
You and Me and the Cat Makes Three


    
    There is a cat that has taken to chewing on the leaves of the plants in the back yard. It is, quite possibly, the ugliest cat Kaveh has ever seen. And also, most likely, the meanest. It instantly reminds him of Al-Haitham.

Their house has a small enclosed courtyard in the back, mostly comprised of hard packed dirt. Or at least, it was before Kaveh’s arrival. It had looked too sad, and while Kaveh, himself, is not much of a green thumb how hard could it be between two dendro Vision users in the land of dendro itself to raise a plant? And wouldn’t it be quite nice — and efficient, one cannot forget that — to have fresh herbs, fresh vegetables, perhaps if they were particularly attentive, even some fresh fruit rather than having to go to the market? And it would be rather nice to look out the window and see something that isn’t dull stone or dirt. 

(In case Al-Haitham needed further convincing, Kaveh had also brought up that it has been proven beneficial to the mind to look upon leaves and flowers and the like. Especially after staring at books and lines of glowing print from the Akasha systems all day.

And then, mid-way through Kaveh’s arguments for why they should at least put in a cactus or maybe just a simple row of hedges or climbing vines, Kaveh realized he could just do it. What was Al-Haitham going to do? Get rid of them? Ha! As if Al-Haitham would spend the time or energy to do so. And Kaveh was quite right about that because after Kaveh had finished bringing in the pots of climbing jasmine Al-Haitham just looked at them and sighed and has proceeded to ignore them ever since.)

There is now a humble assortment of somewhat decently well kept vegetation growing out there. They have a few vegetables, a small lemon tree that — hilariously — has thus far only grown one outrageously large lemon that made the entire sapling twist and bend towards the ground with the weight of it. Their neighbors have donated a few plants of their own. Kaveh had tried to figure out something to return the kindness with, but he suspects that him accepting the plants was kindness enough. Everyone looked awfully relieved to be getting those plants out of their hands. Perhaps if they manage to keep their yard alive long enough Kaveh and Al-Haitham understand where that relief stems from.

In any case, their walled in little courtyard has seen much more activity since Kaveh added in the plants. Birds and butterflies and fat bees drift in and out. Kaveh watches them in the early mornings as he drinks his coffee. He’s seen a few lizards basking in between the clay pots. On the odd occasion he’s even seen one or two dusk birds. One of the neighbors makes sugar water for hummingbirds and that causes a few of them to gather around, zipping and chirping as they dive at each other.

Al-Haitham has set a nice wooden chair outside with a little table. Now and then Kaveh has returned to their home to find Al-Haitham reading out there or simply sitting with his eyes closed, probably listening to something on his music player. 

And now there is the cat. Kaveh’s seen it a handful of times so far, chewing on leaves or lazing about in the sun with its eyes closed. Although he’s certain that it has been hanging around even when no one is there to observe it in all of its ornery glory.

The creature is either incredibly large or has been going through hard times for long enough that its fur has grown and matted itself into an exterior shell that makes it look larger than it is. Kaveh cannot tell the color of the coat — it might be brown or black or possibly a combination of both and grey at the same time. Somewhere in its life it must have hurt its tail because its tail is crooked, perpetually looking like a question mark or perhaps a line that got interrupted with a sneeze. One of its ears bears the ragged edges of an old injury and one of its eyes only opens part way. Its eyes are strange mix of hazel that might also be green, Kaveh hasn’t gotten close enough to get a good look to confirm.

Aside from those more obvious physical details Kaveh knows nothing about this cat. Kaveh would not even know where to begin in order to guess what breed of cat the cat is, let alone age or sex. He studied flying buttresses and mass distribution of domes not animal biology.

Sometimes at night Kaveh jolts awake to the sound of a cat (Possibly this one, but Kaveh isn’t sure about that. Until he sees the thing in the middle of the act it wouldn’t be fair to pin the blame of ruining Kaveh’s sleep on it.) wailing like it’s trying for some sort of world record. Alternatively, he’s been startled out of his concentration to hearing cats snarling and hissing at each other. He may or may not have accidentally ruined a few drafts from that.

For the most part Kaveh watches the cat, hopes it doesn’t shit in one of the plant pots or eats one of the vegetables or anything it really shouldn’t, and leaves it to its business. Sometimes when he’s feeling particularly bold he’ll attempt to leave food or water for it. If it takes to these small acts he doesn’t know — the one time he tried to leave food and water out for it while it was present it hissed at him and bolted.

“Do you think it was ever someone’s pet?” Kaveh asked Al-Haitham once while watching the cat through the kitchen window. The jasmine at that point in time had grown wild, latching firmly to the stone walls, so dense that Kaveh’s pretty sure that it had started to grow through the stone to become more of a fence than the rock was. The plant was so weighty that it seemed to almost bow over itself in some areas, providing ample shade for any creatures small enough to wriggle underneath it. The cat was not small but it was determined and had thus made an appropriately sized dent in the jasmine to loaf in. 

“It must have been a poor pet,” Al-Haitham replied. “Seeing as how no one looked for it.”

“Perhaps they did.”

“They did not try hard enough.” Al-Haitham peered around Kaveh to look at the cat before going back to cutting vegetables for their supper. Kaveh had been banned from cooking that afternoon because he hadn’t slept properly in two days and was deemed useless in anything practical for the time being. Al-Haitham’s ways of showing his care were, as ever, profoundly insulting at the same time as they were touching.

“I’m surprised you haven’t run it off,” Kaveh said later.

“Why bother?” Al-Haitham replied. “It’s done me no wrong or harm.”

A very Al-Haitham answer.

Sometimes Kaveh will smoke or drink in the back yard when it is quiet and nice to clear his head. Al-Haitham disapproves of the smoke indoors and the fresh air does do Kaveh’s mind wonders. The cat glares at him whenever it sees him as though he were the one intruding upon its space before it stubbornly wedges itself underneath the jasmine or between the clay pots and proceeds to ignore him. Very Al-Haitham of it, although Al-Haitham doesn’t glare. If it’s early enough in the morning and the man hasn’t had his coffee he’ll just stare at Kaveh blankly until Kaveh puts a cup into his hands.

“Where do you think it goes when it isn’t here?” Kaveh asked Al-Haitham once.

“You think I think about the cat?” In hindsight it was a foolish thing to ask.

Well. Kaveh has just found out the answer to that question that he, himself, wasn’t really thinking too hard about.

Kaveh normally isn’t on site for most of his projects, at least, not until the start. But whoever had been in charge of doing the floor layouts of the existing building should never have gotten any certifications because none of the measurements or details on the filed schematics made sense. Who would put a load bearing beam there? And in what universe would it make sense to have that random section of foundation jutting out of the building like so? And why was the connection to the sewer system listed on the second floor? All attempts Kaveh had previously made about getting clarification on this so he could actually start working on the new building’s floor plans had only given him more questions and more frustration.

So he’d gone out to the site hoping to catch them before demolition was fully completed and just his luck, he’d arrived in time to see one of the main walls coming down followed by the sharp screechy yowl that had over the past few months become Kaveh’s intermittent nightly accompaniment.

Oh no, Kaveh thought but already resigned to what he would see.

And sure enough, when Kaveh sent Mehrak to scan the rubble, there was indeed, the cat trapped underneath some.

