into any of you lot, so there’s one somewhat essential step gone right there. We had really counted on you all being somewhere else. We didn’t account for all of you lot having minds and thoughts and whims.” That last part Master Kaveh clearly says as a joke, but somehow it does not seem entirely like a joke.

“Now which one of us is the rude one?” Grand Scribe Al-Haitham asks, looking entirely amused as he moves over in his seat. He and Flame-Mane Dehya precariously share the one seat, coordinating their limbs to lean against each other so they don’t overbalance and push one or another off, or topple the entire chair.

“The both of you can be rude together,” Dehya says, leaning to squint at the side of Grand Scribe Al-Haitham’s face. “Is that new eye shadow? That’s not the normal stuff you wear. You’ve got glitter powder in there. I think I know that brand.”

“As though you didn’t hand me a truly worrisome and thoroughly detailed schedule of everyone we were planning on dodging,” Master Kaveh says to the Grand Scribe, brows furrowing. “Complete with a map with everyone’s movements listed down to the exact timing so we could coordinate our evening to not cross paths with any of them for even a moment. And back-up schedules and maps for possible variations in expected behaviors and patterns. Who needs the Akasha when we’ve got you, you strange thing? Although you miscalculated horribly the one time we both needed you to be as consistent as you normally are. How does that feel?”

“Refreshing,” Grand Scribe Al-Haitham says, leaning away from the Flame-Mane’s finger as she pokes at the side of his face. “It’s always interesting when new factors crop up to throw variables into the already known and expected. Next time I’ll calculate for Candace visiting from Aaru Village and seasonal changes in the different biomes of Sumeru. I didn’t realize that Candace, Sethos, and Tighnari were getting along so well, either.”

“Well, now I’m starting to feel rather awkward and poor.” Nilou, meanwhile, has begun to fuss with straightening and smoothing out Master Kaveh’s blouse at the shoulders, the back. It’s fussing born out of anxiousness, in the same way Master Kaveh has begun to fiddle with the studs at his ears again. She looks between Master Kaveh and the Grand Scribe’s faces, remorse building. “There was some sort of special occasion after all, wasn’t there? Is there any way we can make it up to you—our interrupting and ruining of your plans?”

The Grand Scribe shakes his head. “Don’t take blame that isn’t yours. If we truly wanted to ensure that we didn’t run into anyone we know we should not have chosen to come to Lambad’s for this. Even if I had calculated it and thought my timing was precise, coming to a place we’re all known to frequent as a near default for any form of meeting made this an outcome that couldn’t be entirely avoided.” And then, looking somewhat sly, the Grand Scribe asks, “And why are you so sure that there was some sort of occasion? Does there have to be one for anyone to have dinner at Lambad’s?”

The Flame-Mane rolls her eyes. “Knowing you two, if you put this much effort into coming to Lambad’s, then yeah. There’s definitely an occasion. So what is it?” She gives him a full body nudge, expression playful. “You two got all dressed up, and you both put on some nice make-up and jewelry, did your hair, and even tried to plan things so you wouldn’t run into one of us. The two of you didn’t even get this dressed up for the party we had when Al-Haitham got his demotion. And that was definitely an occasion. Imported champagne popping and all.” Dehya gestures at the table of cleared dishes and coffee cups in front of them. “You two even shared a dessert with coffee rather than going straight for the drinks and small bites.”

“It’s Lambad’s seasonal special. Those are the plates he uses for only for them this time of the year,” Miss Nilou observes. “One of you must have asked him to reserve you a share in advance. At least a day or two in advance considering how popular this one has been. It normally sells out during the earlier part of dinner service, especially if they get a particularly large lunch crowd. I’ve only been able to taste it after Sheikh Zubayr put in an advanced reservation for all of us for a catered event earlier in the month. And even then Lambad couldn’t promise that he could deliver in that quantity.”

Anjali’s eyebrows raise at the incredible display of detective-work from the pair. It’s true. 

Anjali hadn’t known about that last part until she was asking them about setting the bill earlier or if they wanted anything else. That’s when Master Kaveh mentioned that he had spoken to Lambad earlier and reserved some dessert. Anjali had thought that the seasonal special sold out hours ago, but Lambad had personally set aside a portion for the couple and even gave Anjali a list of custom wine pairings to go with it. The two elected to go with just coffee, but they look very curious about the list and made notes to themselves to ask Lambad about how he put the list together later.

“With the way you’ve dressed up and the way you’ve aimed at so much secrecy, there must be something a little special about tonight,” Miss Nilou says, hands lightly resting on Master Kaveh’s shoulders. “Unless the two of you are secretly in a very poor mood that you didn’t want the rest of us catching onto. But why dress up for a poor mood? And how far in advance did you plan it to get some of Lambad’s seasonal special dessert reserved? While also accounting for the movements you thought the rest of us would make? I didn’t know a person could time a poor mood so precisely.”

“With this kind of care and attention, you’d trick someone into thinking you two were on your first date,” the Flame-Mane jokes.

Miss Nilou and the Flame-Mane start to laugh. Miss Nilou gives Kaveh’s shoulders a good-natured push and Dehya gives the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham another one of those full-body nudges as she leans against him.

Anjali resists her own chuckle. She spots a few fellow eavesdroppers having good natured eye-rolls, shakes of the head, and laughs of their own. Some patrons exchange little smiles, leaning into each other to titter and repeat the joke to others who didn’t quite manage to catch it.

