
Cat Coded


    
    Al-Haitham, in a concession to the horrible and heavy humidity of summer, had gone to sleep shirtless. The sheets have pooled down around his hips and he has burrowed his face into his arms to avoid the cheerful morning sun, grey hair ruffled up at the back and adorable in ways neither he nor Kaveh would even consider mentioning while fully awake. 

This would be the perfect picture — the perfect opportunity for Kaveh to move over, to slide his arm over that trim waist, to trace the line of spine and touch his fingertips to the dimples that frame the small of the back, to press his face to the round of shoulder. This would, in any other time and circumstance, be an excellent chance for Kaveh to press his knee to Al-Haitham’s thigh, nudging him into rolling over so he can see that sleepy face and explore the rest of all of that summer-touched skin. Because not even Al-Haitham is immune to the Sumeru sun and when the weather turns; like flowers and fruit and the flora of Sumeru Al-Haitham moves with the seasons in shifts of color and with the subtlest of shades. 

And in these other times, Al-Haitham might be persuaded to sigh, beautiful eyes slitting open just enough to convey his annoyance at being roused, but his contentment at it being Kaveh doing the rousing. And he would, maybe, reach over to pull Kaveh close, conceding to allow Kaveh’s hands to roam sleep warm skin but firmly putting a stop to things right there by tucking his face into the curve of Kaveh’s throat and going back to sleep. Or he might wait there, eyes glittering through silver lash, brow raised in quiet and amused challenge, “Well? Now what?” And then Kaveh would proceed to show him exactly what.

But those are other times. Distant times.

Times before they had not just one, but two, cats.

The first of which, is nestled at the dip of Al-Haitham’s back, covering those sweet little dimples and glaring at Kaveh with mismatched eyes if he so much as shifts a single hairs-width closer. And the other is sprawled out like a visual sneeze over Al-Haitham’s bare shoulders, limbs every which way without smothering the man.

What’s Kaveh supposed to do? Move the cats? Get his skin clawed off by one and his ears cried to deafness by the other? Waking Al-Haitham up in a less than stellar way in the process?

In complete honesty without any dramatics or exaggeration, Kaveh would rather throw himself off a cliff. It’s that disappointed look Al-Haitham gets. It’s like being dipped in acid. Kaveh would take the acid.

So Kaveh does the incredibly reasonable thing and gets up to start the coffee, tapping Mehrak awake on the way out for some decent company.

-

Considering the fact that the first cat (still unnamed) was mostly an accident, one would think that the second cat would be a purposeful and carefully thought out choice.

Wrong. Kaveh was not even aware that there was a second cat until she had firmly entrenched herself into the workings of the house, bumping Kaveh down the hierarchy of things (according to the cats).

Kaveh had been away for less than a week. Five days. A business week. Not even that! Because he’d left in the evening to get an overnight caravan out towards Liyue and he’d come back in the pre-dawn hours of the fifth day.

He didn’t want to wake Al-Haitham so he’d collapsed onto one of the divans in the front room, fumbled around for the blanket he knew was folded and hung over the back of it, and went to sleep right there. He never sleeps well while traveling. Granted, he doesn’t sleep well in general, but there’s no place like home. Or so they say. It’s different being a tormented insomniac at home rather than a tormented insomniac in the back of a wagon or in an inn room.

He’d woken up several hours later to the feeling of being watched. Even before they had The Cat this was not unusual. 

Kaveh’s brain said something along the lines of, “Like what you see?”

But his mouth, dry and gummy from actual restorative sleep, said something totally different. Something so bafflingly incoherent that even the morning sounds of the house — birds and all — paused for a moment to attempt comprehension before smoothly moving past that little confusion as though it never happened.

Kaveh cracked an eye open to see Al-Haitham standing over him, hair still sleep mussed, morning gown loosely tied and already sliding off one shoulder.

“What?” Kaveh managed much clearer that time.

Al-Haitham sighed, raised a leg to climb onto the divan next to Kaveh, and shoved him over until there was space enough for him to lie down too. And by space Kaveh means the two of them knocked knees and hips and elbows and shoulders into each other’s softer spaces until they were comfortably situated like a tangle of wires underneath the blanket, heads close together to share as much of the same pillow as possible.

Kaveh’s arm was around Al-Haitham’s waist, rising and falling with the slow inhale-exhale as Al-Haitham started to drift back to sleep — pulling Kaveh along with him. Kaveh felt the waves of sleep following in the pattern of respiration gently lulling him back to sleep. How good it is, Kaveh’s brain managed to cobble the thought together as he was drifting back to sleep, to finally be home.

And then, because Al-Haitham is actually a sadist with the world’s must uncanny ability to sense out the worst-best possible timing, Al-Haitham said, “Your cat is a thief.” And immediately went and dropped off to sleep just as Kaveh’s brain roused out of the drowsy water to go, “Come again?”

