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    The love of Kaveh’s life is a con-man who has somehow never been caught or properly tried and judged in a jury of his peers in a court of law, despite the fact that the both of them share several high profile friends in the government and in the more visible social circles. What does this say about Kaveh and the state of the union? Kaveh did something in a past life that’s condemned him to watching this train wreck continue to unfold and drift along several tracks at once. But also — really, what does it say about Kaveh that he’s living with this bastard?

Al-Haitham “works” (It’s generous to call it work, really. And let it never be said that Kaveh isn’t generous. He’s a giver. To his own detriment.) four days a month at most, and somehow manages to make enough money to cover rent in their downtown Sumeru City penthouse apartment, utilities, and all of the ridiculous garbage he imports from the most random places in Teyvat for no other reason than he felt like it.

(“I could have made you that,” Kaveh says as he watches Al-Haitham unbox what is either a literally uprooted tree trunk complete with clumps of dirt attached to the roots, or someone making an approximation of one for reasons Kaveh cannot possibly imagine. The minds of the rich are incomprehensible to him. And so is Al-Haitham’s. He can only hope that this wasn’t a custom order. 

“But I like this one,” Al-Haitham says, running a palm over the surface. “And you’re busy. You barely have time to eat or shave. You haven’t nagged me about anything in almost two weeks.”

“Don’t worry, I’m keeping a list for when I’m slightly less busy and have more energy to spare and we’ll go down it together,” Kaveh assures the other man, reaching over to run a soothing hand over the back of Al-Haitham’s soft hair. Al-Haitham leans into the touch before returning his attention to whatever it is that he just bought.

Kaveh sighs. Really. If Al-Haitham was going to be throwing money away, the least he could do was throw it Kaveh’s way. But it was touching that Al-Haitham was thinking of him. 

“And where are you putting it?”

Al-Haitham shrugs and Kaveh resolves to having to somehow bury the thing out of sight out of mind, and hoping Al-Haitham lets it slip his mind so Kaveh can look it up later and sell it or something. Maybe Nilou’s theater’s prop department could use a tree stump.)

Meanwhile Kaveh’s busting his entire ass running his own independent design studio that subcontracts for the national government to work on preservation of historical sites and the maintenance and updating of public infrastructures, and he’s lucky if he’s making his car and student loan payments on time. Life is so unfair. 

He already knew that before meeting Al-Haitham, but after meeting him it felt like an extra slap to the face.

After the building of the Palace of Alcazarzaray, Kaveh found himself in a strange position of incredible fame but without the more tangible (monetary) rewards that come with it. He’d kept up on a very few other projects while he was committed to building Alcazarzaray and he’d not lined anything up for after it, which is quite unlike him, but he’d been so absorbed into giving Alcazarzaray his literal everything that he couldn’t think ahead towards the afterwards.

All of his usual clients had their projects booked with other studios, the Akademiya didn’t need any lectures or workshops hosted, and all of his contacts were coming up with nothing for private projects in need of main studio, consultant, or even just extra hands to do the calculations or drafting or modeling.

And then while having coffee at Dunyarzad’s house with Collei and Senior Faruzan, Dehya came in to run through Dunyarzad’s schedule with her one more time because she wanted to confirm that the right car was reserved for Dunyarzad’s use. Kaveh was mostly tuning that conversation out as he tried to help Collei and Senior Farzuan navigate the complex discussion of what constitutes a literary classic, but before Dehya got up to leave she clapped her hand to his shoulder.

“Hey, how’re you faring?” Dehya asked. “Any luck on the job front? Candace told me you’d been asking around. That eager to get back to work already? Good man.”

Kaveh hid his grimace. “It’s going.”

Dehya nodded solemnly, understanding one contract worker to another. And then her brows furrowed as she turned towards Dunyarzad. “Hey, at that dinner party next week, wasn’t there — “

“Dehya!” Dunyarzad’s quickly cut Dehya off, “Didn’t you promise Cyno you’d help him go through his new cardio routine? You better get going now, you know how traffic is at this time.”

Dehya’s eyebrows raised. “It’s bad all the time. Alright, I’m going. I should try and squeeze in some extra time before he gets there. I’ll be too busy for it for a while and I’ve got to make use of that gym membership when I can. Good luck, Kaveh.”

Kaveh turned towards Dunyarzad. “You’ve got a client for me, don’t you?”

Dunyarzad bit her lip. “A potential client. But Kaveh, I don’t think this is the right client for you.”

“That’s rather up to me to decide,” Kaveh pointed out, noting that she didn’t say that he was not the right architect for the job. And besides that, he was no longer in a position to be particularly selective of his clients. Perhaps the Kaveh of before Alcazarzaray was, but the Kaveh after was in a bit of a situation. The net needed to be cast wider, as it were. “I should at least meet them before that’s decided.”

Dunyarzad folded her hands in front of her face, and examined him over them like she was in the boardroom or at one of her high society meetings and she was going through the figurative gauntlet. “Kaveh. It’s going to be bad.”

“That’s unusually pessimistic of you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Very.”

She sighed. “Alright. I’ll see if I can get you in. Just — be prepared, alright? And try not to judge me too harshly. I tried warning you in advance.”

Kaveh wondered at the time, why he would be judging her. They both knew how strange the affluent could be. Kaveh’s had his fair share of the strange and eccentric.