Suddenly all laughter stops.

Anjali looks back to the table and sees that Dehya’s intense gaze focused solely on Master Kaveh, while Miss Nilou is staring into the Grand Scribe’s face. Then the two turn towards the men closer to them, and then they look at each other with expressions of alarm and disbelief on their faces.

Miss Nilou’s grip on Master Kaveh’s shoulders tightens, possibly wrinkling the fabric of his blouse. The Flame-Mane’s arm around the Grand Scribe’s shoulders flexes, muscles seemingly turning to stone as her eyes bore into the man’s face.

“Why,” the Flame-Mane says solemnly, “are you making that face, Scribe?”

The face the Flame-Mane is questioning is a look of extreme resignation. It’s one that he’s sharing with Master Kaveh, the pair of them looking hangdog and ready to surrender to some sort of terrible fate.

“Is it so funny,” Master Kaveh asks, “the idea of the two of us going on a date?”

“And is it so peculiar for us to attempt to plan our first date to be something special?” The Grand Scribe adds on. “According to most cultures, societies, and scenarios, the first date is supposed to be special and treated differently.”

“Considering our history, a quiet, somewhat simple first date seems ideal for testing the waters without unnecessary complication. Granted, Lambad’s isn’t quiet, but it’s familiar and seems like a very good place to start something unfamiliar,” Master Kaveh continues, folding his hands together and resting his forehead on them with a mighty sigh, rubbing the divot between his brow with the ridges of his knuckles. “A quiet and private moment shouldn’t seem like too much to ask for, for such an occasion. But try planning that in a city full of busybodies where half your friends are employed because of that very nature.”

“Which is why we had hoped to plan this for a time when said people aren’t around.” The Grand Scribe clicks his tongue.

“You…planned,” Miss Nilou starts and then stops. Her hands flex on Master Kaveh’s shoulders causing the man to grimace. “You planned. Tonight. As your first date. At Lambad’s?”

“Why are you saying that in that tone of voice? Lambad’s is as good a place as any for a first date.”

“We have a lot of fond memories in Lambad’s. And a lot of not-so-fun memories in Lambad’s,” Master Kaveh points out, trying to pry Miss Nilou’s fingers off his shoulders. “As I said—it seemed like a good idea to mark the beginning of something new and unfamiliar between us in a place that is not actually new or unfamiliar. It helps with the first date nerves. Or it was helping, until old and familiar faces showed up.”

This last part is said in good nature, but that’s clearly missed as the entire tavern has gone quiet. Everyone in the building has turned to stare at the couple.

New and unfamiliar? Everyone in the building thinks, turning around to look at each other to make sure they all heard the same strange thing. New and unfamiliar? What’s new and unfamiliar? Between who? First what? First?

“First date,” the Flame-Mane repeats lowly, arm so tight around the Grand Scribe’s shoulders that vein and tendon are bulging. “As in. First date…in a while? First date since the whole—“

Dehya gestures at Miss Nilou for help.

“Your first date since the Grand Scribe returned to being the Grand Scribe?” Miss Nilou fills in for Dehya and the rest of the tavern. “Your first date since the previous Sages were deposed?”

Anjali quickly does some quick reasoning and explaining for such a long…well. What do you call it? Dry spell? Is this a dry spell? She does some quick reasoning for such a long dry spell in her head as she looks across the room and sees several other people doing the same incredulous calculations she is.

It makes sense if the two haven’t had a date in a long time. That would be a good reason for why this one is extra-special—why they both put so much effort into it. 

That was the same thought Anjali and pretty much everyone who saw the couple earlier in the evening was having.

And if you include the period of time right before then, there were a lot of things going on, weren’t there? Jnagarbha Day preparations were underway, so the Grand Scribe’s office is bound to have been busy. And wasn’t Master Kaveh on a long away trip? 

But why does it feel like this isn’t the answer they all thought it was when it wasn’t a question?

The Grand Scribe Al-Haitham and Master Kaveh both give Miss Nilou worryingly blank, uncomprehending, looks.

Miss Nilou releases a shuddering, shivering breath as she bravely continues to speak for the entire building.

“Your first date since…Master Kaveh moved in?” More disconcerting and awful silence. “Since…” Miss Nilou rallies herself and asks with a remarkably level and clear voice, “the divorce?”

That gets a reaction as both men’s eyebrows fly up their faces, blank expressions replaced with absolute bafflement.

“What divorce?” The men turn to each other. “Who got divorced? Do we know anyone who got divorced?”

“Since the Grand Scribe graduated? Your first date Master Kaveh graduated?” Miss Nilou presses, ignoring their questions, even as she goes further and further back in time. “Since the…the break up of the thesis?”

Even as the pair fail to answer, Anjali can feel the entire building attempting to find reason. Because surely, considering these two, there must be one. Even if that reason is as feeble as morning mist.

In between now and then, they must have also been very busy. So perhaps it’s…plausible for them to not have any formal dates like this.

Master Kaveh was reshaping the skyline of Port Ormos, building the Palace of Alcazarzaray, and conquering innumerable feats of ingenuity in between. The Grand Scribe didn’t start off in that position, he worked his way up until his predecessor retired—and this included the push to make the Akasha and its network widespread enough to even be given to foreigners passing through. That must have been a lot of research and development and programming work. 

And there was also that period of time when Master Kaveh was a working adult and the Grand Scribe was still a student. That would certainly have made finding time to date difficult. Plus, that was right around their first separation which must have been some form of added strain. 