“Do you not vacate the premises before demolition?” Kaveh snapped as he carefully checked the cat over. Mehrak was not programmed to do biological scans and without the Akasha it wasn’t like Kaveh would know one way or another about veterinary medicine, but the cat wasn’t bleeding and he didn’t see any limbs at any wrong angles. Not that he could tell with the way its fur was so tangled and matted. It was breathing fine, although unconscious.

He did not bother to listen to the excuses, instead Kaveh took off his cape and carefully wrapped the creature up. Sure it isn’t his cat but what is he supposed to do? Just leave it there?

Kaveh could already hear Al-Haitham in his head saying, firmly and a little amused, “Yes.” And really that’s all the more reason for Kaveh to ask where the nearest veterinarian is and head off in that direction.

The cat stayed unconscious all the way to the veterinarian’s, where the staff whisked the cat away while asking Kaveh a dozen questions he didn’t know the answers to. 

Kaveh wonders if the expediency at which they take the cat out of his hands is due to apparent severity of the situation, his own reputation preceding him, or the fact that the only other animal here seems to be a horse that, by all accounts, looks perfectly healthy. Said horse gives Kaveh the side eye.

Somewhere in the middle of them asking Kaveh if he knew how old the cat was and if it was up to date on its shots (Here Kaveh barely refrained from replying, “Does that look like a cat that has ever had a shot in its life?”) everyone in and perhaps a whole kilometer radius of the building startled to a caterwaul purposefully aimed at shredding eardrums. This sets off every single dog in the area barking, as well as the horse that was tied outside the office, screaming. Even Mehrak startles, lurching backwards and letting out an alarmed burst of dendro energy before swiveling to Kaveh for confirmation that the world is not, in fact, ending.

“The cat’s lungs, at least, appear to be fine,” Kaveh mused, ears ringing, as he was abandoned by the veterinarian’s assistant as he rushed back to assist the good doctor in pacifying or otherwise subduing the now awake and very angry cat. 

Kaveh couldn’t tell if the cat was being killed or if it was doing the killing from the sounds of things, and was tempted to see if Mehrak could figure it out but ultimately decided that there were some mysteries of life not worth pursuing.

By the time the veterinarian was done he emerged with a list of treatments and prescriptions the cat needed and a bill that made Kaveh feel the beginnings of a headache. They had given the cat a much needed bath and grooming, they’d done a full health check (the good news being was that the cat was most likely just stunned, and is otherwise in fine health). 

This health check has revealed that the cat is female, perhaps around two to three years old. She isn’t a specific breed of cat — more likely a bastard of various different types borne from the various unions of strays. She does not have parasites but she does have lice and will need at least one more treated bath to make sure they’re all gone. One of her eyes seems to have been hurt at one point and cannot fully open, although she sees fine. Both ears hear fine. Her tail does have a break that healed crooked but as it doesn’t seem to bother her the veterinarians are not too fussed about it. And her front left leg is slightly shorter than the others due to yet another injury that healed poorly, or perhaps a birth defect. Aside from these things the cat is aggressively healthy and they truly cannot wait to send her home with him.

Kaveh manages to negotiate a payment schedule rather than having to pay the eye-watering fees up front. Overall his books will still balance fine, although the mora he allocates towards non-essentials will be on the thin side.

The cat is returned to him in a tightly closed reed carrier. He can’t see the cat through the weave but he can hear her claws scratching along the interior in an uncomfortably menacing way.

Along with the carrier he is given the cat’s medications — just to ensure that there really aren’t any parasites or anything wrong internally, as well as some vitamin boosters for the lack of proper nutrition — and a return appointment to do a follow up as well as complete some of the still important, but not as immediately pressing, vaccinations. Kaveh is summarily kicked out of the building with a hearty clap to the back and well wishes.

Mehrak has to course correct Kaveh twice as he wanders home in a slight daze, worriedly nudging him into turning around when he takes the wrong turn or making alarmed sounds when he almost misses the step of a curb or stair. The cat, in the carrier, is at least quiet. Although Kaveh swears he can feel her fury like one of Mondstadt’s infamous Eye of the Storms. 

By the time Kaveh is standing in front of the door he has come to the very belated realization that he could have just left the cat there because this really isn’t his cat and also he now has to tell Al-Haitham that they’ve got a cat. Kaveh has adopted a cat. Kaveh has been given a cat. 

The cat, actually.

Al-Haitham is already home — ditching, most like, that brat, who in their right mind thought he’d make a good Grand Sage? — and may have been home for a while. Kaveh can smell food and hear the sounds of oil hissing in the kitchen.

“I brought take out,” Al-Haitham says, barely audible over the sound of the oil and Kaveh’s own brain trying to figure out a way to either hide a cat or frame the acquisition of a cat in a way Al-Haitham won’t be an absolute pain about. “And I’m reheating the biryani from the other day. Where did you put the wine bottle we opened last night?”

“Did you check where we keep all our other open wine bottles?” Kaveh asks. It is at this very moment that the cat, which had been silent but distinctly radiating outrage at her situation, chooses to speak up.

By speak up, Kaveh means she yowls like she’s trying to summon the entire Abyssal order to obey her commands. 

And by the Archons she just might do it. He almost drops the carrier like it’s on fire, but some instinct stops him just in time. Kaveh’s hair stands entirely on end, Mehrak makes an alarmed noise and releases a flash of light that momentarily whites out Kaveh’s vision, and there is the distinct sound of Al-Haitham’s dendro mirrors being conjured into existence.

After Kaveh manages to blink the light out of his eyes he sees Al-Haitham standing in front of him, mirrors dissipated, and a look of utmost exasperation on his face as he looks down at the carrier.

Before Kaveh can say anything, Al-Haitham speaks.

“I suppose rent will be delayed this month also.” 

Kaveh gapes a little because one, he was only late on rent once and it was only by two days and he’d let Al-Haitham know a week in advance. And two: that’s not Al-Haitham saying no to the cat. In fact, that’s basically permission. Kaveh is at once relieved and incredibly suspicious.

Al-Haitham proves Kaveh’s suspicions correct when he adds on, turning on his heel to return to the biryani, “I’m upping your rent to account for potential damages.”

-

Kaveh tidies up his work room as much as possible, makes sure the window and everything fragile or important is secure, and then sets the carrier down. The cat is no longer attempting to call earthly ruin upon their heads but Kaveh can hear her hissing and scratching at the carrier’s interior.

Kaveh stands on the far side of the room, ready to shut the door, and has Mehrak do the honors.

From the brief glimpse of the cat that Kaveh gets as it slowly slinks out of the reed carrier, he can say with full confidence that the creature does not look any better groomed. She is, surprisingly, just as large as she was covered in filth and at least half a stone’s worth of matted, tangled, gnarled fur. With the benefit of a clearer features, she also looks much, much, much angrier.

The cat’s eyes land upon him and her lips pull back into a snarl, entire body coiling.

Kaveh slams the door shut just in time for the cat to yowl and launch herself at him. Mehrak begins to beep and chime in alarm. But Mehrak will be fine. Mehrak, after all, is made of some of the sturdiest materials in Teyvat and not easily rended flesh as Kaveh is. Things will, probably, be alright.

-

The next several weeks are an ongoing trial in patience that Kaveh is barely passing by the skin of his teeth. He shouldn’t have to use his Vision on saving himself from a cat, but here he is.