And then Kaveh went through what was possibly (without any exaggeration) the worst, most surreal and horrific, four hours of his entire life.

-

First red flag out of many: the location. The entire top floor of a private membership only clubhouse rented out for a dinner party of, at maximum, six people. Seven with Kaveh. Eight if you count that someone brought their…pet squirrel. It is not Kaveh’s place to judge people’s choices in pets. This was something he had to remind himself repeatedly as the night unfolded itself.

The clubhouse was sterile white with shiny glass and chrome accents. A modernists’ wet dream. Meanwhile Kaveh felt himself dying on the inside at the lack of color and hoping that the potential job was doing this place over so it had any form of personality. Any. Even if it was a bad one. Kaveh would take aggressive brutalism over whatever this place was trying to be. At least brutalism has character. 

The second red flag became incredibly clear after Kaveh and Dunyarzad sat down together at a long table. Some kind of music was playing from hidden speakers in the room. It could have been guided meditation. It could have been something on a theremin. It could have been the prolonged and mind-numbing drone of a single syllable drawn out beyond recognition. Whatever it was, it echoed horribly. For all the money that got poured into the sound system, someone did not think to attempt to arrange said sound system in the space allotted to it so that it would do its job well. Dunyarzad put a warning hand on his arm. Or perhaps she had meant it to be comforting. Kaveh doesn’t know. After that night, he and Dunyarzad only spoke of the evening once and only to speak about Al-Haitham.

(“He’s normal,” Kaveh said as soon as Dunyarzad picked up the phone. “He’s normal and he goes to Dehya’s house for game nights, and they’re gym buddies, and he wears joggers, and has piercings, and is thinking about a tattoo, and he’s actually a real person. And they’ve known each other for years somehow? How have I never met him before?”

“We are all allowed to have friends outside of each other. Even if said friends are making extremely interesting life choices that we would have liked to know about sooner just so we could have something to talk about. Did you think he was not a real person?”

“Dunyarzad, I don’t think anything in that entire…experience of a night we shared was real. The only reason I’m somewhat sure I didn’t dream the entire evening is because I stayed over at your house afterwards and there was a stain on my slacks from the take-out we had afterwards. Wait, did you know about Al-Haitham being a real person?”

“Of course I know that he’s a real person. We have tea every third Tuesday with Nilou and Layla.”

“Did everyone know he was a real person before I did?”

“Well. I think Cyno’s still thinking about it. Which is strange, because he’s the one who introduced Al-Haitham to us.”

“And how did Cyno meet Al-Haitham?”

“Random team up during trivia night.”

“Since when did Cyno do trivia night? They both do trivia night? What’s happening?”)

The kitchen area was open, separated from the long dining table by a glass wall. The table’s seating arrangement was done so that they were all facing the kitchen area filled with all manner of high tech appliance that Kaveh could only guess the function for. Apparently it was dinner and a show. And at first Kaveh would grudgingly admit that yes, there was a show.

The private chef for the night was in the typical high end private chef clothing one gets used to seeing on social media feeds, reality TV shows about the rich, and high end classy restaurants, also known as the skintight black thirst trap outfit. Black slacks, fitted black shirt with sleeves rolled up the forearms, black apron, black gloves, and black face mask. His longer fringe was pushed back from his face, and he had one of those frustrating undercuts that must take a clockwork schedule of haircut appointments to keep from looking scruffy.

(This is not true. A few months into their acquaintance, as they were standing on the blurred line of possibly-friends possibly-something-to-the-left-of-friends that involved a lot more physical contact in a non-platonic sense, Kaveh remembers finally giving into the urge to run his hands through Al-Haitham’s, then, slightly-too-long-for-the-undercut hair. It was long enough to grip at the back and Al-Haitham made a quiet little noise when Kaveh curled his fingers in that made the muscles in Kaveh’s stomach jump to attention.

“When are you getting this cut?” Kaveh asked, playfully shaking Al-Haitham’s head with his grip on the man’s hair. Al-Haitham made another noise that made Kaveh’s mouth go dry as he leaned into the touch. 

“When’s my next dinner appointment?” Al-Haitham replied, voice deceptively even for the bright red bloom that was beginning to heat up his ears, making the black studs of his piercings all the more vibrant. It took Kaveh about a solid minute to put together the connection between the two questions. And when he did he gave Al-Haitham’s head a harder shake that, that time, had Al-Haitham reaching around to grab at Kaveh’s hair in retaliation. Kaveh pulled, turning Al-Haitham’s face to meet his.

“Do you seriously just get your hair done the day before you have a dinner appointment?”

“No. I do it the day of.”)

And even through the glass wall and several meters away, Kaveh saw that the man he would later know as Al-Haitham had the most gorgeous eyes. Striking, really. He would not have looked out of place behind the bar at some private lounge. Or sitting at the bar, honestly.

Up to that point, Kaveh felt that while the atmosphere and location of the place were abysmal, the situation itself was still salvageable. There was Dunyarzad to talk to and eye candy. Food for the mind as it were. Kaveh had survived on less.

The third red flag: the flatscreen TV’s hanging from the ceiling in front of the glass wall partitioning the area from the kitchen flicked on. And the description for the first item on the course list for the night flashed in large bold, sans-serif lettering like some multimedia conceptual artist’s default project proposal setting.

