
Pussy Galore


    
    At this juncture in their lives together, Kaveh would say that he is perhaps the foremost expert in reading Al-Haitham. If Kaveh is unable to decode Al-Haitham’s Al-Haitham then no one can. No — not even Lord Kusanali, Archon of Sumeru, God of Dreams. Yes. He would say that to her face.

So when Kaveh comes home from the last lecture of the term, exhausted and not looking forward to the stacks of papers and models he’s going to be assessing and grading as his students start to turn in their final projects, and he looks up and sees Al-Haitham standing in the entryway, Kaveh’s first instinct is to turn around and leave. This is trouble. In the brief look Kaveh had of Al-Haitham’s gaze there was only trouble to be found. He does not know what sort of trouble — but it’s trouble.

Did Kaveh cause the trouble? Did Al-Haitham? Is the trouble about to land on their heads? Is it already here? Does the trouble come in the form of a monetary fine? Or perhaps some sort of mental exercise in frustration? What does it matter? It exists, therefore it’s a problem. How big of a problem, though? Mostly Kaveh’s? Mostly Al-Haitham’s? A bit of both?

But Al-Haitham just gives him this look which is a cross between someone inspecting an interesting bug that’s gotten stuck under a glass and someone who’s been presented with an unexpected and suspicious windfall, and says, “I’ve rented a hotel room.”

The Cat, looking and sounding like a portent of doom from where she is wedged on top of a shelf, yowls. The Kitten, looking like the shape of three sneezes and a hiccup, flops off of the edge of a divan with a soft fwump.

Kaveh says, “Oh thank god.”

Al-Haitham frowns. “Lord Kusanli has nothing to do with this. Don’t bring her into it. Get your toiletries, we’re going now.”

-

When most people find out that Al-Haitham and Kaveh are together — like, yes, together-together. Fingers crossed. Joint finances. Emergency contact listing. Executor of each other’s last will’s. Beneficiaries of each other’s living trusts. Together. — there is always a moment of surprise in their faces as they make a connection between the names.

And then, inevitably, there is a moment that goes like: “Ah”. Sometimes this “Ah” is appended by “Of course.” Sometimes the continuation is “Naturally”.

There are sayings about how opposites attract, and at their most shallow and easily accessible layers Al-Haitham and Kaveh are prime examples of opposites who are definitely attractive and attracted (to each other, to clarify. To each other.). Kaveh will not argue this.

Kaveh swaths himself in warm, vibrant tones and Al-Haitham surrounds himself in rich darkness. Kaveh is plagued with poor circulation that leaves him just a little bit chilled, Al-Haitham is a walking space heater. Kaveh makes friends wherever he goes, Al-Haitham makes headaches wherever he goes. Kaveh is somehow perpetually out of the loop and down on his luck, Al-Haitham is perpetually stuck in the loop despite his best efforts to get out of it and is blessed with a strange propensity for being in the right place at the right time. Kaveh keeps both feet on the ground and values the stability that comes with that while Al-Haitham is busy doing kick-flips and acrobatic maneuvers that would make martial artists from Liyue bug-eyed. Kaveh likes to fill his hours and his hands with things to do, Al-Haitham likes to get as many things out of the way as possible to fill his own hours and hands with absolutely nothing. Kaveh is generous with his heart and Al-Haitham’s body is generous with its proportions. 

And during sex, Kaveh feels like he’s more in control of himself and everything going on in relation to himself than he does in pretty much any other situation in his life right up until the point of orgasm, at which point Kaveh’s brain is leaking out of his ears and possibly his cock. The words “a small death” in relation to sex are completely and entirely applicable to Kaveh. No words have ever been more true and accurate in their description of something.

Meanwhile, as soon as things start getting heated enough, Al-Haitham tosses all forms of higher thought to the wind. And then afterwards he gives new meaning to the words “post-nut clarity” with the way he will immediately pick up whatever lucid thread that was put down right before hormones got involved as though no sex was ever had at all. 

In any case, after orgasm Kaveh is too floaty to count as coherent or capable of fending for himself. Especially not with Al-Haitham ready and waiting to take advantage. Al-Haitham has taken advantage of this too many times to count. It’s payback for all of the things Kaveh gets Al-Haitham to do while they’re in the middle of it, and Al-Haitham’s higher processing functions have wandered off to wait out the intricacies of bodily functions going haywire.