Besides, when you’re a student isn’t it hard to date? You have no money and barely any time and—

“What’s the thesis got to do with anything?” Master Kaveh asks, frowning in confusion. “Why are you asking about the thesis? Why does everyone seem to know so much about that thesis anyway?”

“Why would the events of our time as students have any bearing on the present?” The Grand Scribe asks, trying to pry the Flame-Mane’s arm away from himself and failing. “Why are you asking about so many unrelated things? And why would you expect us to answer?” The Grand Scribe gives up on trying to wrestle the Flame-Mane’s arm away, looking rather cross. “Do you require an entire background essay complete with index on the events led up to us deciding to attempt dating? Would a map be better?”

“This, right now—just so we’re understanding each other,” Dehya says, free hand rapping on the table before gesturing between the two men. “This is your first date? Is that what you’re saying? This is your first date ever in your entire time knowing each other?”

“Yes,” Master Kaveh and the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham answer.

And then, as though the two haven’t just said the most unbelievable, incomprehensible, indigestible truth of the century—topping that of the previous administration’s corruption and all—, they both have the audacity to look annoyed.

“Why is that so hard to believe? That this is our first date?”

“Or is the what you’re all stuck on the information that we’re dating at all? Are we so unlikely as a couple?”


  Unlikely as a couple?


Anjali and what feels like the rest of the world gapes at the couple. 

What kind of bullshit question is that? Someone should say here, if anyone were capable of speech in the face of whatever this is.

There’s no couple best suited to each other in the entire world, fictional or otherwise! Someone else should say after that. Again, if anyone were capable of speaking out loud with their physical bodies.

But everyone is silent, waiting and hoping for them to retract those questions.

The silence stretches. And stretches. And stretches.

Even the sounds of the spit, the grill—even the sounds of the rest of Sumeru City beyond the propped open front door are silenced. 

Everything is silence. Anjali’s head feels like it’s being filled with silence. It’s like when you’re thinking so much of everything that it all cancels each other out into absolutely nothing.

Anjali looks around helplessly, hoping and praying for someone to pop out and go “Haha, just joking! This is all an elaborate prank to gaslight you all!”

But no one pops up to give that bit of relief.

Instead, the couple continues to stare at everyone around them, looking increasingly puzzled and disturbed by the attention they’ve drawn as the silence continues unbroken. As though they have any right to being puzzled or disturbed when they’ve just said what they said.

And as Anjali and the rest continue to stare at them, the worst thing becomes clear, rising out of the silence to declare and instate itself as an undeniable and absolute truth: the pair are being entirely truthful in these answers that can’t possibly be answers.

Some part of her can see this, even if her brain and heart and very soul refuse to comprehend what they’re seeing.

The reassurance Anjali felt earlier in the evening when she looked at the pair is quickly being replaced with a yawning, gaping sense of world-ending horror.

Even if Anjali didn’t know their reputations for truth—unpleasant and brutal and all—she can tell. Anyone would be able to tell just by looking, by seeing. It’s as plain as the blue of the sky, the white of the moon, the breadth of the ocean, and the height of the mountains.

They’re telling the truth.

Despite—despite everything—

Despite the stories of them in the Akademiya as students being attached at the hip, allowing one another special exception to the walls they had put up against all of their peers, collaborators, mentors, and all—

The way that some of the people who went to the Akademiya as students at the same time Master Kaveh and the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham were both students would recall the two of them off in their own little private world of bright eyes and fluttering hands, bowed together heads, and bodies so closely aligned that their robes seemed to transform from two cuts of cloth into one whole and uninterrupted piece—

Despite the stories of the horrific impact the fight that caused them to dissolve their thesis had on them and those around them—to the point where the guidance counselors working in their darshans at the time were rumored to have needed so much alcohol, coffee, and sick leave to deal with it that for a solid half year they had to bring in temporary guidance counselors to pick up the slack.

Despite the way they acted after the dissolution of the thesis, and how they divided their properties and parted ways so completely without exception for years—and the whispers that came out of the back-offices of the Akademiya from people with access to viewing the documents regarding that division over how cold and clean the paperwork was, surgical in precision and tactical in execution.

Despite the notice board messages that had all of Sumeru locked in as unwilling audience to some of the most intense, petty, passive-aggressive to outright aggressive back-and-forths filled with so much tension that even as written word that was left unsigned you could identify the authors at a glance—

Not to mention all of the official papers that they published or worked on with others seemingly only to target each other to prove the other wrong, using the Akademiya as their own dueling ground to hash out all their grievances under the disguise of academic discussion—

Despite how they moved back in together as though it were the most natural thing in the world, and how they two of them can just exist in each other’s proximity and somehow have entire conversations, discussions, debates, through passive breathing—

Despite all of the touches, the way they fall into step with each other, despite the way they can finish each other’s sentences but instead of doing that they start their own as a counter to what the other one was about to finish saying—

Despite literally everything about them that has been observed this is somehow their first date ever.

As the entire building reaches this impossible conclusion it feels as though the entire world shifts. 

Perhaps the sky falls away to reveal an apathetic infinity or the ground drops a few precious centimeters to remind them all of their mortality and feeble lack of certainty in this world where everything relies on something else. Maybe the air in the world spontaneously becomes thinner, or everyone’s bodies change in composition so that they all need more air than they did just a second ago.