Kaveh’s mostly used his Vision’s abilities to make dendro constructs and projections for convenience. Now he’s actively creating barriers and bubbles to prevent himself from being mauled. In the mornings he goes into the work room, winces at whatever new damage has been done (thankfully Kaveh had the foresight to install wooden doors onto all of the shelves ages ago to help with the dust prevention whenever he leaves for long periods of time), tidying up as much as he can, and then doing the truly thankless but necessary task of checking the cat over for any new injuries and making sure she takes the vitamins and supplements the veterinarian gave him.

Kaveh has since learned that the cat’s natural voice is really that rough — she sounds like a chain smoker in her late nineties who’s just come out of a screaming match between a pair of Vahumana and Rtawahist Herbads with grants on the line. The eye that only opens partway is green while the other is hazel. She doesn’t weigh very much (the veterinarian has promised that this will change once the cat begins getting proper meals) but is excellent at using what weight she does have to try and bully Kaveh as much as possible. 

Kaveh has taken most of his work out of the room and is borrowing Al-Haitham’s study to continue his work in. Al-Haitham doesn’t seem to mind as he’s still spending hours at the Akademiya, trying to work through the current backlog assigned to him so that he can escape the post of Acting Grand Sage as fast as feasibly possible. Literal God speed to him. They keep assigning him something new for every task he completes which Al-Haitham has taken to with his normal bull-headed tenacity and frustrating flexibility. He also still insists on holding firm to established business hours, which doesn’t exactly help his own case when people keep sliding in new tasks for him to work on when he isn’t there to refuse them.

Now and again he’ll hear a loud thump from the other room or the cat hissing or vocalizing her grievances to her audience of Mehrak.

Kaveh has left Mehrak to the task of watching over the cat to make sure she doesn’t do anything too terrible and to try and stop her if she does attempt something. Whenever Kaveh leaves for client meetings or for his lectures and appointments at the Akademiya he’s taken to leaving Mehrak behind entirely, which has earned him a few odd looks now and again. 

It is because of this prolonged exposure that Kaveh has learned that Mehrak can imitate the cat’s screech with uncanny semblance considering he didn’t equip Mehrak with the ability to recreate organic sounds, and can and will do so with or without prompting.

After about a week of this, the cat has somewhat warmed up to him in the sense that she is no longer screaming at him or trying to scrape all of his flesh from his bones every time he gets into her line of sight. She endures him, now, with grudging tolerance. Although she does continue to keep Kaveh on guard with the sudden attempts at slapping him with either her tail or her paws if he isn’t paying close enough attention. He never thought he’d say this about a cat, but she has an excellent punch.

If this is what the cat is like while malnourished Kaveh is terrified to find out how strong she would be in complete and full health.

Al-Haitham has yet to comment on any of these strange going ons other than to give the fresher scratches that the cat has managed to give Kaveh slightly bemused glances and to give Kaveh a small jar of medicinal ointment for them. Well. That and to wear his headphones to bed.

However, all of this progress with the cat is immediately erased when Kaveh has to wrangle her into another medicated bath. No one leaves that one with their dignity intact. No one.

By the time Kaveh has to go through the trial of getting the cat back into the now-repaired reed carrier (which he has taken the liberty and precaution of enforcing with stronger material along the inside) for her follow up appointment, he and the cat have managed to literally claw their way back to semi-neutral terms. This is fine. Kaveh did not go into this expecting to have a cat or to become said cat’s best friend. He leaves that to Mehrak, as Mehrak is both much nicer than he is and also in far less danger of getting an infection from scratches. Although Mehrak’s exterior shell has seen better days.

The cat, possibly, likes Mehrak more than him so Kaveh leaves it to those two to figure out warmer terms of co-existence that may or may not include Kaveh.

This appointment confirms that the cat has successfully been de-liced, is in impeccable health all things considered, and really, really, really is opposed to needles. Kaveh cannot fault her for that last part.

The appointment also confirms that yes, Kaveh is now a cat owner to the world’s most belligerent cat. Lucky him.

Now if only the cat would accept that, things would be quite grand.

-

After the veterinarian deems her in clear health and on an upward trend of recovery Kaveh decides to let her have free reign of the house. This is partially because he hopes that if she is not as cooped up and has a chance to interact with him and Al-Haitham more on her own terms she’ll — for the lack of a better way to phrase it — chill the fuck out. It is not entirely an act of kindness because Kaveh also wants his workshop back. Al-Haitham’s home office is very comfortable but it was designed and organized for Al-Haitham’s tastes and preferences, not Kaveh’s, and it shows.

Now with a larger range of places to explore (sans bedroom, washroom, and Al-Haitham’s office) Kaveh hardly sees her. For a cat so alarmingly large and with so much character it’s a little worrisome that she can disappear so thoroughly. But Kaveh certainly hears her. Mehrak sometimes follows her around, but otherwise the cat is left to her own devices. 

All things considered, this is not a particularly bad thing. There are a few (several) incidents where Kaveh and the cat do cross paths that end with vomit, something spilled and-or-broken, or some other form of property damage. The cat has also taken a few swipes at his ankles when he passes larger pieces of furniture she’s managed to squash herself under and he’ll admit to tripping over the cat a few times at night when he’s trying to walk off his insomnia. But aside from that, really, it’s not so bad. Kaveh can handle a semi-belligerent cat.

He handles Al-Haitham doesn’t he?

Anyway. Kaveh, at one point, starts leaving the window open for the cat. If she’s truly unhappy here and wants to leave he shan’t stop her. Al-Haitham makes an off-hand comment about how Kaveh basically threw away mora but Kaveh shrugs it off. Kaveh did what he could and now that the cat is well he’s content to let her go on her way. Mora comes and goes, but life is a touch more fickle. 

The first time she takes the offered escape as he thought she would. 

Kaveh brings it up to Al-Haitham by saying — “You can lower the rent now.”

Al-Haitham, much to Kaveh’s confusion just shoots him a deeply amused look, reaching over to flick Kaveh’s earring. “Three days.”

Exactly three days later, the cat slinks back in through Kaveh’s open window, looks directly at him, and walks her muddied paws all over his blueprints before trotting off, crooked tail held high, to cause trouble somewhere else in the house.

That night they watch the cat through from the kitchen as she goes about inspecting the living room for any changes she did not approve of in her three day absence. 

“How did you know?” Kaveh asks. Al-Haitham has a truly frightful ability to predict behaviors and situational outcomes, but that’s usually because of the astounding variety of subjects he’s studied. He did not think this ability of Al-Haitham’s would apply towards the mindset of stray cats with attitude problems. Although, the cat is very much like Al-Haitham in some ways so maybe Al-Haitham just felt a sort of kinship there.

Al-Haitham hums in the way he does whenever he does when he is internally laughing but doesn’t want to actually laugh because then Kaveh would ask him what’s so funny and Al-Haitham doesn’t feel like explaining himself and they’ll go off into a rapid spiral of back-and-forth bickering that keeps them up half the night and they’ve both got work in the morning so that’s just a waste of time all around.

Her return doesn’t signal much of a change in the status quo about the house. Sometimes she can be found tolerating Kaveh’s existence from a high shelf or a truly inconvenient place in the middle of the floor. She will, occasionally, deign to attempt to follow him into the wash room to drink the bath water even though she has a perfectly accessible water dish in the kitchen. And back courtyard. And living room.