Kaveh is not a praying man. But in that moment, Kaveh had just enough time to form the thought, “Oh God. Oh Gods. Lesser Lord Kusanali. Archons take the wheel. This is not the clientele I want to be working with. Oh God. I need to get the hell out of here right now,” but no time to actually formulate a plan to get him out of there.

The man who would later (not at that dinner event, but on their second meeting) be introduced as Al-Haitham came out somehow balancing eight plates in two arms that he placed down in front of each of them one by one. On each sterile white plate was the thinnest sliver of a fig (It was thin it was transparent, Kaveh maintains that if he put together every single slice of fig from that table he would have one fourth of a fruit. Al-Haitham has not confessed one way or another about how right Kaveh must be.) with a crumb of what Kaveh was told was goat cheese (The piece of supposed-cheese was so small that Kaveh wouldn’t be able to tell based on the taste if it was cheese or a packing peanut.) with a drizzle of olive oil barely causing the entire thing to glisten (Kaveh swears that it might not have even been olive oil. Quite frankly, if someone told him that someone sneezed on the plates and that was what the faint glisten of possible liquid was he would have believed them).

Kaveh remembers looking at Dunyarzad. Dunyarzad looked right back at him with her very spirit dying in her eyes and Kaveh understood immediately that she was begging for forgiveness and also communicating with her eyes the most polite “I told you so”.

Kaveh spent the rest of the evening trying to focus on trying to listen to the conversations happening around him and listening to the details of the project that, while it would pay big, was of a similar surreal soul-crushing variety as that dinner was turning out to be. 

Every time Al-Haitham got ready to serve up another dish the entire table would go quiet, leaning forward to watch as he plated. Every plating was at least ten minutes of complete silence that had Kaveh feeling his blood pressure rising as he dreaded whatever words would flash over the screens next.

(Later, after they got together, after moving in and everything, Kaveh would watch Al-Haitham take whatever pan or dish he was cooking on right off the heat and put it on the trivet on the table, the serving spoon being whatever utensil he used to cook the thing.

“Your plating is arguably the only thing about your dinner services worth money,” Kaveh said to him once as he watched Al-Haitham hip check the oven closed then absently deposit the casserole dish on their table, chucking a random spoon from the drawer onto the table next to it. “How come you don’t do that here?”

“You,” Al-Haitham said as he grabbed mismatched bowls from their cupboards and then plastic utensils from the giant drawer of random take-out extras, “Are not paying me by the minute. Are you offering?”)

Each course was even more surreal and absurd than the next, but no one was saying anything about it other than to take pictures for their social media feeds and to wax poetically about the deep hidden meanings behind each one. Kaveh would look at Dunyarzad out of the corner of his eye. Dunyarzad looked like she was disassociating. At one point, she texted him and when he looked at the text she had messaged him with a potential take out order for Dehya to pick up on the way to picking them up after this.

Kaveh was, by course four, entirely certain that this had to be some kind of crazy joke.

Course four was pea purée on a plate with a single cross-slice of a gently roasted marinated shiitake mushroom, framed by exactly six strips of candied carrot.

In fact, he leaned over to subtly begin inquiring as to how much this entire dinner cost and felt something in his guts spontaneously teleport themselves into deep space at the answer.

(“You are robbing people. You are having people pay you to rob them. No, not only that — you are having them line up and bid for the privilege of it,” Kaveh observes with no small amount of extreme judgement as he watches Al-Haitham send automated rejection letters to all of the catering requests piling up in his work message box. His judgement was an even split between the people sending in the applications and Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham’s four days of work per month, maximum, are determined through applications. The slots for those bookings open on midnight on the last day of the month. Kaveh has watched in real time as the submissions come flooding in. Al-Haitham’s let him read through them. They are arduous, mind-numbing, and detailed to the point of insanity. He is entirely sure that Al-Haitham made the forms as difficult as possible on purpose to deter people from actually filling them out. It’s like he doesn’t want to work. 

Which, actually, yes, does check out.

“You do not know how capitalism works if you think I am robbing people,” Al-Haitham replies. “You trade a good or a service for another good or service. And it has been observed that scarcity of a good or service deemed valuable will cause its worth to rise as the open market drives price.”

“Al-Haitham, I left that first dinner I met you at hungrier than when I arrived.”

“These people are paying for the experience. Not the food. And you aren’t paying at all.”)

Kaveh will admit that some of the courses actually tasted good. From what Kaveh could tell, with the small fraction of his brain capable of rational thought that was not “What the fuck? What the? Fuck? What? The? Fuck? What the? Fuck?”, the food being served was excellent. There was no question to the quality of the ingredients, the progression of the meal and the taste profiles, or even the presentation.

The problem was the portions and also the fact that most of the food could barely be counted as food. It was as though the entire dinner was the ghost of a meal once had or the memory of a dream as one wakes up to their alarm blaring at them to remind them of real, waking world needs. And now that Kaveh looks back on the night and the room and the people, that may have been Al-Haitham making a subtle point, some private joke, about something that flew right over everyone’s heads.

In any case, the main problem with the courses was that they were ridiculously small, so small that even as Kaveh was eating it he thought he might have simply imagined eating something because he was going mad from the absurdity of the situation.