So Kaveh was stuck there half-awake, not able to fully go to sleep because now Al-Haitham had thrown a mystery at him and he was also deeply affronted by the fact that Al-Haitham was still calling their cat Kaveh’s Cat, but also not able to come fully awake because Al-Haitham’s breathing was so peaceful and body so warm and the rest of the world so serene.

Eventually Al-Haitham woke up again, for real that time, and Kaveh — once absolutely certain that Al-Haitham was awake — kicked him repeatedly.

“Did you notice,” Kaveh began as Al-Haitham started to untangle them from each other, making half-hearted attempts at snagging the hems of Al-Haitham’s clothes and morning gown just to be annoying, “That you call the cat my cat whenever she does something poor, but she’s The Cat any other time? Did you notice that, Haravatat?”

This was, of course, a rhetorical question.

“Name your cat,” Al-Haitham said, succeeding in getting one leg free. He reached around and slapped Kaveh’s arm to get Kaveh to let him alone. Kaveh jabbed him at the waist. Al-Haitham turned to glare, and blew his bangs out of his eyes with an exasperated huff. “And teach her manners.”

“Explain.”

“One does not explain a cat.”

“Al-Haitham. You are not a cat. You are more than capable of explaining your meaning.”

“Kaveh. Are the words not simple enough? Your cat is a thief.”

“I need context, Al-Haitham.”

And then there was the sound of something moving, the thump of a great heavy weight hitting the floor running and Kaveh threw his arms up to cover his face in time for The Cat to go sailing through the air and land directly on top of his face with an unfortunately familiar yowl.

Understandably, Kaveh was quite preoccupied with that. Too preoccupied to follow up on the question, or to stop Al-Haitham from slipping away to start breakfast, leaving Kaveh to the terror of The Cat.

One breakfast later, Kaveh was much refreshed, and The Cat was up to her usual of sitting as close to Al-Haitham as possible and staring up at him with complete and unshakable devotion.

And then, startling Kaveh near out of his own skin, there was a very loud, very charming, very sweet meow from directly behind him and then suddenly a weight hit him on the shoulder and there was a cat curling about his neck and sticking its nose into his ear.

“What?” Kaveh said, getting a mouthful of tail for the trouble of asking.

Al-Haitham glanced up from his breakfast as the cat transferred herself from Kaveh’s shoulder to rolling down his chest and exploring his clothes and scarves while Kaveh tried to get her out of his shirt. The Cat turned, lips curling back over her teeth as her ears flattened, and then took the opportunity to dive into Al-Haitham’s lap, curling her tail around his arm as he absently began to pet her back.

“Your cat,” Al-Haitham said, pointing with his free hand down at the cat that was attempting to fuse herself to him by sheer force of will, “is a thief.”

Kaveh looked down at the other cat in his arms, who had now lost some interest in him and had stuck her head up over the table edge to sniff at his food.

“Do you mean to say The Cat — “

“Your cat.”

“ — stole another cat?”

-

According to Al-Haitham — and getting this story out of him was like trying to get Cyno to spill secrets about his Genius Invokation game in the middle of a match — two days into Kaveh’s absence The Cat had come home with the other cat, kitten, really, scruffed in her mouth. She deposited the kitten in the middle of Kaveh’s work room and left.

The kitten is, apparently, from one of the neighbors several houses down. Their cat had a kitten and the litter was entirely weaned and they were looking for homes for the kittens. The Cat had, inexplicably, taken it into her head to liberate one of these kittens and bring it back for Kaveh. The owners of the kitten’s mother excused the theft with the promise that the kitten would not be returned because they already had five cats who refused to leave and six would definitely be pushing it, and this one was the last one of her litter and they were truly in a bind on what to do with her.

“Our cat,” Kaveh insisted, “Our cat that we still have to name. Because now there’s two of them and we can’t just refer to them both as the cat.”

“Your cat. You signed the paperwork,” Al-Haitham replied. “She takes after you.”

“How so?”

“She can’t leave trouble alone,” Al-Haitham said as they watch The Cat and the kitten through the open kitchen door as the two teach everything in the back courtyard who’s the real boss.  “Now she’s collecting strays for me to take care of just like you do.”

Kaveh’s heart turned towards the rest of the house, immediately drawing up a non-comprehensive or chronological list. Al-Haitham and the rest of Sumeru would be quick to point fingers at Kaveh for holding onto sentiment and offering up his tender heart to the rest of the world, but Al-Haitham lives in a house crafted to be a home for anything and everything in need of a second chance. 

Half of Al-Haitham’s books were scavenged from bargain bins, bartered off of travelers passing through Sumeru City, or pilfered from the Akademiya whenever they do their rounds of purging old revisions. All of them battered and worn, and Al-Haitham with great care and patience restored them into something not just legible but beautiful to line the shelves with whatever contents they had born from birth to rebirth, be they fantastical children’s stories from Mondstadt to the driest of technical manuals from Inazuma. Some of them stay, some of them get released back into the world to resume the circulation of knowledge. 