She continues with her previous antics of terrorizing Kaveh whenever he lets his guard down. But sometimes, if she’s feeling particularly generous, she’ll sit about an arm’s length from him, close her eyes, and be perfectly still for a little while. Then when she tires of his presence she leaves after slapping his arm or face with her crooked tail. Just so he doesn’t go getting a big head about it.

But over the next few weeks (in a truly unexpected development) it becomes quite clear that the cat, much to Kaveh’s absolute bafflement and indignation, likes Al-Haitham better than she tolerates Kaveh. Loves the man, even. Now, Kaveh can’t quite begrudge the cat this because Kaveh also loves Al-Haitham, but at least Kaveh and Al-Haitham have a beautiful ongoing history of disagreements, agreements, and agreements to disagree to back this romance of the century up with.

Kaveh isn’t expecting gratitude from a cat. But really?

The fact that Kaveh’s the one paying for the cat’s food, medical expenses, grooming treatments, and various other fees seems to go entirely ignored by the cat. Meanwhile, Al-Haitham (who has barely even acknowledges the fact that there’s a cat now living in their house) is getting treated like every single holiday to have ever been imagined by every civilization in the history of felicitations combined.

How does Kaveh know this?

Because the first time Kaveh ever hears the cat make a sound that isn’t furious or indicative of some great and here-for unknown degree of distaste, is when he comes home to the extremely alarming sound of what sounds like a coffee grinder that’s gained some form of sentient autonomy, and is engaging in a fight with a whetstone and a handsaw. Kaveh rushes towards the source of the sound, which had come in through the kitchen window, to see Al-Haitham sitting in the chair in the back courtyard with the cat on his lap.

Purring. The sound was purring. 

The ungrateful creature is cozied up in Al-Haitham’s lap, purring away like she hasn’t spent the past several weeks testing Kaveh’s patience and finding it incredibly wanting to her standards.

Al-Haitham’s hand is on the cat’s back doing absolutely nothing and the other is holding a book. He looks up when he notices Kaveh gaping. So does the cat. Both of them give him identical looks of judgement.

“Why is your jaw on the ground?” Al-Haitham asks.

“You’ve tamed the cat.”

Al-Haitham just stares at him. And then, bless his confounding little heart and thick skull, he says, “What cat?”

“What cat? What cat the man says. Mehrak, can you believe this? The one in your lap, Al-Haitham, obviously.”

Al-Haitham looks down at the cat. The cat wriggles about so she looks like an incredibly hideous and misshapen lap blanket. This is, perhaps, her attempt at looking cute.

Al-Haitham points at her while looking up at Kaveh, expression blank in the way it is whenever he’s trying to understand something he doesn’t have all the information on and it’s causing him a small amount of annoyance to have to actively inquire further about it.

“This one?”

“What other cat would I be talking about?”

“What do you mean by tamed the cat? The cat is always like this.”

Sometimes if Kaveh’s mind is moving too fast he’ll tell Mehrak to do too many things at once. And Mehrak will attempt to keep up but inevitably end up trying to display five different projections at once, creating an unintelligible tangle of lines and squiggles while trying to recite all of the answers to his queries simultaneously, which results in Mehrak sounding like fifteen different Kshahrewar clerks reading out inventory tables after drinking coffee concentrate.

The sound of it is not unlike the one Kaveh’s mind is currently attempting to recreate.

No, Kaveh wants to snap at Al-Haitham. No, she is most certainly not like this. 

And Al-Haitham ought to know that. Because he has seen Kaveh having to wrestle this cat into lice baths and regular baths after the lice treatments were finished. He has seen the aftermath of said baths in the washroom. He has seen Kaveh have stand offs with this cat about the medicinal supplements the veterinarian claims are mandatory for the cat’s continued recovery towards more appropriate for her age health standards. Al-Haitham has been a front-seat spectator to this cat’s yowling and growling and spitting at Kaveh, and Al-Haitham has been the one to help Kaveh dab ointment on the scratches the cat has left behind.

And if these events were not evidence enough of the cat’s not at all pleasant or affectionate nature, there have been times when Kaveh has glanced over and seen the cat looking directly at him before vomiting. And where does this usually happen? Wherever Kaveh once was. Kaveh will get up from his seat to fetch something or take a break and return in time to see the cat, for the cat to purposefully look at him, and then do the deed. Kaveh will put something down — a cup, a bottle of ink, part of one of his models, or hell even just an empty box and the cat will leap up onto the same surface to slap the object down to the ground, all the while looking directly at him before leaving.

Al-Haitham has literally seen Kaveh cleaning up after these incidents and commented on them. Now that Kaveh thinks on it, he’s never seen the cat doing any of this to Al-Haitham’s things. And he supposes that if the cat ever did that there would no longer be a cat in the house. Al-Haitham would not tolerate that kind of behavior and he most certainly would not be quiet to Kaveh about it.

The closest incident Kaveh can think of is towards the beginning of the cat’s new freedom. Al-Haitham had been reading in the living room and the cat raised a claw to start scratching at one of the sofa’s legs. Al-Haitham clicked his tongue once, sharply, and without so much as glancing in the cat’s direction. The cat immediately stopped, ears flattened, body crouched low to the ground before shooting off to squash herself in between one of the small tables by the wall and a bookshelf.

Before this exact moment that is the only time Kaveh has ever seen the two of them interact. When did such a harmonious (on the cat’s side) relationship form? 

Rather than say any of this Kaveh turns around and goes inside and prepares himself a very nice calming cup of tea. As soon as Kaveh is out of sight the purring starts back up again. 

Typical.

-

Apparently, now that Kaveh has been notified of the cat’s clear and obvious preference for the hand that doesn’t feed her (monetarily at least), the cat has shifted tactics entirely to ensuring that there is no doubt in Kaveh’s head where he stands with her. 

The hierarchy of the house, according to the cat, is Al-Haitham at the pinnacle of all things good and lovely (Kaveh occasionally agrees with this assessment, but only occasionally), followed by the cat (hard disagree), then Mehrak (fair enough), and then Kaveh.

The cat asserts this version of reality by making sure she is everywhere Al-Haitham is whenever Al-Haitham is available. 

She jumps into Al-Haitham’s lap, kneading at his thighs and chest and making the most pitiful (or attempts at pitiful, she sounds like a Kshahrewar mechanism on its last legs as it were whenever she vocalizes anything) sounds as though she’d never experienced affection in her entire life (with that attitude entirely possible) and it’s going to kill her right that very second. Al-Haitham’s response to this is to gently push her face away from his and do nothing, which seems to spur her on or send her melting into a puddle on his lap or chest.

If Al-Haitham is eating she’ll leap up into his lap or onto the table and beg like Kaveh hasn’t been spending a truly questionable amount of money on specialty cat food that is supposed to help her get back on track nutrition-wise. She’s certainly eating that up like there’s no tomorrow. And it shows. Her coat is glossy and shiny, she’s gained a respectable amount of weight that seems to have gone directly to muscle, and her energy levels appear to have risen. Well, either that or she’s just incredibly enthused about Al-Haitham. Again. Fair.

Whenever Kaveh attempts to offer her food she ignores him as though he were air. But she’ll put her paws on Al-Haitham’s wrist or hand or lean her head against his bicep and make pitiful sounds until Al-Haitham feeds her from his own fingers. The audacity. If Kaveh were to try a similar stunt Al-Haitham would probably try to poke his eye out with a spoon and then say something rude about Kaveh’s dignity.