For example, course six was a shrimp wonton that had somehow been doctored into looking like a sunny-side-up quail’s egg. At that point in the dinner Kaveh just looked at it and felt the part of his brain capable of giving a damn throw its arms up in the air and go, “I don’t know what I was expecting.”

For course nine there was a single cube of medium rare steak which would have been absolutely stellar if there was simply more of it. It was also served with flavored air that had to be wafted immediately after removing the glass dome from the dish. The air was flavored with thyme, lemon, and some kind of smoke chips. Inhaling that air made Kaveh hungrier somehow. It removed calories.

By the end of it, Kaveh wasn’t sure if he wanted to stand up and start yelling at the chef for being some sort of sadistic con artist or serial killer in the making, or yelling at the person who paid actual real world money for this and was not saying anything at all about the fact that half of the things they’d eaten could be considered kitchen scraps and the other half was flavored air.

The mignardise that finished off the twelve courses of surreal patience-testing absurdity was, according to the bold text that slammed itself onto the screen with aggressive confidence, “the memory of glazed ginger, aerosolized into an edible bubble made of a thin layer of jello that had been flash-frozen with nitrogen.”

The one and only thing in the entire twelve course exercise in minding one’s own patience was the after dinner cocktails. For that part, they all had migrated towards the bar area of the vacated clubhouse and Al-Haitham, with expert precision that lacked in flair or dramatics but made up for it with the gorgeous curve and slight protrusion of vein in his forearms and biceps up close and in person, mixed the best Negroni Sbagliato of Kaveh’s entire life. To this day Kaveh cannot convince Al-Haitham to make it for him again.

(“Alcohol require more work and thought than the food does,” Al-Haitham admits as Kaveh watches him doing dinner prep for his fourth and last dinner of the month and it was only the second week. Meanwhile Kaveh is struggling through his tenth revision in two days. For this cocktail Al-Haitham has to smoke applewood chips to flavor water. Kaveh did not know this was a thing. He somewhat wishes he still didn’t know.

The first time Kaveh went over to Al-Haitham’s apartment and saw the kitchen he felt a sense of deep wrong and also reluctant curiosity. On one hand, what right did Al-Haitham have to having so many expensive appliances that in their time together he’d never seen Al-Haitham use once? 

Whenever Al-Haitham cooks, be it for himself or for one of their friends, it’s using one of three cookwares: a ten year old wok, a cast iron skillet that Kaveh is fairly sure Al-Haitham inherited from his grandmother, and a dark green dutch oven. And all of his cooking utensils are cheap plastic so old and so worn that their edges are slightly melted and chipped. He has one cutting board and one knife.

And yet there was the evidence that Al-Haitham actually knew what the hell he was doing. A dry-ager. A smoker. A sous vide tank. A dehydrator. Not to mention rows of pristine equipment for coffee, tea, and every form of liquor imaginable.

So this is where the money goes, Kaveh remembers thinking. This was before he found out about how deep Al-Haitham’s adoration for the most ridiculously hideous and mis-matched garbage the world has ever come up with went.)

After the dinner a few of the other guests were posing with Al-Haitham for pictures on their social media or whatever, the man himself standing entirely still, saying not a single word, and not posing or smiling or emoting. For all Kaveh could guess at the time, the man was not even mentally present. Kaveh waited, trying not to show how eager he was to get the hell out of there, as Dunyarzad said her goodbyes. He did note that Dunyarzad said something to Al-Haitham then, Al-Haitham nodded along and that was probably the only indication the man had given all night that he was actually processing the people around him.

(“She was letting me know that she wasn’t going to be at Dehya’s party.”)

Kaveh left that night to eat the take-out Dunyarzad ordered mid-meal at her place as Dehya asked them about how it went and if Kaveh got the job. The answer to the second portion of her questioning was yes, but Kaveh was trying very hard not to think about what his life had become so if she could wait to ask him in about a week.

To which Dehya replied with, “I’m having a party at my place in a week. Wanna come? I mean. You know pretty much everyone going. There’s gonna be real food.”

Kaveh had, much to his own shame, been skipping out on a lot of get-togethers in the past few years. First it was the work on Alcazarzaray draining his time and energy and sending him back and forth from Sumeru City and the build site with its many, many, many problems. And then it was Kaveh picking up so many other jobs that had him running around all of Sumeru to pick up the extra income. And it was, still, also how damn tired he was all the time and what poor company he knew he’d be if he did show up, and also, finances. Money is a plague upon society.

So Kaveh said yes and she promised to text him the time and also sternly told him not to bring any food, but if he could get some good liquor or nice flowers she’d appreciate that. The liquor because it’s liquor. The flowers because she likes flowers and Kaveh’s florist is a damn genius who deserves all the recognition in the world for coming up with the loveliest arrangements within a set price range for any and every occasion.

So a week later, Kaveh showed up at Dehya’s place about an hour early, which means he was right on time to help prepare food and set things up. 

Much to Kaveh’s confusion, there were only snacks and drinks and rice ready. Candace was talking with Cyno in the back yard, the both of them relaxing as they cleaned the table and chairs, neither of them worried about the fact that the food was not ready or even present. Dehya and Kaveh arranged the flowers he’d brought, and chatted about Dehya’s next vacation; a hike up one of the more rigorous inclines of Liyue’s Chasm with some friends she’d met through her other travels. Kaveh tried to think of a way to bring up the fact that maybe someone should start cooking or ordering food to actually be eaten but he couldn’t figure out a way to bring it up.