And then, just as this feeling of inescapable change is recognized, the entire building bursts into movement, into noise, into action.

Half of the occupants of the building who aren’t working there dive out of their chairs, racing for the door as they hurl mora at the table, at the host’s stand, at Lambad himself without care for change, needing to relay this news to everyone who was not in this building as it was revealed.

The other half of the occupants seem glued to their chairs with their brains dribbling out of their ears as they fall into different states of denial, muttering to themselves or in complete silence. Several patrons grab bottles of wine and bring them directly to their mouths. A few put their heads into their hands to start screaming. Someone on the second floor opens a window and starts wailing into the night.

Several of the back-room kitchen staff who had come forward to see what the fuss was about dive back to report to the others. 

Lambad, sputtering with a hand raised to point at the table as he starts and fails to get through several sentences, teeters and then faints, hitting the round with a loud thump.

Anjali can see several servers grabbing empty chairs to sit down at half-cleared tables. 

Anjali, herself, just sinks into a crouch, pressing her head to her knees as she winds her hands around the back of her head. She starts rocking back and forth as she forces herself to breathe while trying to reconcile her fundamental understanding of the world and her place in it with this new revelation.

“Lord Kusanali above,” Miss Nilou says, sounding slightly hysterical but much more composed than the rest of the world, “grant me the ability to accept that which I cannot understand. I think I need to lie down.”

“Lord Kusanali above,” the Flame-Mane growls at the exact same time, “grant me the ability to throttle that which I can’t understand because I’m not taking this kind of bullshit being spewed to my face lying down.”

-


  Tighnari,



  No time for further explanation. Currently running for my life by what appears to be the entirety of the country for reasons I can’t begin to understand. No hyperbole.



  Help. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on so I can figure out how to get out of this.



  Why does it seem like everyone from the most ancient cataract-riddled, hard-of-hearing, white-haired grandfather to the toothless baby that can’t even roll over is angry at me and Al-Haitham? Why does everyone keep mentioning a divorce? Why do people think one or both of us is divorced?



  Divorced from who? When did either of us get married? I didn’t even know either of us were dating anyone. I can’t believe I’m writing this. What’s happening? I thought all of the questions and nonsense were done with when we tossed out the last administration…



  Is this some kind of mass hallucination from…I don’t know. Mutant mushroom spores carried in by a freak wind pattern? Is that possible? Certainly not probable, but…



  Look. Tell me the shape of the sense that the rest of the country is missing and help me fill in this gap. 



  I’m literally considering smuggling myself to a foreign country with the way I’m being mobbed right now.



  Please,



  Kaveh


-


  To the Offices of the General Mahamatra Cyno,



  I fully understand that the Akasha is no longer operative. I am also fully aware of how suspect several of the files it had while active were, especially in the last few years of the previous administration’s active tampering.



  But we are both fully aware that there was little to no tampering with civil registrations such as marriages or divorces.



  Therefore, considering all of these factors, how does it appear as though all of Sumeru is under the belief that Kaveh and I were at any point married or divorced? A belief that everyone has unilaterally accepted as indisputable fact, to the point where people are accusing us of lying when we deny the fact as the fiction that it is. 



  Leaving Kaveh aside along with all of the questionable things he might get tangled up in, if anyone would know if I were married, divorced, or otherwise, wouldn’t it be myself? Why is everyone suddenly doubting my own self-awareness?



  Did all of you have some secret Akasha network that Kaveh and I somehow weren’t connected to?



  As far as I’m aware, the both of us have never changed our official registered status on any legally binding document from single to married, divorced, united under common law, or any other variant of anything not-single.



  Until why this mass-misunderstanding came about is made clear to me, and it is confirmed that everyone has put it behind them as the fiction that it is, I am not returning to the Akademiya. Would you expect me to when I can hardly get any work done without an entire barrage of people swarming my offices to ask me about business that isn’t real business?



  Don’t attempt to find me. And don’t attempt to try and track me down through Kaveh, either. Kaveh will be coming with me to prevent the situation from somehow evolving into something worse. I haven’t told Kaveh where we’re going to prevent him from giving away our location, nor have I told him the method of how we’re getting there.



  Sort this out and we’ll consider returning.



  Grand Scribe Al-Haitham


  



6. And they were…?

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You know? Divorced never married?” Omar repeats, “Like that architect from the last Archon age, Kaveh and the scribe Al-Haitham? Divorced never married.”

Nuha spits her hair tie out, hitting Junaid right in the face as he sputters.

“They were never married,” Nuha says flatly, staring at Omar with her hands behind her head, gripping her hair like she might suddenly rip it all out.

“Yes,” Omar chuckles nervously at the sudden shift in Nuha’s tone, “that’s rather the poi—“

“They were married, but they never divorced,” Tanveer corrects, sipping at his own drink which is an alarming shade of pink.

Junaid, rubbing his eye where Nuha’s hair tie managed to nail him past his glasses gives Tanveer a baffled look. “What are you talking about? They weren’t even friends.”

          


    
    “You know, Professor Sirhan and Professor Saifuddin are really funny. I can never tell if they get along or if they hate each other,” Omar says as he starts to set up his laptop and spread out his notes pushing aside some of Tanveer’s papers in the process, earning a disgruntled look from the other man. Omar ignores this, accepting the sweating, half-melted drink that Junaid passes him and some flimsy napkins from Nuha as he finishes setting himself up. “I ran into them on my way over. It sounds like the dean has them working on some kind of new recruitment thing for the next year. I don’t know why the dean picked those two, though.”