(It has always tickled Kaveh that the Scribe of the Akademiya blatantly and unrepentantly did all of this in the face of the previous administration’s heavy censorship and monitoring of distribution. He supposes that the topics of the books Al-Haitham was restoring was insignificant enough in their eyes to allow his actions to slip through as minor infractions.)

And when Al-Haitham gets bored with that there are the machines he will sometimes pick up to tinker with, up-cycling broken down parts into new gadgets and mechanisms that he’d picked up ideas for from his grandmother’s old books — and now with Kaveh here, depositing them in Kaveh’s work room like little questions or challenges, inviting Kaveh to join him in breathing new life back into the old discarded forms.

And of course —

Kaveh reached out and hooked his small finger around Al-Haitham’s on the table.

“You don’t leave trouble alone either,” Kaveh pointed out, voice soft. “You brought me home and took care of me, after all. Between me and both cats, I would say I’m the biggest stray of them all.”

Al-Haitham turned to look him straight in the eye, the light from the open door and windows came in to paint the planes of his face and make vivid the colors of his eyes.

“You are not a stray,” Al-Haitham said with finality and so much certainty that it made Kaveh’s eyes sting. “You are trouble, but you are not a stray. You had, have, and will always have a home. And we take care of each other.”

The new cat, kitten, is the complete opposite of The Cat. She’s pure white with long fur and the exaggerated kitten proportions that make her look and move like an exclamation, a constant surprise. Based on the proportions, Kaveh would guess that she’s going to grow to be long of body and tail. Based on the way she currently acts, she’ll be like a snake with fur — all flopping about and wiggling and impossible shapes. Her eyes are big and green and her paw pads are soft pink like roses or peonies. 

Appearance aside, there’s the temperament. She’s sweet. She’s affectionate. She’s loud in the way kittens are loud and energetic, curious about everything she lays eyes on. She doesn’t know her own strength, often misjudges distance — but is learning how to course correct with terrifying speed. Kaveh is fairly certain that it’s impossible to kitten-proof the house because he’s found her inside of locked rooms, locked cabinets, and boxes that neither he nor Al-Haitham have dragged out from underneath all the other storage items those boxes were buried under in actual months.

And most of all, she’s actually nice. She bats at Kaveh’s ankles and the trailing ends of his clothes to distract him into playing with her. She shoves herself down the open collar of his shirt to wriggle up against his stomach when he’s sitting for a nap. When he’s having a cigarette or a drink in the back courtyard she comes over to him, crying out for the attention of both of his hands at once because she’s very spoiled and just the one free hand isn’t good enough. She brings him crickets and worn out flowers. She likes to lay her head on his arm when he’s writing and fall asleep like that. At night she tucks herself up at his neck, burrowing her little head in against his face or squirming around to wedge herself in his armpit or between his shins.

“You’ve brought me a cat to distract me so you can have Al-Haitham all to yourself,” Kaveh says to The Cat while the kitten is otherwise preoccupied chasing around a bit of green light that Mehrak is flickering over the floor for her so Kaveh can actually get work done. It’s just the sound of Mehrak’s machinery, the kitten’s body going thump-thump-thump with every jump, and Kaveh’s writing. The Cat, today, has deigned to grace them with her presence by curling up underneath Kaveh’s chair and half-heartedly laying her tail on top of his foot. To make sure Kaveh wasn’t getting any grand ideas about her esteem of him rising, she made sure to fart very loudly on him when she first sat down. “It won’t work, you know. This will definitely backfire on you, Cat.”

Kaveh refuses to name The Cat because this is not his Cat, this is his and Al-Haitham’s Cat and they are naming her together.

The Cat bites his calf. and then starts licking his ankle because she knows he absolutely loathes the feeling.

“Watch,” Kaveh tells her, pushing back with his heel. 

The kitten that Kaveh definitely isn’t naming because this isn’t his kitten, lets out a triumphant meeeeee-ow that seems to go on for far longer than her little body’s lung capacity would suggest it should. Kaveh and the Cat both turn to look and see that the kitten has jumped up onto Mehrak, clinging to Mehrak’s front like her little life depends on it. That is, he supposes, one way to catch the light.

-

The kitten is, one hundred percent without a doubt, Al-Haitham’s kitten. It’s just that neither Al-Haitham or The Cat know it. But Kaveh does. And so does the kitten.

Kaveh knows it, because no matter how friendly the kitten is with him, if Al-Haitham is near and somewhat stationary, she’s moving over to him to curl up as close as possible. She doesn’t try to get Al-Haitham to play with her, she just wants to be close. 

The Cat has yet to notice this. The Cat’s focus is usually on driving Kaveh off, and she probably thinks that Kaveh and the kitten are preoccupying each other enough. So while The Cat is glaring daggers, knives, staves, and sabers at Kaveh, the kitten is free to squeeze her little body up where The Cat can’t see on Al-Haitham’s other side. Clever little thing. Kaveh approves.