Meanwhile, their other friends were trickling in through the door. There was Collei, who’d brought two of her friends who were visiting from Mondstadt. And then shortly after her was Nilou who Kaveh and Cyno helped unload an entire car trunk’s worth of beautiful deserts that she’d picked up along the way. After Nilou was Faruzan who clapped Kaveh on the shoulder and told him he looked like he hadn’t eaten something decent in about two months and Kaveh was stuck wondering how she knew that based on a single look alone. And then finally Tighnari, bringing with him bags full of vegetables that he began to wash and dry and arrange on Dehya’s counters.

And then, exactly thirty minutes minutes before the official time for dinner, Al-Haitham arrived. Kaveh, at first, did not recognize him as the con-artist from last week’s dinner party. He was not in the thirst-trap outfit, for one thing. He was wearing light grey joggers, a t-shirt with a logo so faded it may or may not have ever been printed on, and his hair looked like he’d possibly rolled out of bed five minutes ago and just ran his hand through it to get it out of his face. He also had piercings — three on each ear, and one on each side of his mouth, just underneath the lip.

(“They’re called snake bites.”

“What?”

“His metal,” Dehya said. “You’re staring. The piercing is called a snake bite. You are stupidly red right now. Hey, Al-Haitham, Kaveh has a question about your piercings.”

“Are you mad at me because I spilled coffee in your car? Is that what this is? Dehya, you can just tell me these things. Fuck.”)

And he was also, under each arm, carrying a giant cooler.

“Need help?” Dehya asked, not waiting for an answer as she and Candace each grabbed a cooler and Al-Haitham went to the kitchen to wash his hands, nodding at Tighnari as he took up the apron Nilou was holding out to him. “What took you so long? Did you go to slaughter the cow yourself to make sure it was halal?”

“If I said yes does that mean you’d stop talking about it?”

Kaveh did not realize Al-Haitham was the same man from last week until Collei offered him a hair clip for his bangs when he kept having to shove them out of his face while he was cooking. And then, with those incredible eyes in full view, Kaveh was hit with a full on realization. And crisis.

(“You don’t understand. Of course I was surprised. You had me breathing flavored air for our first meeting and then I found out that you’d an actually make real food. Actual full meals that provide substance to the body and everything.”

“Of course I can make real food,” Al-Haitham scowls, pushing Kaveh away from the bowl of icing he was preparing for a cake that Tighnari had commissioned him to make for the retirement party of one of his senior Forest Watchers. “I have to eat. I am aware that Cyno and Dehya often refer to me as hopeless, but in this one specific arena we are all in agreement that I am more than capable of taking care of myself. We remain in disagreement over other areas of living. But of course I know how to cook. My grandmother raised me very well.”

Kaveh leans his chin on Al-Haitham’s shoulder and watches as Al-Haitham performs some sort of trick to turn the icing into a beautiful pistachio green without actually using any pistachios or anything green.

“So you also bake.”

“For the right price.”

“For our anniversary you bought a sheet cake from the grocery store and didn’t even have them write a message on it.”

“The fact that I bought the cake and that I got it in your favorite flavor should be enough of a message on its own. Besides that, the big chains are capable of making a sheet cake where every slice has the exact taste and texture as a corner slice. It’s perfect every time and retains the perfect consistency throughout the sheet and keeps better than anything I’ve ever made,” Al-Haitham says. “Why would I bother to make one when I could buy one?”

“Have you told this to Tighnari?”

“Tighnari knows my opinions on store bought cakes. But he’s the one who’s chosen to turn to me anyway. If he wants to pay me for it I won’t turn it down. It’s not my place to tell him how to spend his money.”

“Is it all about the money with you?”

“We live in a capitalist society. So yes. We both work on commission, I should not have to explain this to you. Stop leaning on me and stop trying to taste the mango purée. You don’t have time to have an allergic reaction, you have a deadline in slightly under thirty eight hours.”)

In approximately twenty five minutes flat through some time-defying anomaly, Al-Haitham made eleven perfectly medium rare steaks that were the exact right shade of pink upon being plated; perfectly seasoned potatoes tossed in a mixture of spices and seasonings he eyeballed in a mixing bowl from a collection on unlabeled metal canisters that he’d seemingly pulled out at random from a haphazardly organized bag of bottles without looking; some sort of thick soup made from puréed roasted vegetables; another side of lightly grilled vegetables;  handmade flatbread from dough he’d pulled out of one of the coolers; and, for those who were not fond of beef, chicken karahi.

(Kaveh still doesn’t understand Al-Haitham’s spice bag. Kaveh has offered to get him a properly segmented and structured carrying case. He would build one for Al-Hairham, personally if he had to. But Al-Haitham just gave him a funny look and said, “But the bag works. Why bother?”

Whenever Al-Haitham has to cater or if one of their friends somehow wrangles him into agreeing to cook for them, he basically just grabs a large round circular metal tray from one of his cupboards and upends it into a simple black zippered bag. The tray holds several small unlabeled metal containers, each one of them slightly tacky with dried grease and oil. Kaveh has never seen Al-Haitham make a mistake in selecting which little metal container holds what. Ever.