Tanveer, in the middle of shoving Omar’s things away from his own suggests: “Because it’s funny to watch them go at it? It’s free entertainment. And with the kind of thankless, poor lives those of us who stuck to higher education lead, anything free is good.”

“Thank god medical is free too, how else would we deal with the headaches from all their arguing?” Nuha jokes, reaching up to retie her hair.

“They’re not that bad,” Omar says out of some barely remembered loyalty to Professor Saifuddin, who had once lent him a figurative shoulder to cry on when he was having a mental breakdown right at the beginning of starting his doctorate program. 

To be clear, Professor Saifuddin didn’t actually do or say anything, but he was very nice about letting Omar go through an entire tissue box and three bottles of water from his mini-fridge before calmly letting Omar know that Omar had to leave because the good doctor was running late for a faculty meeting. 

No one is sure why Omar is so hung up on this one moment, but everyone has moments like those in academia, so no one questions it too much.

“They’re more like that one meme,” Omar continues, wiping the condensation from his drink onto the sides of his pants as he waits for his computer to power up and sluggishly load the several dozen documents he had open.

“What meme?” Junaid asks, drawn out of his own work with the promise of something potentially mind-numbly stupid to give him a brief moment of respite from translating some barely legible poorly scanned text.

“The divorced never even married one,” Omar answers, tapping on the trackpad as he waits for his computer to connect to the shitty WiFi.

“The what meme?” Nuha looks up at Omar, hair tie between her teeth as she struggles to get all of her hair up, even as several portions slip out from between her fingers.

“You know? Divorced never married?” Omar repeats, “Like that architect from the last Archon age, Kaveh and the scribe Al-Haitham? Divorced never married.”

Nuha spits her hair tie out, hitting Junaid right in the face as he sputters.

“They were never married,” Nuha says flatly, staring at Omar with her hands behind her head, gripping her hair like she might suddenly rip it all out.

“Yes,” Omar chuckles nervously at the sudden shift in Nuha’s tone, “that’s rather the poi—“

“They were married, but they never divorced,” Tanveer corrects, sipping at his own drink which is an alarming shade of pink.

Junaid, rubbing his eye where Nuha’s hair tie managed to nail him past his glasses gives Tanveer a baffled look. “What are you talking about? They weren’t even friends.”

Nuha turns her entire body towards Junaid. If she had another hair tie to spit out, she’d be doing it with more purpose and malice this time.”What the fuck are you talking about? I mean. Of course they weren’t married. But they were definitely friends. Friends with benefits, even.”

With the finely honed senses of students all in pursuit of doctorate degrees and have spent the better part of their lives in an academic setting, the four of them turn to look at each other slowly, sizing each other up and mentally coming to an understanding.

“Oh no,” Omar whispers, resigned to having lost the rest of his day to this. “I don’t suppose we could agree to disagree, could we?”

“No,” everyone else agrees as they push their more delicate notes out of harms way, start rolling up sleeves, and begin to pull up new internet browsers for maximum efficiency in switching between tabs for evidence. 

-

Tanveer slams his palm on the desk. Thank god that the room they booked is sound-proofed. “He calls him—and I fucking quote—my most dedicated malignancy. Repeatedly! On record! In letters! In journal entries! He refers to him as that and other similar terms of affection to other people, to the point where other people recognize exactly who he’s talking about without questioning it!”

Junaid’s eyes are so large they could be little plates as he gapes at Tanveer before blurting out, incredulous, “And do you fucking love cancer?”

“It can mean anything! It’s all based on tone of voice!” Omar attempts to intervene. “Or maybe there’s an error in translation. Or whoever wrote it down misheard them! Dialects change over time! It could mean anything!”

“What do you mean anything?” Nuha demands. 

“It means nothing! Other than that maybe they really didn’t like each other, you know—like enemies do?” Junaid argues, head swiveling between Omar and Tanveer, unsure of who he should be tackling first.

“What do you know?” Tanveer snaps, “You know nothing. You mean nothing. What would a foreigner like you even know?”

“Well now that’s a little uncalled for,” Omar says, but Junaid is already scoffing, rolling his eyes and working himself up into a right fit.

“Too late,” Nuha pinches the bridge of her nose. “Fuck me for picking you three to be my closest friends in academia. I should’ve gotten that damn business degree like my ex-girlfriend said I should.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry I went to undergrad abroad,” Junaid throws his hands up in the air with a great roll of his eyes. “Sorry I double majored and spent part of my undergrad in Mondstadt to focus on my philosophy degree. I didn’t realize it would be a hit to my credibility as a scholar of Sumeru history. Bhai, I literally went to the same high school you did. We were on the same soccer team. Just because I have a long-term visa for another country doesn’t suddenly make me a foreigner, you absolute—”

-

Nuha’s hair has escaped its tie again, and refuses to return to being tamed because she keeps running her hands through it. There’s a slight twitch on her right eyelid and she’s crumpled her emptied takeaway cup so many times that the clear plastic has turned white.

“I am in hell,” Nuha grinds out.

Omar’s chewed his straw until it’s covered in holes and he’s moved onto chewing ice from the takeaway cup, eyes darting between Junaid and Tanveer as they viciously go back and forth.

“—they call each other, at the very best, roommates! You obstinate piece of—” Junaid bellows, shaking a finger in Tanveer’s face. 