Al-Haitham has yet to notice this, or rather — he certainly has, but he hasn’t put two and two together to get four. He’s put there’s a cat, there’s another cat, and there’s Kaveh together to make, Kaveh has two cats. Never mind the fact that both cats are dying for his attention and so is Kaveh.

The Cat only comes to understand that she brought in her greatest threat when she finishes tenderizing Kaveh’s kidneys for the night, turns around, and sees that the kitten has happily clambered onto Al-Haitham’s shoulder laying herself out like a sentient stole, eyes shut, purring away.

The Cat looks at the kitten with such affront and then turns to Kaveh, as though Kaveh is somehow to blame for this.

She’s so shocked that Kaveh is able to pet her without retaliation.

“And now we understand each other,” he tells her.

“What are you on about?” Al-Haitham asked, sliding the kitten off of his shoulder and into his lap. The Cat’s place.

“Don’t mind it,” Kaveh said, leaning over to kiss his cheek even as Al-Haitham sent him a narrow-eyed look of suspicion.

Since this realization, The Cat and The Kitten (real names still pending) have entered into a one-sided war that The Cat is losing quite badly. The Cat cannot fight The Kitten. For one thing, the Kitten thinks they’re playing. For another, Al-Haitham has a preternatural sense for discord and any form of disturbance in their house and will know if The Cat has done anything untoward towards The Kitten and proceed to be tangibly disappointed about it without so much as breathing a word on the subject.

The Cat has physically taken The Kitten and passed her to Kaveh. The Kitten is happy enough in Kaveh’s hands and care, but when she sees her chance she meanders back over to Al-Haitham to spend more time with her favorite person. 

The Cat has attempted to remove The Kitten from the household entirely. One of their neighbors stopped Kaveh and Al-Haitham on their way home one evening after a night with Dehya and Nilou — Dehya, Nilou, and Kaveh did most of the talking, Al-Haitham did all of the paying — and deposited the drowsy white kitten into Kaveh’s arms informing them that The Cat had come into their yard and tucked her into the decorative flowers by their courtyard door before leaving. The kitten, they said, was well behaved and good company and very sweet and they would happily watch her if they ever needed someone to in the future.

Kaveh passed The Kitten into Al-Haitham’s arms. The Kitten, still asleep, immediately curled into the crook of Al-Haitham’s elbow, rubbing her little face against the swell of bicep, little paws kneading in her sleep.

Upon their return to the house, The Cat glared at The Kitten, and then went off to sulk by wedging herself into her favorite corner where only her large tail and haunches would be visible.

The Cat has attempted to distract Al-Haitham’s attention away from The Kitten, which doesn’t work because Al-Haitham will momentarily set The Kitten down to take The Cat up and then pass The Cat to Kaveh and then take The Kitten up again.

“I think your cat misses you,” Kaveh will say, quickly setting The Cat back down again as she goes to wind herself around Al-Haitham’s ankles.

“Your cat,” Al-Haitham replies without missing a beat. “Why would your cat miss me? I haven’t gone anywhere.”

And then Kaveh will tease, “I miss you.”

And Al-Haitham will raise an eyebrow, tip his head in that way he does, and repeat with lowered voice, “I haven’t gone anywhere.”

And over the protest of The Cat and the oblivious kitten, Kaveh leans over to steal a kiss or two or three or four before The Cat bodily intervenes.

Anyway. The Kitten is Al-Haitham’s kitten. Kaveh doesn’t even begrudge her this, because at least she shares.

-

“We need to name our cat and your kitten,” Kaveh says. “We are being judged, Al-Haitham. Now, I know that you don’t care about such a thing but I do. I would rather be judged for my work so I can have something to debate and consider and possibly grow from rather than the fact that the cats in the house have no names.”

Literally everyone on the street asks Kaveh about it. How are you faring today, Kaveh, did you get a good deal at the grocer? If you tell the fish monger over at the fifth entrance to the market by the south-side entrance to Sumeru City that you’ve got cats he will give you some fish scraps for free. He’s a soft touch for the animals. You’ve got the two now, yes? What were their names again? 

And then there’s the veterinarian who’s flat out about it, If they grow to think their names are actually Cat and Kitten that’s on you. You realize this, yes? That’s entirely on you. You can’t just change their names later, that’s not fair to them.

And then there’s the aunt on one side of the house and the uncle on the other who are convinced that Al-Haitham and Kaveh have adopted the cats to fill a void in their lives and are now offering up baby names whenever they spot Kaveh within shouting distance while also haranguing Kaveh over how foolish they are about not having names for them already and how it’s very irresponsible and also what have you been eating lately, you don’t look like you’ve been sleeping well, stop smoking and cut down on the drinking. All in one breath, usually also while having their own cigarette. Kaveh aspires to be that bold someday.