Sometimes Kaveh will attempt to play with the cat and if she doesn’t decide to ignore him she’ll take whatever toy he’s dangled in her direction and run off to give it to Al-Haitham and beg him to play with her instead. Al-Haitham never does, but it doesn’t stop her from winding herself between his ankles or curling up over his feet or lap or anything else.

Whenever Al-Haitham closes a door in the house she rushes over to it and starts to cry like Al-Haitham is possibly dying on the other side and she’s the only one capable of saving him. This nonsense Al-Haitham put a stop to rather really on by opening the door again, looking down at her and saying, “Quiet”, then closing the door again. Now she just lays in front of the door, quietly hitting it with her paw like a forlorn wife waiting for her husband to return from some battle ground.

Kaveh can lose hours trying to find the cat to get her in her carrier for her grooming appointments or to get her for her bath or to check her claws and ears. At which point he has to concede and ask Al-Haitham for help because all Al-Haitham has to do is call and she’ll come skidding, tripping over herself to obey. Except Al-Haitham doesn’t really call the cat; he makes this quick hissing sound between his teeth and the cat appear as if conjured out of the very ether. And Al-Haitham will turn to Kaveh and say, “Did you try looking with your eyes?” Then he will pick the cat up (said cat looks elated) before dumping her in Kaveh’s arms (she proceeds to be very not elated) and leaving both Kaveh and cat to their shared misery. 

The cat has learned how to tell time. Right as Al-Haitham is about to leave for work in the mornings she goes ahead of him to the door, lays herself out across the threshold and cries. Al-Haitham ignores this, stepping over her with absolute indifference, and will almost close the door on her before she shoots out to follow him down the street. 

At night when Al-Haitham is due to return the cat posts herself right at the front window and knocks at it until Kaveh opens it for her so she can stick her head out and wait for Al-Haitham to return. If Al-Haitham is late she turns her wrath upon Kaveh like this is something he’s done to personally slight her.

Frankly Kaveh can handle all of this. It’s a little funny, he’ll admit. 

And if that was all that the cat was doing Kaveh wouldn’t think twice on it. Really. That cat’s never done any permanent damage. She’s gotten on his nerves and annoyed him, yes, but he’s suffered worse indignities as an Akademiya student. He could certainly do without the cat trying to trip him at night or purposefully vomiting in his path, but at least she’s toned down on that second thing after one time Al-Haitham caught her doing it and made a distinct sound of disappointment. It is the same sound that got Kaveh to stop smoking indoors. It’s incredibly effective.

So if these were all the things that the cat committed to doing, if these were the total sum of all of the slights and little annoyances the cat has thrown Kaveh’s way, he’d think nothing of it. He’d be annoyed for a little bit and then let it go after maybe complaining about it to Mehrak or Al-Haitham for a little, and then forget it because he’s a grown man with a thriving career and important responsibilities. Why would he fixate on a cat’s belligerence?

But that is not the full list of the things the cat does. 

What no one tells you about having a cat is that owning a cat is the greatest barrier to a relationship ever. Long distance? Disapproving in-laws? Meddling friends? Lack of sexual compatibility? Extreme moral, ethical, and philosophical disagreements? All things that can be worked around.

A cat?

Ha! Impossible! Forget sex, Kaveh can’t so much as breathe in Al-Haitham’s direction before the cat takes action to express how much she disapproves of any of Al-Haitham’s attention going to anything that isn’t her or maybe, sometimes, Mehrak.

If Al-Haitham and Kaveh are talking in the living room she’ll jump up to lay her head on Al-Haitham’s thighs, wedging part of herself in between their legs and forcing them to move apart. And she’ll knead her paws into Al-Haitham while hitting Kaveh with her tail, eyes pressed shut with joy as she purrs like a Fontaine automaton going haywire.

If they are eating together the cat will plant herself between them on the table and start chattering at Al-Haitham and begging food. And usually she’ll also try to slap her tail into Kaveh’s plate or knock his cup over.

And forget going to bed together — not even the cover of the night is sacred for the acts of couples. They have literally stopped in the middle of more pleasurable (but no less heated) conflicts of the mouth and tongue because of her. They’ll be about to tumble into bed and into each other, and then they’ll turn towards the goal only to see that she’s tucked herself up underneath the bed covers like some extremely hairy toddler, stretched out on her back, paws over the edge of the blanket, head propped up on the pillows waiting for Al-Haitham. 

(Al-Haitham’s response to this was to immediately step away from Kaveh and go to the cat. And of course, because it’s Al-Haitham, she’ll leap into his arms and start butting her head against his cheek and let him move her. If Kaveh attempts it she’ll turn into a little fiend.)

If they somehow succeed at getting into bed without her, she will materialize between them, securing herself between their bodies, crying and digging her claws into the bedding if they try to move her. Kaveh has woken up to her ass on his face or to her launching herself onto the bed to use his bladder as a landing zone. If it’s not the insomnia or the projects keeping him up it’s the cat. Meanwhile, Al-Haitham sleeps as peacefully as a babe, as she cozies up to him, curling up next to his head and putting her face close to his, or wriggling underneath his arm to press her head to his heart.

Kaveh is starting to get jealous of a cat, which cannot be healthy.

She has made a little bed for herself in a corner of their room with their laundry. Well. Al-Haitham’s laundry, mostly. She cries whenever Al-Haitham takes it away for the washing. She sounds like a geriatric sumpter beast when she does.

And Al-Haitham permits this. All of it! He doesn’t even make any comments about it!

This is Al-Haitham, who can’t stand an inconvenience or annoyance that doesn’t promise some greater benefit on the other end of it. This is the Al-Haitham who has literally stood up in the middle of lectures or work meetings and left the room without comment, and if he were forced to comment his usual answer is something along the lines of, “It would be faster for me to get my own answers”. This is the same Al-Haitham who has memorized all the guidelines for paid leave, worker’s compensation, and work scheduling limitations for public sector employees. 

The only reason Al-Haitham has ever put up with something inconvenient is because he’s calculated the cost of being annoyed as minor compared to the pay off. 

“You like the cat!” Kaveh realizes after a thwarted attempt at sneaking his hands underneath Al-Haitham’s night shirt. The cat, upon noticing Kaveh’s trespassing onto her territory (Kaveh would argue that she’s attempting for squatter’s rights here but Kaveh was here first, therefore she’s the interloper that he’s humoring with much more generosity and grace than anyone ought to expect of him) had thrown herself onto Kaveh’s arms in a demonstration of how healthily she’s grown, causing his arms to fall away as she twisted mid-air to cling onto Al-Haitham with her claws. Al-Haitham immediately picked her up to prevent her from ripping his clothes, and started to unhook her claws. The cat is now happily rumbling away in his lap.

Al-Haitham shrugs and then twists to drop the cat over the side of the bed. She wriggles about in his arms so that she’s somehow clinging onto Al-Haitham’s outstretched arms like some sort of monkey.

“They say pets resemble their owners,” Al-Haitham says while he tries to shake her off. “She reminds me of you. Mehrak agrees.”

Mehrak from the charging station in the corner of the room, wakes at the mention of its name and makes a soft chirp of agreement before going back to sleep. 

Both Kaveh and the cat make the exact same noise of insult — the cat so deeply offended she lets go and thumps onto the ground before leaping back onto the bed, all of her hair on end. 

“What part!” Kaveh sputters, leaning away from the cat who’s now draped herself over Al-Haitham’s belly and is punching her paws into Kaveh’s to get him to move further away.