Remembering the time that Tanveer once nearly bit off someone’s finger during undergrad for pulling a similar stunt, Nuha throws herself back into the figurative ring.

“As in they shared a room in a two-bedroom house, you twat.”

“Well that does seem a little pedantic, doesn’t it?” Omar frowns. “Just because I have roommates in my flat doesn’t mean any of us are in a relationship or are literally sharing a room.”

Tanveer rounds onto Omar, the whites of his eyes alarmingly distinct as he snaps, “And who’s side are you on, exactly?”

This question takes Omar by surprise as he blinks into the distance, looking rather owlish behind his thick glasses lenses.

“I…I don’t remember, actually.”

Nuha rolls her eyes. “Welcome to being a historian of this specific era of history. We’re all fucking confused.” Her face contorts into a strange expression that blends too many things with more muscles than the face should technically be equipped with according to all known science. “Master Architect Kaveh and the once Acting Grand Sage Al-Haitham are confusing figures no matter what angle you try and study them from.” Nuha’s eyes snap towards Junaid. “But they were definitely also a confusing couple in that they had multiple break ups and reunions across their lives, which makes tracking when they were and weren’t together and on what terms they were on difficult to piece together. So I’ll concede that maybe at times they weren’t together. But to deny them being together entirely is ridiculous. They were one-hundred percent a couple. No matter how confused you might be, you can’t deny that.”

“I’m not confused, Nuha, don’t try and pull that shit on me,” Junaid fires back. “They weren’t together ever. They were also probably only roommates because of some sort of financial reason. I mean—based on historical records, the Grand Scribe’s house was located in prime real estate of the city. And the Grand Scribe’s salary probably wasn’t that great until after he became the Acting Grand Sage. But according to existing records from the same time period he was noted to have a comfortable life. He probably needed supplementary income in order to pay for his research and his above-moderate lifestyle.”

Tanveer mimes strangling Junaid. Nuha looks at the man with open disgust. “You are so, so, so very clearly someone who did not study that time period. Stop taking, you embarrass the entire department every time you open your mouth. Switch back to philosophy, they’re nicer in Mond. Maybe they can tolerate your foolishness there.”

Junaid raises his hands, helpless. “How could they have possibly been a couple, even if it was only for a short period? They didn’t even interact with each other except to refute each other’s work in academic publications. And those papers were, by that time period’s understanding, sound.”

Before Nuha or Tanveer can answer that—and both of them look ready to jump right into it, maybe even literally with fists and all—Omar quickly stands up, hands outstretched towards the two camps to ward off a potential brawl.

“Well hold on now,” Omar interrupts, giving Junaid a strange look. “If we’re going to be doing any kind of in-depth close-reads and analysis about their formally acknowledged journal publications, I don’t think we can consider those as any form of evidence in either direction…”

-

Tanveer is leaning against a wall, hitting his head against it with dull thumps. Junaid is pacing back and forth, hair sticking up in every direction, and sweat stains around his collar and armpits. Omar is violently gesturing at his laptop screen while desperately trying to get Nuha to look at it.

“Yes, we do have published and corroborated proof from multiple reviewed records that says that these two did not get along. And according to their own surviving publications it’s clear to see that their philosophies run contrary to each other. That was never in question!”

“It sure sounds like it was in question for a hot minute,” Nuha huffs, turning her entire body away in her chair to avoid looking either Omar or his computer screen. Omar refuses to be deterred by this.

“But surely you can understand that you’re putting the cart before the horse in saying that any disagreements between them stem from personal grievance—grudge, even—rather than this same philosophical difference. Rather it should be that their philosophical and academic differences are what drive them to disagree. We all here know how nasty academic fall outs can get and how opposing scholars react towards their rivals. The dissolution of their joint-thesis was widely spoken and discussed as resulting in the two of them being on strained to outright opposing terms for several years. So while I will grant that there’s personal feelings involved— some bad blood—it doesn’t necessarily translate to it being anything more than being based on professional scholastic rivalries.”

“Oh, yes, I’ll definitely move in with the guy I have professional scholastic rivalries with. I would absolutely invite my academic rival to take up a room in my house,” Tanveer mutters, lip curling up in distaste. “And we’ll totally only keep it at a professional scholastic rivalries stage for the rest of our very long lives to the point where it’s intrinsically part of our identities as acknowledged through the annuls of history. In fact, whenever people talk about us in the future it will definitely be about our professional scholastic rivalry and not bringing us up in memes about being divorced and never married. You’ve shot your own original statement in the face, Omar.”

“It doesn’t have to mean that there was some sort of…romantic nature that was betrayed. They didn’t have to be together to have such a profoundly remarkable split. They aren’t fighting each other because of personal non-academic history. Clearly these scholastic arguments are simply scholastic in nature.” 

Omar gestures towards several documents he’s pulled up on his screen. They’re mainly examples of those formal research papers that the pair published or assisted on in order to refute the other’s work.

“And we know that these two men, no matter what other rumors and records were left behind, were considered utmost professionals. It would not have been professional of them to completely go in against each other just because of…a bad break up of a romantic nature. It’s beneath them.”