To make sure Al-Haitham understands how serious Kaveh is, Kaveh takes Al-Haitham’s hand into his own, lacing their fingers together so that Al-Haitham can’t walk off without pulling Kaveh along with him. And then, to make sure that Al-Haitham is in the clear about Kaveh being serious, but not too serious in the way that Kaveh’s mind can use its powers of imagination and calculation to turn ant-hills into mountains, Kaveh shuffles their joined hands around so he can pinch Al-Haitham’s thigh. 

“Your cat, your kitten,” Al-Haitham insists.

Kaveh knows better than to try to correct Al-Haitham with the clear evidence to the contrary and he isn’t going to waste time on it. Instead, Kaveh tries a different tactic.

“Isn’t what’s mine yours and yours mine?” Kaveh says instead. “Besides, do you really want me to be responsible for naming them?”

“Why not?”

“I’m not good at naming things,” Kaveh says. He thinks about it too much and then he gets worried about it.

“You named Mehrak.”

“That one was pure luck. And Mehrak can be reprogrammed to respond to other names,” Kaveh points out. Mehrak, in the middle of keeping a watchful eye on both cats, chirps in response to its name, turning in the air to look at them and then turning away to give The Cat a warning beep when she looks like she’s going to hip-check The Kitten off the edge of the divan. Kaveh turns back to Al-Haitham. “You’re well read, I’m sure you can think of better names than me with less effort.”

“I could. I won’t,” Al-Haitham decides with finality.

Kaveh groans, “They’re really going to think their names are The Cat and The Kitten.”

“My name is The Eagle, what’s your point?” Al-Haitham replies.

Kaveh squints at Al-Haitham. Normally it’s easy to tell when Al-Haitham is joking, but now and again he plays it too straight and not even Kaveh can figure out how sincere he’s being.

Al-Hathaim raises their hands to his mouth, biting at the back of Kaveh’s hand. Kaveh kicks him in response.

“As long as they respond to it,” Al-Haitham decides, “Are we done?”

-

Cyno comes over to pick Al-Haitham up for work, by which everyone understands to mean, makes sure Al-Haitham shows up for a weekend conference that’s meant to run all day and doesn’t attempt to ditch along the way. Al-Haitham has stepped down from the role of Acting Grand Sage, but the current sages continue to turn to him for advice because he was just horrifically efficient at the job and can do the work of twenty people in half the time by being brutally pragmatic with little to no care about the bloody trail of red ink he leaves behind. Al-Haitham wields pen and sword with equal deadly efficiency.

“This is unnecessary,” Al-Haitham says, standing at the far end of the front room and refusing to move. “I am unnecessary. There’s five other scribes who work over weekends.”

“What is and is not necessary depends on where one stands. They do not want you there to transcribe notes, they want you there to assist in coming towards a conclusion and making the best decision with the information available,” Cyno says with the patience of a sea of sand, knowing that in time all things will become buried and one with it and everything is simply a matter of waiting. 

Kaveh looks between Cyno and Al-Haitham, a battle between immovable and unstoppable forces. Sometimes he’s surprised that they get along as well as they do. Then again, they do have the same sense of strange humor that makes other people want to pull their hair out.

“If you do not go to the conference, the conference will bring itself to you,” Cyno says, leveling the ultimate threat anyone can give Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham hisses through his teeth. Cyno crosses his arms, unimpressed and unmoved. 

“These are adults,” Al-Haitham says, “Are they incapable of doing their own jobs? Did I not already spend the past week’s worth of business hours ensuring that everything they could possibly need is in place?”

“They are unsure,” Cyno replies, “And they find you very reassuring. Stable. Dependable.”

Al-Haitham, without moving or making any further sound, bristles. And then turns contemplative.

“Do not fake a problem to get out of being seen as dependable,” Kaveh and Cyno both say at the same time. Al-Haitham scowls, turning away from the both of them to glare at nothing.

Cyno turns towards Kaveh and mouths, “Do something.”

Kaveh waves his hands, mouthing back, “Do what?”

Cyno just looks at him, into him. Kaveh rolls his eyes to the ceiling and prays to Lord Kusanali for patience. He swears he hears her voice reply, “Less patience, more negotiation skills.”

Kaveh turns towards Al-Haitham, “If they come here they’ll think they can do that whenever they want. They’ll take liberties. They’ll assume. And then what will you do? Move? Now there’s work. You’d have to file so many change of address forms. And redirect all of the mail. And the vegetable garden just finished taking root.”

Al-Haitham gives Kaveh a look of such utter disdain that if Kaveh weren’t literally standing with his back to a wall he’d take another step back, or five. The cats looped around Al-Haitham, sensing how deeply displeased he is, share the same look and aim it at Kaveh too.