He just reaches in, feels around, and there it is. Whatever it was he needed, be it onion powder, saffron, or laurel.

Kaveh has also never seen Al-Haitham refill any of them. He’s looked through their cupboards and never seen the larger bags or containers that must hold the rest of the spices and seasonings that go in those little metal jars. For all Kaveh knows, Al-Haitham has cracked the code for infinite space and each of those little jars opens up to a never ending supply of whatever they contain, perpetually refilling themselves over and over again.

And that’s another thing! Kaveh is fairly sure that some of the spices he’s using are expired. There is no way that he’s got that many jars of spices and seasonings and types of salt and various other powders and he’s going through them in enough quantities that he’s buying fresh ones regularly.

Actually. Kaveh’s pretty sure Al-Haitham doesn’t know what expiration dates are. He doesn’t label anything, he just throws whatever he’s gotten into the refrigerator or freezer or pantry to be unearthed at some later date after being given a cursory look over and sniff test.

“Nature knows,” is all Al-Haitham has to say on that. And then, once, he held out the container of meat he was inspecting towards Kaveh so Kaveh could do his own sniff test.

“You had to go in three times to check, if you weren’t sure on the first sniff it’s bad,” Kaveh said, shoving the container away from his face. “Wait, why are you taking it out? Why are you putting it on the counter? Did you just go in for a fourth sniff? Throw it away! You aren’t actually going to cook it, are you?”

“It’s probably fine.”

“You’re going to poison us both!”

“You didn’t smell anything wrong with it. Don’t you feel safer after smelling it yourself?”

“Yes, but you know I can’t be the judge for this kind of thing — wait, what are you doing with that yogurt — Al-Haitham, I want to live to reach forty, come on!”

Kaveh had made the mistake of relaying this to Tighnari once and only once. Tighnari just shrugged and said, “Well. I don’t disagree. He’s right. Nature does know.” And that was the end of that series of betrayals.)  

As all of them found places — be it at the actual table inside, the table outside, or on Dehya’s couch — started to eat, smoothly returning to their barely interrupted conversations from before Al-Haitham performed whatever sort of witchcraft it was that got all of that food out and ready in less than half an hour as though this were a regular occurrence for them.

“You could have put some more salt on the grilled vegetables,” Dehya said to Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham just grunted, in the middle of trying to untangle his fringe from one of the clips Collei lent him. “They’re a little overdone, too.” And then she turned towards Kaveh and asked, “By the way, did this guy introduce himself to you yet?”

As though Al-Haitham, upon entering the house, didn’t immediately commit himself to pulling out a full meal with multiple sides in less than half an hour, effectively cutting himself out of all attempts at small talk.

Anyway, that was when Kaveh finally got a name to put to the strange phenomenon that was apparently going to be a repeated one over the next few months of running into each other at their mutual friend’s various gathering, and then would later be his boyfriend.

Actually, the word boyfriend is — there’s something wrong with it. Because the word “boy” is too innocuous for the mayhem contained in Al-Haitham’s body. And the word friend is too…nice. There’s got to be a better word for it, but Kaveh hasn’t stumbled upon it just yet.

Al-Haitham finally looked at him, gorgeous eyes taking Kaveh’s measure from head to foot and back up again in a glance that started off fast and then turned into the slow crawl of an elevator stare that had Kaveh feeling both incredibly pleased and also incredibly flustered.

Kaveh held his hand out, “Kaveh.”

Al-Haitham nodded. “Dunyarzad’s artist. I remember.”

Kaveh’s eyebrows climbed up his face and Al-Haitham’s mouth tipped up in a, frankly, unfair smirk that made the glint of metal just below his lip look like more of a tease than should be possible for a pair of metal studs.

“You looked like you were going to explode last week. I almost didn’t recognize you now that you look calm.”

And then Dehya covered Al-Haitham’s mouth with one hand and continued, “Kaveh, show Al-Haitham your tattoo. He’s been thinking about getting one but he’s weird about needles.”

Kaveh’s eyes went from Al-Haitham’s ears, counting the three studs on each ear, and then to his once again revealed mouth, and the two studs sitting there (“Snake bites.”) and squinted.

“Eight piercings and you’re weird about needles?”

“Ten,” Al-Haitham corrected. “Piercings are one puncture. Tattoos are several. It is not strange for me to be apprehensive about it.”

Kaveh continued to squint at him, internally pondering over the correction. And then Al-Haitham’s mouth curved up in that smirk again and he answered the unasked question, “You’d have to buy me dinner at least twice before I show you the other two.”

And Dehya got up and left, leaving Kaveh to choke on an unfortunate spoonful of soup while Al-Haitham was absolutely no help.

(“And that is one of the reasons why I do not like to make or eat soup. It’s more of a hassle than anything.”)

In the present, Kaveh is glad that he somehow survived through his initial wave of shock and indignant mortification and this mouth, completely on its own with absolutely no conscious agreement or consent from Kaveh, fired back as soon as his airway was clear — “So if I get you dinner once do I see piercing nine or is it like a set kind of deal?”

After that recovery the two of them proceeded down a strange tangle of insults and discussion, all of which, when combined, Kaveh is pretty sure is Al-Haitham’s form of flirtation. And until that point in time, Kaveh didn’t think that kind of thing was something that would ever be very effective on him. Kaveh doesn’t know what it was, but for whatever reason argumentative on Al-Haitham is leagues more attractive than on anyone else he’s ever met in his entire life. 