Al-Haitham puts one hand on the cat, pushing her off, and uses the other to flick Kaveh between the eyebrows.

“Well. To start with, you’re both very needy,” Al-Haitham says flatly. “And you do the exact same things to get my attention. By the way, when are you naming your cat? The neighbor keeps asking me about it and she’s blaming me for the lack of the name.”

“What do you mean my cat? She’s our cat.” Really, if anything, she’s Al-Haitham’s cat that Kaveh just happens to pay for. 

“She’s your cat. I didn’t adopt her, you did,” Al-Haitham replies. And without looking puts his hand directly over the cats face to push her away when she attempts to shove her head into his neck. “I didn’t sign any paperwork for her.”

Before Kaveh can contest this, Al-Haitham picks the cat up and dumps her in between them before reaching over to flick the light on the bedside table off.

“Now both of you be quiet. As we’re clearly not going to get anything done tonight I might as well sleep now. I have a budget meeting that I’ve been coerced into sitting in on tomorrow morning. The only good thing about it is that I’ve been promised the entire afternoon free if I attend and make any relevant remarks.” 

Both Kaveh and cat attempt to protest, but Al-Haitham makes that disappointed sound again. Kaveh and cat immediately lie down and go very still, very much awake, as Al-Haitham switches his brain off and drops into immediate sleep.

-

At some point the cat moves on from simply wanting to be around Al-Haitham all the time and sulking when he is not around to beggar attention from. Apparently it is no longer enough to skulk about the house, harassing Kaveh if he is present or teaching Mehrak all of the ways the ear can be tortured through collections of sounds, or casually causing property damage to things that are only Kaveh’s. The cat requires some new form of entertainment.

Now entirely familiar with, and thus bored by, the contents of the house, the cat has taken to spending her days doing…whatever it is cats do when they aren’t present to be observed. Whatever she was doing before Kaveh came across her, he supposes. Although she’s doing this much closer to the house. And she does make sure to return promptly before Al-Haitham is meant to every night, trotting in with dirty paws as though she owns the place.

During the day Kaveh can usually spot her close at hand: prowling along the stone and clay walls that separate the houses; in her favorite spot underneath the jasmine; slinking about and chewing plants; or patrolling up and down the street waiting for Al-Haitham. 

Sometimes if Kaveh comes home too early the cat will fix him with a stare eerily reminiscent of Al-Haitham’s more annoying looks before turning her nose up at him and trotting past him as though they are but strangers. As though he won’t be the one to wash mud off of her paws later tonight when she deigns to grace him with her presence.

One of the cat’s new (or resumed) pastimes is hunting. He supposes that this is a sign that her health truly is as good as the veterinarian says and that all of those vitamins and medicines and special cat foods are doing their job after all. 

Kaveh learns of the hunting because one evening while Kaveh is in the middle of picking out small pieces of gravel that have managed to wedge themselves into some of the more intricate parts of Mehrak’s plating, Al-Haitham drops two dead quail onto the table next to him. Kaveh jumps, startled out of his concentration, and Mehrak makes a frustrated and also reluctantly intrigued series of beeps at Al-Haitham.

“Yes, Mehrak, the cat has found employment,” Al-Haitham deadpans. 

“How do you know it was the cat?” 

One of the sisters who lives further down the street takes a week out of every month to hunt game as a stress reliever. She has been, on occasion, known to randomly leave her excess kills on people’s fence posts. It has taken Kaveh literal years to get over this and not see it as a threat. It helps that she makes absolutely knock-out Kashmiri chai that she serves whenever Kaveh gets roped into going to her house along with a few others from the street to gossip and negotiate who gets what from who’s yard when and in what exact quantity (Kaveh has lost this negotiation six months in a row and has had to drag home a ridiculous amount of produce as a result. They are all very lucky that Al-Haitham and Kaveh combined are of very healthy appetites and Kaveh’s Darshan is perpetually filled with starving mouths that he can foist the rest over to).

“The cat gave them to me before I came inside,” Al-Haitham answers. “Kaveh, take care of this.”

Kaveh stares at the quails and then at Al-Haitham, who just stares back at him expectantly.

“What? Why me?”

Meanwhile the cat has come into the kitchen, looking very upset about her gift being given to Kaveh of all people. The cat looks up at Al-Haitham, the exact same question in her mismatched and uneven eyes. Al-Haitham just shrugs.

“I don’t know how to dress quail and I’m not going to look it up now. What’s for supper?”

“I don’t know how to dress a quail either! Go look with you eyes what’s for supper. Are they only for decoration?”

“But Senior, you have an unparalleled mastery over the arts that can be done with the hands. Or so you keep telling me.”

“Why do you only call me Senior like that now?”

Kaveh says this but he does end up being the one to take the quail over to the sister down the street to ask her for the best way to take them apart. She has excellent compliments for the cat’s ability to do a semi-clean kill. Her comments towards the fact that Kaveh doesn’t know how to handle quail are less than excellent.

Aside from the hunting, the cat has also picked up a habit of theft. Or at least, theft specific towards Kaveh’s things. He has yet to see anything truly worrisome being brought into the house from unknown sources. But the cat keeps stealing Kaveh’s jewelry and smaller accessories. This Kaveh thinks is almost charming. Some of them are given to Al-Haitham, who returns them to Kaveh without comment (perhaps in his mind, it is the same as returning Kaveh’s keys or passing over one of Kaveh’s drafting tools that he sometimes leaves around the house and forgets to tidy away). 

Kaveh isn’t sure if she’s attempting to be a nuisance by doing this or if she just likes his jewelry. She’s also tried to steal Mehrak but Mehrak is not so easily hidden away. That’s actually how Kaveh finds the rest of his missing things (He’d already known it was the cat taking them, what else could it be? Kaveh’s not the neatest of individuals, especially not when he’s caught up to his elbows in a project that requires his full attention, but Kaveh takes good care of his belongings.).

Al-Haitham and Kaveh were in their bi-weekly argument over cleaning out storage space around the house. Al-Haitham wanted Kaveh to toss out his old drafts for completed projects (But what if Kaveh needs to reference them later for a new idea?) and Kaveh wanted Al-Haitham to toss out some of the weird things he’d managed to pick up when Kaveh wasn’t around to stop him from throwing his money at them (There is a wooden carving of some child’s nightmare crammed in a corner of the living room. It is as tall enough to reach Kaveh’s hip and so disconcerting to look at that even the cat refuses to go near it.). Mehrak started beeping — it was a specific sound that Kaveh had programmed in for when Mehrak was in need of physical assistance in a non-violent semi-urgent way.

Kaveh turned around and saw the cat and somehow managed to drag Mehrak’s charging station out of the bedroom, and was in the middle of getting it the rest of the way into the linen closet.

Upon further investigation, Al-Haitham and Kaveh found that the cat had made a cozy little nest in the back corner with three of Kaveh’s earrings, one of Al-Haitham’s gloves, and several bedclothes that were pulled down from the shelves. There were also several chicken bones, hairballs, and bits of withered grass.

The cat whined in distress as they dismantled the nest.

As Kaveh tucked his earrings into his pocket the cat took a half-hearted swipe at his calf and he returned that by pushing her aside with his foot to make way so he could pick up Mehrak’s charging station and put it back where it belongs.