“Hey, I’m just telling you how you know it will go. Just go to the conference, make everyone deeply uncomfortable so they never think to try it again, and come back,” Kaveh continues, hands up in surrender. 

The Cat bumps her head against Al-Haitham’s calf and The Kitten rubs her head against Al-Haitham’s cheek. Al-Haitham stares at Kaveh for a full five minutes of pure silence before he sighs.

“Fine.” Al-Haitham walks off to their room to change.

“Thank you, Kaveh,” Cyno sighs as soon as the door to the bedroom clicks closed. The sound of it somehow conveys the feeling of someone incredibly peeved.

“He’s going to be an absolute terror in the conference,” Kaveh points out. “So don’t go thanking me. I can’t believe they thought they could get him to work on a weekend willingly. What do they expect to happen?”

Cyno shrugs a shoulder. “He’ll show up, be annoyed, get everything done faster out of annoyance, and everyone gets to go home with solid plans of action in place. He’s efficient.”

“He’s also going to give someone an ulcer.”

“Is that someone you? Since when did you have two cats?”

“Al-Haitham has two cats,” Kaveh corrects. “Well. We share one.” Kaveh will own up to The Cat being shared. He brought her home, he signed her paperwork, and he’s still the one taking her to the veterinarian and paying for her overpriced specialty foods. “The Kitten is his entirely though.”

Cyno’s stare goes flat. “You named them The Cat and The Kitten.”

“Al-Haitham named them The Cat and The Kitten.”

“You let Al-Haitham name your pets?”

“They’re not mine!”

“Well who’s are they? They are not mine. Are they Mehrak’s?” Al-Haitham re-emerges from their room fully dressed, the cats still in their original places and making sad noises about Al-Haitham leaving. Kaveh lightly holds onto Al-Haitham’s elbow as he bends down to put on his boots by the door as The Cat attempts to trip him.

“Cyno, your entire job is about calling people out on their bullshit and making them own up to it, tell him,” Kaveh says. “These are his cats. Look at him, Cyno. Between the two of us, who would ever mistake me as the cat owner?”

Cyno looks at Al-Haitham, who’s leaning on Kaveh to try while he tries to finish with his boots and his cape without either cat taking him down for the count. The Kitten is draped over his shoulders and happily curling her tail around his throat while trying to entice him to stay home by being very cute and charming. The Cat is winding herself around and through Al-Haitham’s legs and making her own case by imitating the sounds of a Ruin Machine stuck in a spin-cycle while walking through a very narrow stone passageway. Then he turns to Kaveh and says, “If you’re a cat person does that mean you’re Catveh?”

Kaveh shoves Al-Haitham, who’s finished with his boots and is now attempting to peel The Kitten off of his shoulders, at Cyno.

“Take him and get out of my house,” Kaveh says. “What about me looks like a cat person? I’m an everything person. I appreciate and adore all life equally.”

“Our house,” Al-Haitham corrects, depositing The Kitten into Kaveh’s arms, “Your cats. I’ll meet you for lunch.”

“You think you’ll be done by lunch?” 

Al-Haitham just looks at Kaveh. “I will be done by lunch. Whether the rest of them are or are not is their problem. I’m leaving either way.”

-

As punishment for being forced to work on a weekend, Al-Haitham is taking a day off. He’s spent most of it reading in the back courtyard while The Cat wanders in and out from wherever she goes when she’s not with them, depositing offerings of leaves and flowers at his feet before meandering off again. The Kitten is being a kitten in the sense that, while she’s grown quite rapidly over the time they’ve had her, she’s still prone to these sudden bursts of energy where she randomly (to them at least) runs about in every direction at once, springing up into the air for acrobatic maneuvers to try and slap invisible fascinations out of the air, or hopping up and down and slapping at her own shadow. Well. Ideally she gets all of this out of her system now. Sevens knows that they’ve both been waken to the sounds of loud thumps and crashes in the night because of her antics.

Now the The Cat and the Kitten are competing to see who can get Al-Haitham’s attention, or at least, the attention of his one free hand. He’s reading a light novel that Nilou gave Kaveh a few weeks ago. He’s not had the time to read it, but Al-Haitham has and he’s been giving Kaveh summaries (incredibly dry summaries, mind you) every time he’s made progress in the series and now and again reading out excerpts or full chapters when Kaveh needs something to fall asleep to or just some kind of sound in the background to focus. Kaveh, honestly, only has the vaguest grasp on what’s going on in the plot and who’s-who. 

“And where’s the protagonist now?” Kaveh asks, walking out of the house to join Al-Haitham in the shade of an orange tree that grows over from the neighbor’s yard into theirs. He offers Al-Haitham a glass of sekanjabin, condensation slipping through his fingers. He shakes the water off, reaching up to touch his fingertips to the side of Al-Haitham’s face. “Dead? Alive? Some uncertain third thing? Come inside to read, you’ll get a headache with the heat, and then what?”