Tanveer raises his head from the wall to give Omar a scathing glare. “Do you think we’re fucking idiots? Do you think the historians of the past several generations are idiots? Of course we all know how to separate the personal and the professional, and when to recognize an academic rivalry. Most of their counter-papers are very solidly backed up with research available at the time and are agreed upon by many other experts in the field at the same time. They use research from other names in the fields to prove their points for more practical discussions of laws and principles. And for their discussions of theory and philosophy, they have incredibly well written and easy to follow papers. But just because they’re valid research doesn’t mean you can discount them entirely from the gestalt of the situation.”

Junaid groans, eyes rolling skyward as he repeats mocking, “The situation, he says.”

“The situation,” Tanveer repeats through grit teeth, glaring at Junaid. “In isolation, in a vacuum, sure these one or two essays that they’ve published are simple disagreements in schools of academic theories and philosophies. They might have just happened to run contrary to each other and we wouldn’t think anything more of it. But there’s a reason why everyone thinks more of it. When you’ve got two people acknowledged as masters of very different fields publishing multiple papers from different fields from their own specialties, literally taking pot-shots at one another in every single fucking field of research to be published back in the day, it sure does add up to something a little more than simple scholastic rivalry. We all know that I hate that arrogant snot-nosed, punk-ass, sheep-brained bastard Jannat over in pharmaceutical research. But am I going to be publishing my own papers on pharmaceutical studies and clinical trials that I know she’s got interests and research in just to piss her off and step on her toes? No. That’s fucking insane. Who does that?”

“Back in the day no one was as specialized as we are in modern times!” Omar argues. “It’s commonly acknowledged that the scholars of the previous time periods were much more generalized than we are now. They had a more rounded education with greater inter-disciplinary studies, which is why so many of the historical figures of back then are still renown today as giants in the field.”

Tanveer turns to Nuha and Junaid, gesturing at Omar in the widely recognized gesture of, Can you fucking believe that bullshit?

“Omar, I legitimately don’t know why you bothered to spend the past half-hour talking to us about this because it adds nothing to either side of the argument nor takes anything away,” Junaid declares flatly. “These papers were definitely evidence for something between them. Friendship is a no. Romantic partners absolutely the fuck not. But at the scale those two were going at it, those papers were definitely part something more than a shallow scholastic rivalry. You can’t say that it was completely and entirely just that with the scope of their publications.”

Tanveer and Nuha both turn the same revolted look of disbelief onto Junaid.

“No wonder you keep getting dumped,” Tanveer says causing Junaid to boggle at him.

“What?”

“You look at that incredible body of work between two of them and you think they’re not friends or lovers or even ex’s. You legitimately think that it’s some sort of…I don’t even know what words to use to describe what you’re describing. You absolute fool. This is why you can’t keep a relationship. All your partners must have gotten so fucking bored of you.”

Junaid turns to Omar who looks just as clueless about how this turned around.

“Now,” Omar says, switching gears to try and roll things back, “we all may disagree on this but I don’t think this warrants such a personal—“

Tanveer turns a scathing look onto Omar. “Shut up. It’s because that one over there is blind and incapable of recognizing something right under his nose. This is absolutely relevant to the argument at hand. The man can’t recognize flirting when it’s literally in print in front of his eyes.”

“Flirting?” Omar and Junaid exclaim. Omar gestures to his laptop screen. “You think that’s flirting?”

“For the love of everything good in this world, do you simply not know what foreplay looks like?  Sexual, emotional tension? Pig-tail pulling? Picking on your crush?” Nuha snaps, moving to snap Omar’s laptop. Omar just barely snatches it back to avoid possibly being broken at the hinges. “How fucking boring is your own bedroom life? Aren’t you a scholar? Haven’t you ever heard of a love-hate relationship with someone who’s disproven one of your own theories beautifully? Besides, who said anything about romance? At that point of their lives it was most likely hate-sex that they had going on. Part of those on-and-off again relationships that lots of those scholars from way back in the day used to have. Enemies with benefits, lifelong companions, so on and such. Whatever. It wasn’t necessarily about romance all the time across the board. What fool bases their entire life and their work on romance?”

Omar’s mouth opens and closes soundlessly before he turns helplessly to Junaid and Tanveer.

Tanveer turns away, firmly in agreement in Nuha.

Junaid stops his pacing to point at his own open laptop which has several of the more personal surviving records that were capable of being scanned and transcribed into digital format. He pulls up a few examples, to arrange them all so that they’re visible on screen together.

“In this one Kaveh of the Kshahrewar is listed as the third name contributor, and it’s acknowledged that most of his work on the paper is in running admittedly complex calculations, but he does very little of the actual penning of the paper itself. In the paper that refutes this one, Scribe Al-Haitham is listed as second lead contributor and the tone of the paper passive-aggressively refers to the original paper in a rather patronizing tone half the time. The title of the paper itself is a reference to the original paper that it critiques. Less than a month later Kaveh of Kshahrewar moves from third name credit to first name contributor and writes almost the entire damn paper himself literally going line by line to take apart the one that Scribe Al-Haitham was on. In a private letter between Kaveh of the Kshahrewar and one of the other contributors prior to publication, in which it seems he’s responding to the other contributors asking him to tone down he calls Scribe Al-Haitham an entire list of increasingly blistering combinations of derogatory terms. You’re going to call that the actions of lovers? Friends?”

“Name calling and pig-tail pulling. Obviously, Junaid.”

Junaid’s mouth hangs open before he turns to read off the screen from the transcribed copy of the letter.

“He called Scribe Al-Haitham an obstinate and boiled-brained princox, who was so incapable of recognizing a middle-ground that he could fall off a cliff and survive because he’d skip the falling part and touch ground instantly.”