Al-Haitham made that disappointed sound again. Both of them turned to look at him. He and Mehrak were having some sort of strange silent communication with each other before Al-Haitham turned to Kaveh and said.

“Mehrak and I agree that it would be better for the entire house if you got along better with your cat.”

There were so many things about that statement that were so spectacularly off the mark that Kaveh didn’t even bother to answer.

Well. Apparently the cat somehow took at least part of that to heart because now she will occasionally (twice, she’s done this twice) go up to Kaveh and fling herself into his arms. The first time she did this he almost threw her out of panic. It would have been fine. Cats land on their feet. This cat has managed to survive several unknown disasters and a building falling on top of her. In his defense, Kaveh was also in the middle of shelling peas for supper and was not expecting the cat to launch herself at him unprovoked (read as: without Kaveh attempting to have a meaningful conversation with Al-Haitham).

The second time Kaveh was sitting down and in the middle of telling Al-Haitham about the latest expansion set to Genius Invokation and how there’s now a General Mahamatra card and then suddenly there was a cat in his lap and said cat wasn’t trying to kick him in the genitals or turn his innards to paste. Kaveh stared down at the cat. The cat looked anywhere but at him. It was surreal.

Both times this happened when Kaveh slowly, carefully, cautiously took her more fully into his arms she started to contort and twist and wiggle about until somehow he was still holding her but his spine felt like it was being twisted into a knot, his neck was at a weird angle, and he was on the verge of pulling muscles that he’s certain even Al-Haitham had never even read about. If she was going to go through the task of pretending to play nice with Kaveh then she would make them both suffer for it. Little sadist. 

And then the cat meowed at Al-Haitham, sounding all pitiful, as if to say — Look, aren’t I being so good and getting along with the interloper? Aren’t you so very proud of me?

Al-Haitham, in response, just looked at Kaveh like he was, internally of course, laughing his ass off. Which he most certainly was. And then, both times, Al-Haitham proceeded to up and leave Kaveh and the cat to be useless elsewhere.

At which point the cat immediately springs out of Kaveh’s arms like she’s trying for a position in a Liyue acrobatic troupe and dashes after her one true love.

Typical.

Although, sometimes the cat will come to sit with him, slowly getting closer than before and hanging about for longer stretches of time. This usually happens when he is sitting in the back courtyard and having a cigarette, or sketching in one of his spare notebooks — making idle little doodles of nonsense buildings that make no sense structurally but are fun to look at all the same.

At first she just watches him from her spot with the jasmine. And then she moves onto playing with leaves and bits of foliage, tossing them about the yard or trying to catch butterflies or generally rolling about in the grass and dirt. This slowly becomes her flopping down in the sun close enough to him where she can lay her tail over his foot.

She eventually gets to the point where sometimes she will put her head on his arm or his foot, and sleep for a little while. For some reason when she sleeps like this it is the only time she drools or snores, but Kaveh isn’t going to complain about that. He has to admit, when she isn’t being a petulant little beast she can be, in her own way, a little charming. And if he’s very lucky and if she’s being very generous, she will allow him to pet her once or twice before she goes off to be alone for a while.

Maybe Al-Haitham is right about pets resembling their owners after all. Now, if only the man could get it through his head that Kaveh is not actually her only owner. And to stop charging Kaveh rent for the damn cat. Honestly.

-

It’s a good day. Al-Haitham had gotten so fed up with being tasked with unnecessary meetings and projects despite having resigned from the position of Acting Grand Sage that he’d up and left in the middle of the work day citing a migraine.

(“You lied,” Kaveh crowed, delighted as Al-Haitham worked to divest Kaveh of his more inconvenient accessories with his usual efficiency and care but at a much greater speed than normal. “You skipped work and lied about it. Because you missed me.”

“Who says I lied? I don’t predict my migraines,” Al-Haitham pointed out very reasonably as Kaveh slipped the man’s headphones off and carefully set them aside where they wouldn’t accidentally get crushed. Al-Haitham, notably, did not contest the second point. Kaveh’s day was getting better and better. “I might have had one. Maybe it went away. Fresh air and sunlight does wonders for the health.”

“You’re a menace. You’re just asking to get some kind of complaint lodged on you and on record.”

“And what would they do, fire me? So be it. I could use a vacation. And they owe me several thousand in back-pay. Right now I’m asking to be kissed: yes or no?”

“Gods, yes.”)

The cat had left through one of the open windows earlier in the day after her usual sulk about Al-Haitham having to work to put a roof over her head, poor thing. Kaveh had gotten a very tidy deal on some new drafting supplies which means he can give some of his older equipment to the Kshahrewar general pool for struggling undergraduates. He’d gone to lunch with Senior Faruzan which rearranged a portion of his brain (in a dazzling way) as per the usual for when one talks to Senior Faruzan. On the way home the butcher gave Kaveh beef bones and oxtail at discount because no one else was buying and it was too much of a shame to let them go to waste. Kaveh stopped to chat with some of the sisters and aunts at the market and had a fabulous time being caught up on all the gossip about people he only has the vaguest idea about from previous gossip sessions.

And now Al-Haitham is home early. The sunlight is just as gorgeous as the man in his arms, and they’re kissing, laying together in their living room, bodies closer than they have been in weeks. Months maybe. Al-Haitham is warm and pliant in Kaveh’s arms and making these pleased little sighs in between kisses. Al-Haitham hums in approval as Kaveh starts working at the knots and ties of Al-Haitham’s sashes with one hand, the other tracing the sensitive and charmingly soft cartilage of Al-Haitham’s ear. The hum from Al-Haitham’s mouth buzzes against Kaveh’s cheek and Kaveh turns to catch it with his mouth, his lips — he’s missed this, he’s missed Al-Haitham, for all that neither of them has really gone anywhere.

Kaveh pulls back enough to look Al-Haitham in his ridiculously colored eyes and Al-Haitham is smiling through them. It is a smile that will, if Kaveh plays things right, be coaxed from the eyes to the cheek to the mouth. Al-Haitham must been in quite a good mood.

Lying like this together has caused Al-Haitham’s hair to be pushed away from his eyes, exposing his entire face. There is a slight flush at the tips of his ears. And his mouth looks so ridiculously lovely.

“Well?” Al-Haitham says, eyebrow raising. 

“Give me a moment. Am I not allowed to look at you? It’s been an age.” Kaveh nudges Al-Haitham’s knees with his own until he is rolling over the other man. Al-Haitham’s arms — bare, divested of gloves and gauntlet and ring — slide around Kaveh’s waist in a loose hold, fingers slipping into the back of Kaveh’s blouse to tap a playful line up Kaveh’s spine before spreading over Kaveh’s shoulders. “I’m reacquainting myself with your better features. Don’t talk or you’ll ruin it.”

And there’s the smile, traveling down through eyes and cheek and finally to lip as Al-Haitham begins to grin. Kaveh feels his heart trip over itself. Al-Haitham’s more boyish smiles are so hard won. To this day Kaveh still doesn’t know the exact method to draw one out. 

Kaveh is spoiled for choice here — where to start? It’s a veritable feast on display for Kaveh to sample from.

He wants to kiss Al-Haitham’s forehead. He wants to press his mouth to those softly flushing cheeks — to his temples at the sides of the smiling eyes. The weather has been good and Al-Haitham has been spending more time in the back courtyard catching the sun as he reads and drinks and naps. There are the beginnings of freckles at the highest points of his cheeks. Kaveh wants to kiss Al-Haitham’s nose to see if he’ll go cross-eyed.