Al-Haitham hums, lifting his hand from The Kitten’s back. The Kitten overbalances and goes ass-over-teakettle, tumbling off of Al-Haitham’s lap trying to follow after his hand. The Cat sees her chance and grabs it by leaping onto Al-Haitham’s legs and using her larger bulk to steal all of that free real estate, shoving her head against Al-Haitham’s chest. Al-Haitham ignores both of them to sip at the cool glass.

“You forgot mint,” he says, pressing the glass to his other cheek as Kaveh runs his hand over Al-Haitham’s hair, pushing his bangs out of his face. Al-Haitham’s skin is warm, despite the shade.

“Go get yourself some mint, what am I, your maid?” Kaveh replies, tugging a little. Al-Haitham clicks his tongue, quickly setting the glass down on the little table next to his chair. “You don’t need extra mint on top of the amount that went into making that. You might as well just chew the mint plant directly if you think this needs more mint. I thought I killed the plant cutting all of those bunches off.”

They both turn to look at said mint plant, which looks like it’s about to do some sort of land invasion of the plants next to it. They had to move it out of the house when they got The Cat, and it’s taken to the greater exposure to sunlight with extreme vigor.

“Would that we were so fortunate,” Al-Haitham mutters, eyes closing as he turns to follow Kaveh’s hand. Kaveh sighs, letting his hand stay there, by Al-Haitham’s cheek. Summer is the only time neither of them complain about Kaveh’s lower body temperature.

“Come inside,” Kaveh repeats, stepping back. Al-Haitham sighs, flipping the book closed and taking up the glass of sekanjabin up before trailing after Kaveh to go inside the cooler house, as though he were doing Kaveh the greatest of favors. Al-Haitham then proceeds to sprawl indolently in the front room, going right back to his reading. The cats follow after him, jumping up to find their places among his limbs. The Kitten lays herself out along his shin and The Cat manages to wedge herself in between the back of the divan and Al-Haitham’s hip. 

Kaveh leaves Al-Haitham to his reading, returning to his own schematics in his work room. Some time later, Al-Haitham wanders in to take his usual spot for when he’s in mood to be quiet with company on the daybed, first detouring to the tall table where Kaveh is assembling a maquette for a bath house that’s supposed to be built on or around a waterfall. The specifications are not yet clear. Kaveh would truly appreciate if a decision on that could be made sometime soon as it is, shockingly, a huge deciding factor in several of his plans. Al-Haitham leans his chin onto Kaveh’s shoulder, inspecting the maquette. Kaveh reaches up and pulls at his hair and gets a harsh jab to the back for it. 

“Does it pass muster?”

Al-Haitham hums, placing a platter of cut lettuce and a fresh glass of sekanjabin (with one single sprig of mint to garnish, let it never be said that Al-Haitham can’t be petty when it pleases him to be) down before he goes to the daybed to keep reading.

Kaveh idly chews on cool, crunchy lettuce leaves as he walks around the skeleton of the maquette, inspecting it from different angles. There’s not much progress he can make here without first knowing whether this is on or under or adjacent to or somehow underneath a waterfall. He can’t even pick out base materials, which means he can’t even think about any aesthetic choices like tile types or glass patterns. And yet the clients want a mock-up representation by the end of the week. 

Somewhere between Kaveh turning to sketch out a possible modification for this bare-bones skeleton of a building if they do, somehow, decide to build directly underneath a waterfall Mehrak chimes softly to let him know that one of the cats has entered the room. Kaveh turns and he sees that The Cat is sitting next to the daybed, front paws raised on the edge as she looks up at Al-Haitham. Well, that ought to keep her occupied.

Kaveh returns to work, setting Mehrak to running approximate water pressure values and just how screwed he is if they really do mean to build underneath a waterfall. He’s got to start some kind of speech or little talk to firmly but gently talk his patrons out of this harebrained idea and into something more reasonable. There’s nothing wrong with a waterfall adjacent bathhouse. There’s plenty of those and no two waterfalls are ever exactly the same, there’s some variety and sense of newness to be found no matter what.

He needs no alarm for The Kitten’s entrance. Soon enough, The Kitten comes skidding into the room with a soft thump, followed by a confused mee-ow? And then she trundles in to join The Cat in her adoring staring. But not before coming by Kaveh to say hello with some playful rubbing up against his calves.

The Kitten meanders over to The Cat and Al-Haitham, looking between the two before copying The Cat. And then, when that isn’t suitably stimulating enough for her, she clambers up onto the day bed and then over Al-Haitham until she’s resting at his back with her head propped on his shoulder, pretending to read along with him. The Cat, not to be outdone, does much the same on Al-Haitham’s other shoulder. So that’s those three taken care of.

Kaveh returns to his model, jotting down notes from Mehrak’s calculations and carefully adjusting the simulations Mehrak is running to see if he can find some (any, really) shared commonalities or details he can use as a general baseline for multiple schematics. Kaveh’s worked his way through two possibly promising ones when there’s a loud bang from somewhere outside the house that sets all the dogs in the neighborhood barking.