It’s probably because Al-Haitham actually knows what he’s talking about, and competence is attractive on anyone. And also because Al-Haitham has this way of listening to a point he doesn’t agree with or understand and then start to carefully chip away at his own disagreement or lack of understanding until he’s resolved it one way or another. Al-Haitham is equally critical of everyone and everything, including himself, and he doesn’t spare any mercies. It’s refreshing. And admirable, especially when Al-Haitham turns that criticism against himself.

The food, also, in all honesty, also probably helped smooth things out a little bit.

(“They do say that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”)

In any case, they talked about Al-Haitham’s piercings and they talked about Kaveh’s tattoo (a simple thing that he can hide under the wristband of his watch when needed), and they talked about the pros and cons of different piercings and tattoos, drawing in Cyno and Nilou before everyone started to disperse. It was, overall, a rather peasant afternoon-turned-evening and Kaveh remembers feeling strangely energized after it in ways he hadn’t been in a long time.

Kaveh stayed behind to help clean up, which involved helping bring the empty coolers back to Al-Haitham’s car (“Kaveh, of course he was interested in you. I don’t think Al-Haitham has ever stayed that long at any gathering we’ve ever had. He’s normally gone by the time someone’s going in for seconds.”), which led to them exchanging phone numbers (“You got his phone number on the first go? I still don’t have his phone number. He makes me email him. Why would you even question if you have a shot? You have the entire range.”), which — several months down the line — leads to Kaveh sitting in their shared kitchen watching in absolute fascination as Al-Haitham stares at a potato like it has all the answers to every question ever conceived by mankind as he tries to think of a way to turn it into something absolutely mind-boggling (“Al-Haitham never lets anyone taste or even look at any of his recipes before he’s finished trialing them by himself, are you kidding? Just ask him out so you can put the rest of us out of our misery. Watch you two is like an ongoing train wreck.”).

“You cannot ruin a potato,” Kaveh says, which is a sentence that he didn’t think he’d ever be saying no matter what context, ever. But Al-Haitham’s been having a staring contest with this potato in complete silence for the past three minutes and counting, and Kaveh’s starting to worry. This is somehow worse than the time he found out one of his favored webnovel writers came back with a new series under a new publisher and binge-read all six hundred and eighty currently released chapters in two days. At least when that was going on Al-Haitham wasn’t standing entirely still like a cat that has found something alarmingly suspect and isn’t sure on how to proceed.

“I am not ruining a potato,” Al-Haitham replies slowly, as though he’s only half paying attention to Kaveh. And then he reaches over to curl his fingers around Kaveh’s wine glass and takes a generous sip before returning it half empty. “The theme for next week’s dinner is potatoes.”

“If you didn’t have any ideas why did you agree to it? And why can’t you just do something normal?”

Al-Haitham sucks on his teeth, eyes narrowing as he leans his palms on the edge of the countertop, rocking forward as he tips his head to examine the potato from a new angle. As though that could possibly help him here. Strange man. Strange lovely man.

“I am not paid to do something normal. If my clients wanted normal they would not have picked me nor would they have paid the money that they have. And the problem is not that I do not have ideas. The problem is that the ideas are…potatoes.”

“You’ve lost me entirely, if you ever had me.”

Al-Haitham glances up at him, mouth twitching up at the corners as Kaveh successfully distracts him from his strange potato-induced mental block.

“Have I truly?”

Kaveh huffs, reaching over to flick Al-Haitham’s forehead, and, as always, is slightly surprised when Al-Haitham allows it with only the faintest murmur of protest. Kaveh is quick to smooth the pad of his thumb over the place he flicked anyway. As though that little flick could do damage to Al-Haitham’s thick skull.

“No, you’ve not,” Kaveh clicks his tongue. “Don’t go acting needy. Don’t I spoil you enough? Anyway, walk me through your potato crisis. You have a hundred different things you know how to do with potatoes that you could pull off in your sleep. What’s your problem now? Did your client complain?”

If they did Kaveh doesn’t know why Al-Haitham is still working on this. Al-Haitham normally avoids taking on clients who are particularly picky or fussy or try to get overly involved. Part of this is through the intense vetting process of his application forms. It would be easier to get into an astronaut training program than it is to get through all of the required fields on his booking forms.

Al-Haitham returns to looking like he’s mentally chewing on rubber, unusually restless as he focuses on a single potato. It would be funny if — no. It is funny. It’s really funny. Normally Kaveh is the one who’s stuck and mentally beating his head against a wall to get any kind of idea knocked loose while Al-Haitham lazes about reading one of his several hundred books or scrolls through his phone looking for new web novels or webtoons being absolutely no help at all.

“I bet Dehya I could,” he finally says.

“Bet Dehya you could do what?” And more importantly — “Why would you bet against Dehya? You should know better.”

Al-Haitham’s frown deepens enough that it’s actually visible as more than a trick of light as he lets out a long sigh, leaning his weight on his left arm as he raises his right hand to start poking the potato. “I’m not quite sure. I think alcohol was involved. And a promise that that she wouldn’t drag me out to extra body pump cardio sessions.”