Kaveh looks down upon Al-Haitham and his heart and mind feel so full with laughter that’s steadily working its way through is lungs, fluttering up the chest and causing his own mouth to bloom into something lovely and bright. Kaveh can tell because Al-Haitham’s got that look on his face that he only ever gets when he’s feeling especially smitten with Kaveh — not that he’d ever admit that’s what this look is for. 

But Kaveh knows. It’s one of their many agreements to disagree upon. And privately, Kaveh wouldn’t ever tell anyone about this. This is Al-Haitham’s smile just for Kaveh for when the laughter is bright, and the heart chimes, and the blood dances in the veins. It’s a look that he’s entirely certain they both share whenever they look at each other and see the other so absolutely, blissfully, happy.

And then Kaveh sees stars, quite literally, because the cat lands on Kaveh’s back with a deep and disapproving snarl, causing him to pitch forward and knock his head against Al-Haitham’s. Both of them make pained, startled sounds as they jerk apart from each other, limbs flailing and knocking into each other and the sofa. The cat digs her claws into Kaveh’s back and shoulders as she climbs around him order to pour herself in a sprawl over Al-Haitham’s chest and stomach. 

Kaveh blinks tears and spots out of his eyes out of his eyes. Al-Haitham raises a hand to Kaveh’s face, thumb pressing to the corner of Kaveh’s lip —

“Ow!” Kaveh winces, pressing his tongue against the side of his mouth, tasting blood. He must have bitten his cheek or lip when their heads knocked together.

Al-Haitham is also blinking tears out of his eyes from the impact, other hand pressing to his forehead before lowering his hand to tap at Kaveh’s hip.

Kaveh rolls away from him, awkwardly wedging himself against the back of the sofa as Al-Haitham sits up, getting the cat into his arms. Kaveh resigns himself to another day of just dreaming about Al-Haitham and maybe making do with some quick fumbling in the bath while the cat screams at them through the door and Mehrak attempts damage control when the cat resorts to trying to break things to get them out faster.

He wonders if he could convince Al-Haitham to go half with him on renting a hotel room for one night. Just one! He’d make sure to make it worth it. If anything they’d at least be able to sleep without the little nightmare of a creature coming between them to kick at Kaveh’s stomach and kidneys. 

Al-Haitham gets up with the cat. Kaveh closes his eyes so he doesn’t have to watch him go with the little beast. He might do something absurd if he does. 

Instead Kaveh breathes very slowly until he feels less like whining like a child. Then he gets up and rights his clothes and goes to his workroom to distract himself from the dismay of what was turning out to be such a promising afternoon taking a rather disappointing (but considering how their past few weeks and months have been going, it was a rather predictable) turn. 

He checks his lip in the little pocket mirror he keeps at his desk. He must have cut his inner cheek on a tooth. He doesn’t see any damage to his lip. Kaveh then fixes his hair as he thinks over what else he can do with he afternoon now that more pleasurable activities are, once again, struck, from the list.

Kaveh supposes he could start going through the supplies he means to donate to his Darshan. Or he could try to buff out some of the lingering scratches on Mehrak’s plating. Or he could get a very early start on dinner. Now there’s something. If Kaveh gets that going early enough he’ll get to add in all the seasonings he likes in the exact quantity that he likes and Al-Haitham won’t be able to stop him.

Now there’s a silver lining to this otherwise gloomy cloud.

Kaveh gets up to do just that. He leaves his work room for the kitchen, assembling ingredients while the stove slowly starts to build up heat. 

He’s gotten a decent part of the way through preparing ingredients when the back door to the courtyard opens. Kaveh looks up, surprised. He didn’t realize Al-Haitham was outside. The door to Al-Haitham’s study was closed when he checked so he just thought Al-Haitham was in there this entire time. Kaveh wasn’t looking into the courtyard exactly, so he could have missed him, but Kaveh swears that he didn’t see Al-Haitham back there either. 

Perhaps he went around the side. Kaveh can’t imagine what for though. They only ever go around the sides of the house when they need to talk to their neighbors. A rare enough occasion — rarer even than Al-Haitham’s unguarded grins.

“There’s you,” Kaveh says, washing his hands of excess blood from the oxtail he’d finished unpacking from the brown paper, and cutting up into smaller pieces. “What were you doing outside?”

“I was at the neighbors,” Al-Haitham answers, advancing forward and backing Kaveh up against the counter, calmly reaching down and past him to snuff out the fire of the stove with a dendro construct.

“Alright, I know you aren’t fond of my cooking choices but that seems harsh. If I promise to set aside a portion just for you that I season very, very lightly will you light the fire again?”

Al-Haitham shoots Kaveh a look of uttermost exasperation. Kaveh should be the one with that look on his face. Al-Haitham’s hair looks like a mess. He can see the beginning of a bruise where they must have collided earlier. Kaveh hopes their neighbors didn’t see. That’s a level of gossip Kaveh would rather not be subject to. Bad enough that the aunt on the left thinks they’re hopeless and starving, and that the uncle on the right thinks that the two of them combined couldn’t fix a squeaking hinge. 

“What’s that look for?”

“You’re cooking.”

“Well someone has to. Or were we going to get take out again? I’m not opposed to it as long as you’re paying. I just had to buy the cat a new type of food. Apparently the one I’ve been getting isn’t expensive enough for her tastes and she’s threatening to go on a hunger strike.” 

It’s either that or let her eat everything off of Al-Haitham’s plate when Al-Haitham isn’t looking.

“Never mind the cat.”

“Never mind the cat? The cat almost gave us both a concussion. I think I really ought to be minding the cat a little more closely.”

Al-Haitham makes that disappointed sound that has Kaveh instinctively about to apologize before he catches himself doing it. He doesn’t even know what he’d be apologizing for!

“Forget the cat. I have left the cat at the neighbor’s house,” Al-Haitham says. “In the process of leaving the cat with her I was caught up for almost an hour in explaining how the cat does not have a name and this is not my fault because she is your cat.”

“Well I could have told you that was going to happen. Why did you leave the cat with the neighbor?”

Al-Haitham steps in close, so close that there is not a part of them that is not touching from chest to ankle.

“Kshahrewar. Guess.” Al-Haitham says, eyes bright, voice low. “Did you think that I was done with you?”

Kaveh swallows, the sound of it embarrassingly audible in what Kaveh now realizes is the absolute quiet of the house without the cat. 

“Oh,” Kaveh says, blinking, slowly moving his arms around Al-Haitham’s waist. “Wait. You went to the neighbor with your hair looking like that? Did you even fix your sash? Sweet Abyss. Al-Haitham. Haravatat. Did you tell the neighbor that you were leaving our cat with her so we could be with each other? Does our neighbor know that we’re about to have sex? Sevens, Al-Haitham.”

“Kaveh.” Al-Haitham is so close now that their noses are touching and Kaveh thinks that he’s the one who’s going to go cross eyed. “Shut up.”

Kaveh’s mouth decides to seal itself shut on its own accord.

“Tomorrow you are going to pick up your cat. And you are going to start training her properly so that what happened this afternoon does not happen again. You will start training her by picking a name for her so that she will have something to respond to. In the mean time, the only name I want to hear from you tonight is mine. Am I understood? Good. Now finish what you started before I really do get a migraine.”

  