Kaveh turns to Al-Haitham. The man’s hearing is notoriously sensitive. Kaveh swears that Al-Haitham could identify a book by title, author, and edition based on the sound of it being returned to its shelf in the House of Daena from where he’s seated in his own offices. It’s like how the cats can somehow don’t seem to care one whit if Kaveh’s the one walking through the door, but they can hear the jingle of Al-Haitham’s key from the end of the street and are ready and waiting for him, planted by the door to greet him.

Sure enough, Al-Haitham and both cats are staring off in the direction of the sound, the exact same frustrated look of someone who’s been disturbed and wanting to know what exactly for replicated thrice in a row. And then all three of them, as one, turn to look at Kaveh.

“An ox was startled and caused the cart it was pulling to tip and crash against a barrier wall,” Al-Haitham tells him. If Kaveh asked, Al-Haitham would explain how he got all of that from one loud crash. Kaveh won’t, though, he thinks he might be able to guess how Al-Haitham got there. In any case, Al-Haitham and the cats are back to looking at the book. It’s actually a different one from the one he was reading earlier, he must have finished that one. Kaveh looks forward to the dry recitation of the main highlights and occasional inspiring line of dialogue Al-Haitham deems worthy enough to share later.

Curiosity satisfied, Kaveh turns his focus back to his rough sketches and his tentative lists for ideas, materials, and design motifs. Kaveh sinks into the pattern of making patterns — if this column is moved here, but the load bearing pillars are here, what are the best intervals for spacing both practically and aesthetically? If this is the center focus of the main room, what’s the best arrangement of rooms around it? What is the shape of the silhouette of this building, and how does that determine the spaces within and how they are shaped? If even one of these details is changed or altered in any way the rest of it must adapt to fit the rest of the altered puzzle.

Kaveh sinks into his mind, into his hands, into the network of memory and experience that lines the interior caverns of his mind. Kaveh turns towards the eternally growing catalog of references in his head, turning thoughts and ideas over and over to hold them up to the harsh light of practicality to see which ones can stand up to muster.

It’s Mehrak who eventually pokes and prods Kaveh back along the path his thoughts twisted and turned through, calling him back to the surface of the world. The shadows have grown long. The lettuce is all gone and the glass of sekanjabin is entirely drained. Kaveh’s stomach warns him that he’s been at it much longer than he thinks, and so does his back, his shoulders, his neck, when he straightens to standing, rubbing the heels of his hands against his tired eyes. He’s made decent headway into things, he supposes. Not at all bad for a day’s work when he doesn’t even know where the building is to be built.

He sets Mehrak to saving all of the possible project models they’d worked on and doing mock ups so they can compare them all tomorrow.

Meanwhile, Kaveh turns towards Al-Haitham. The man and the cats are all lying together on the day bed, fast asleep. The cats have migrated down Al-Haitham’s body to tuck themselves in against his sides, underneath his hands and arms. Kaveh walks over, gently touching the back of his hand to Al-Haitham’s cheek, nudging him.

“Hey,” Kaveh whispers. Al-Haitham stirs, turning towards Kaveh’s hand with a quiet sound as he determinedly focuses on sleeping. Kaveh pushes harder against his cheek. “I’m talking to you.”

Al-Haitham makes another low sound, brow furrowing as Kaveh taps his cheek.

“Come on, I’m going to start dinner. Don’t you want to be awake for it so you can complain about it?”

Al-Haitham, finally, cracks an eye open before determinedly closing his eyes again, but he doesn’t move away from Kaveh’s hand. He turns into it, if anything, muttering something in some strange mix of syllables that may or may not be a recognized language in Teyvat. Kaveh rolls his eyes, turning his hand outward so Al-Haitham can lean against his palm.

“Why can’t you be this charming more often?” Kaveh asks as Al-Haitham leans against his hand, body turning slightly into the rest of the motion and dislodging the cats. Both cats make sounds of protest before they chase after Al-Haitham’s hands to press their heads back underneath his palms. It’s incredibly cute, Kaveh has to admit. Even The Cat looks cute. Al-Haitham hums as Kaveh lightly curls his fingers, stroking along the edge of his ear and through the soft silver-grey hair. The cats, in turn, begin to purr. It’s an incredibly charming image. It’s almost like there’s three —

Kaveh’s eyes snap up to stare at the wall, hand going still. Al-Haitham makes another annoyed sound, causing the cats to also make annoyed chirps. 

“Archons, I am Catveh,” Kaveh whispers.

  
Author’s Note:Alternate series names that got vetoed when I was getting this fic ready for post: Pussy Galore / Hiss and Make Up

- sekanjabin: an Persian drink made with mint, cucumber, vinegar, and sugar/honey, sometimes served with lettuce and additional mint garnish.