“Sounds like he has great faith in the man’s survival ability. Which, considering the time period, is a real compliment.”

“What part of that was a compliment?” Omar asks, sounding very much like he doesn’t want to know the answer.

“In the actual papers, he clearly alludes to Scribe Al-Haitham—never mentioning him by name, but it’s clear through the verbiage and the timing of the publication—and calls him misguided, lacking in appropriate expertise or experience, and as someone writing just to fill pages.”

“Obviously this is untrue because they actually do reference each other’s work in other papers and publications. If I thought someone was that much of an uneducated buffoon I wouldn’t be using their research to support my own, even if it’s regarding different subjects. Besides, there’s definite records of them absolutely ripping anyone else who ever tried something similar to what they were doing to each other to shreds.”

Junaid’s eyes look like they’re going to pop out of his head. “If my lover—whether we were having hate-sex or if it was friends with benefits, or whatever else—ever wrote those kind of things about me in any kind of public document that would later be disseminated through the entire of society we would not be lovers.”

Nuha and Tanveer immediately sneer at him. “Weak, vanilla boy.”

“It’s toxic?!”

-

“—and several surviving text documents literally describing the pair as going on a date, talking about dating in public, discussing their romantic relationship to several close friends—“

“Oh yes, half-drunk recollections written describing an encounter in a bar where everyone was inebriated to some degree. Besides, don’t you know what a collective misremembering is? And how common mass hallucinations were during that time when the ley lines were active without any form of regulatory body or containment procedure? Don’t you know how many types of hallucinogens were in circulation back then? Inadvertently rather than on purpose, too?”

Nuha rounds onto Junaid, looking moments away from grabbing him by the head and ripping his hair out. “Sure. Pre-Akasha-shut-down, you fucktard. Most of their situation is post shut-down. Get your timeline straight.”

“While you’re insisting on bending it to make sure people weren’t? That’s a whole different can of worms that we haven’t even begun to discuss.”

“Enough!” Omar shouts out, getting between the two before this can turn into a real brawl. “There aren’t any official surviving civil records from that time period listing them as legally married or even acknowledging a common law marriage. We cannot just assume that because these two people are frequently associated with each other and have the same circle of friends at the same time that they were romantically involved at any point.”

“Of course there’s no civil registry existing from that time period, you fucking idiot. But based on every other record left behind they were definitely together in some form at some point. Just because we don’t have official documentation of it doesn’t mean that there wasn’t something there. Look at the breadth of records outside of that one document that prove it. Besides, marriage isn’t necessarily for everyone anyway.”

“So we’re all just going by assumed truth of word of mouth from literal centuries ago? And you’re taking that as proof?” Junaid snorts. “Some scholars you are.”

Tanveer looks like he could rip the table apart with his teeth. There’s a vein pulsing at his temple. 

“I’ll kill you dead, you absolute—Look. They are literally one of history’s most influential couples. Their research—combined and targeted at refuting each other—has led to some of the most pivotal advances and contributions to society to this day. The way their works influenced each other and those around them created pillars of research that modern day science still looks towards, even if their findings were later proven to be incorrect. With all of their combined contributions towards history and science as we know it, you’re saying they weren’t even friends. What kind of bullshit—“

“What’s them being friends got to do with anything?” Junaid argues.

“If we’re looking at downstream effects,” Omar tags on, “you can see in the downstream that their connection is not as lasting as you would make it out to be. It’s also commonly acknowledged that when they passed on all of their belongings, intellectual property rights, and research were passed onto other people. Other members of the academia, towards public resources, surviving friends, so on and such. No mentions of each other at all in the records of their passing or in the records we have of the paths their belongings took to modern day.”

Nuha presses her hands together and turns to Omar, and, speaking as though to a toddler, explains, “If you and your spouse, partner, life-long companion, whatever were nearly of the exact same age and died in said old age—like, literally over a hundred years old—would you be willing all of your worldly belongings to the person who is probably going to die within a year of you? No. Where’s your sense at? Of course you’re going to will it to people much younger than you who can actually make use of it, you dipshit. Archons preserve us all, you’ve got the sense of a toddler.”

“That’s it,” Junaid throws his hands up in the air before going to gather his things. “I’m not staying here for more of this. I’m not going to just stand here and listen to you say this shit and insult people with actual sense about this. I’m out of here. You were always a shit friend, Nuha.”

“We weren’t even friends, Juanid. You’re just Tanveer’s cousin that his mom makes him get along with.”

Omar turns to Tanveer. “Sorry Tanveer. I—I don’t know how this happened. I didn’t realize it would get so out of hand. Somehow I feel really guilty right now. Like somehow all of this is my fault. So. Sorry?”

“Well it is your fault and you should be sorry,” Tanveer replies sharply, also moving to gather this things. “You just had to mention two of the most argued about figures in the history of all of Teyvat to a bunch of doctoral candidates of Sumeru history, you idiot. You just don’t have to be as sorry as Junaid, because at least you’re a benign idiot. That one over there is an idiot who’s trying to smash his head against a mountain to avoid looking at the stone.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          - the paper back and forth is a reference to the classic 2007 back and forth “Snapshots of What Matters Most:…” vs “Snapshots of What, Exactly?…:” followed up by “If We Knew What it Was We Were Doing, it Would Not be Called Research, Would it?” ft. Richard C. Stedman.
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