Yes, that would be something that got Al-Haitham willing to bet. For someone so physically fit Al-Haitham sure dislikes the process of getting there.

“So what happens if you fail?”

Al-Haitham’s frown turns into a scowl as he glares at Kaveh. “I do not fail.”

Kaveh rests his chin on the back of his hand as he leans on the counter across from him, not breaking eye contact as he reaches out with his other hand, picks the potato up and holds it between them at eye level. And he repeats, “So, what happens if you fail?”

Al-Haitham narrows his eyes at the potato, pulling his bottom lip between his teeth before answering. “I have to do a triathlon.”

Kaveh reaches over and takes Al-Haitham’s hand and places the potato in it. “You have brought his onto yourself. So what’s your game plan? What are the terms for. Uh. Winning?”

“It’s a potato. I don’t know. No matter what I do, it’s going to be a potato. The client wants the dinner to be potato themed. Dehya bet that I couldn’t come up with something shocking involving a regular potato.” Al-Haitham blinks, annoyance melting away into consideration. “Hm. Unless.”

“Unless?”

“Unless the potato is not a potato. I am going to make a potato.”

Kaveh squints. This is it. This is Al-Haitham finally cracking. Kaveh is sure of it.

“Do you mean you’re going to grow your own potatoes? Do you have the time for that?”

“No. I am going to make a potato.” Al-Haitham sets the potato down on the counter, reaching over towards his laptop, rapidly typing away on a spreadsheet of ingredients and taste profiles as he searches through his complex index of ingredients and recipe notes. Al-Haitham even pulls his glasses out, which means he’s going to be in it for a while. Al-Haitham’s also starting to mutter to himself. “Cauliflower purée might be a good place to start…”

Kaveh watches Al-Haitham rapidly typing away, the reflection of his computer screen bright on his glasses. And in Kaveh’s heart there is a truly ridiculous amount of fondness rising, spreading outwards, for this truly ridiculous man.

He walks around the counter to put away the potato and start putting away the wine glasses and what’s left of the bottle, and considers maybe putting on a fresh pot of coffee or tea because it looks like Al-Haitham might be here for a while. He ought to be nice, he figures. It would be like his own form of encouragement, which Al-Haitham will definitely need if he wants to avoid a triathlon.

Kaveh leans over and drops a kiss to Al-Haitham’s shoulder, glancing at the screen to see that Al-Haitham also has a web browser up and he’s looking up silicone mold types that he can use to shape something into an approximation of a potato.

“I have to respect the grift and the effort that you’ve put into it, but I also have to wonder how you remain in such high demand,” Kaveh sighs. “If you’re going to order more things can you at least let me know beforehand? Just so I can mentally prepare myself to come home and see you surrounded in boxes and not worry that you’re suddenly moving out?”

“Why would I move out? You’re here,” Al-Haitham replies. Kaveh gets and entire moment of feeling hopelessly fond of this man before Al-Haitham goes and ruins it by continuing to speak. “Who else is going to remind me where I put my favorite fish figurine by screaming whenever they see it like an automatic sensor alarm?”

Kaveh glares at the back of Al-Haitham’s stupidly fluffy head before walking up behind him, lining up their knees and bending, causing Al-Haitham’s knees to buckle forward and hit against the cabinet doors. Al-Haitham hisses, lashing back with his elbow, but Kaveh is already gone. If that damn thing didn’t make Al-Haitham so ridiculously happy (visibly happy, even) every time he lays eyes on it, Kaveh would’ve found a way to smuggle it out of their home by now. At least he’s gotten Al-Haitham to move the thing out of their bedroom at this point. Now the only trouble is Al-Haitham keeps moving it to different places so he can keep on looking at it wherever he happens to be, and then forgetting where that place was when he relocates to somewhere else in their home.

Actually, Kaveh should also be glad Al-Haitham hasn’t thought of buying more of the exact same figure.

“If the cooking doesn’t work out you can be a comedian,” Kaveh says, deciding to let the comment go because, again, he’s attempting to be nice. If Al-Haitham actually does end up having to do a triathlon he’s going to make the experience miserable for everyone else involved. “You and Cyno can team up and everything. I’m going to be working in my office then attempting sleep. Feel free to join me once the potato thoughts slow down.”

-

Exactly one week and one day later, Kaveh returns from work to see Al-Haitham opening a package from Dehya.

“So, did you win?” Kaveh asks.

In answer Al-Haitham pulls out from the packaging an old Mrs. Potato-Head toy with a brand new hand-stitched chef’s hat tied to it. Al-Haitham’s mouth curls up as he takes out his phone to take a selfie with it.

“I don’t want that in our room,” Kaveh says. He just got the fish out of there.

“But it’s a trophy of my win,” Al-Haitham says. “I let you keep a giant maquette of the Palace of Alcazarzaray in our bedroom.”

The memento of the Palace of Alcazarzaray should not be compared to Dehya’s joke-gift commemorating the time Al-Haitham created a simulacra of a baked potato using cauliflower. Also, the maquette doesn’t have giant eyes. Kaveh opens his mouth to say this, but Al-Haitham turns and fixes him with the look.

“Right.” Kaveh’s a man who knows how to pick his battles. “Alright. Alright. Don’t look at me like that. You can keep your Mrs. Potato-Head in our bedroom. Please don’t make it face the bed though. Please?”

  