This combination makes the sex fantastic, the post-orgasm glow nonexistent, and the ensuing argument over clean-up practically a precursor to another round between the sheets. Kaveh may or may not complain about this out-loud but it’s a little ritual he’s come to enjoy. It’s just another part of Al-Haitham and Kaveh being Al-Haitham and Kaveh.

Unfortunately, ever since the Cat, and then later the Kitten, Kaveh’s not had a chance to properly enjoy this process because the most that he’s gotten up to with Al-Haitham before the little devils start trying to third and fourth wheel them is rushed fumbling with the both of them biting down on their own lips so that they don’t accidentally summon the creatures to interrupt by being too loud.

Kaveh may or may not have had some excess of feelings pent up that may or may not needed to have been worked out. He just didn’t think Al-Haitham would be the first one to crack and get the hotel room. This should make him suspicious, except the parts of his brain capable of suspicion are pretending to be scrambled eggs. Or maybe they actually are scrambled.

Al-Haitham, in the middle of dozing off, asks, “Did you enjoy it?”

Kaveh, in the middle of trying to collect his brain cells from wherever they’d wandered off to, says, “Yeah.”

Al-Haitham makes a pleased sound, rolling over to pull at the thin bedsheet that’d been kicked and pushed and thrown to the end of the bed, raising it up over his body. “Good. Remember this. Because that’s the last time we’re having sex for the next few months.”

Kaveh’s brain cells return with startling expediency. And with them, comes the memory of the look Al-Haitham gave him earlier that day when Kaveh first got home, the one that meant trouble — the one he’d let slip without explanation because Al-Haitham had said the magic words of “I’ve rented a hotel room”. Kaveh sits up, eyes wide, mouth open as he turns to shake Al-Haitham. 

“What?” Kaveh says as Al-Haitham ignores him in favor of a power nap now that he’s successfully slapped all happy and peaceful thoughts out of Kaveh’s head. “Hey, you, what?”

But it’s too late. Al-Haitham has used Kaveh’s post-nut-confusion to bludgeon him over the head and escape into the land of dreams to avoid consequences. Kaveh should expect it by now. He doesn’t know why he’s so surprised. The little shit.

-

“Your kitten,” Al-Haitham explains, yawning, as he finally deigns to return to the world of the waking half an hour later, “Is pregnant.”

Kaveh, all of his brain cells and higher functions now accounted for, pauses in the middle of checking the temperature of the bath.

“First of all, our kitten. Do not argue with me about this one. I will dunk you into the water and drown you.” In response, Al-Haitham raises his leg and pushes his foot against Kaveh’s shoulder, threatening to tip Kaveh over into the bath. “Secondly, she can’t get pregnant. We had her fixed.”

“I took her to the veterinarian for you because you were busy. They did an examination. She’s pregnant. She was not spayed.”

“How can she not be spayed? We had an appointment.”

Al-Haitham moves to sit on the edge of the tub next to him, arms crossing, expression returning to that one from earlier — the one that looked like it was looking at a bug or a windfall, except now Kaveh is realizing that there’s some form of masochistic twist to it that he didn’t notice earlier. Maybe this is how a self-aware bug would look at itself if it could look at its own predicament.

“We did,” Al-Haitham agrees. (Why is it that when Al-Haitham agrees with him, it rarely turns out well? And yet when Kaveh agrees with Al-Haitham, things turn out period, end of sentence?) “In fact, we had several. None of which we went to.”

Kaveh pauses as he gets a washcloth and soap ready, frowning at the tiled wall as he thinks back. In his defense, this was almost two years ago. The Kitten is no longer a kitten. It was not exactly a momentous occasion he thought he would have to recall down the line.

“None of them?”

Al-Haitham nods. Then he pushes the light robe he’d half-heartedly pulled around his shoulders off, onto the floor, and slips into the bath, slipping down and curling up the long lines of his body until only his face and the tops of his bent knees rise above the water. “None of them.”

-

Early on into getting the Kitten — and Kaveh is still so furious that these names have stuck —Al-Haitham did book an appointment for them to get the Kitten spayed. They were, of course, responsible animal caretakers. Tighnari would have had the both of their degrees and accolades stripped through sheer force of scorn otherwise. 

The Cat had been spayed when she got her vaccinations and the like when Kaveh first took her in after the accident. In contrast, the Kitten had been quite young when the Cat decided to smuggle her into their house, so they had a little bit of breathing room. But the sooner the better and they both agreed it would be for the best because neither of them had even wanted the one cat, now they had two, and anything more than that would be trouble. Or, as Cyno might phrase it, catastrophic.

Except, the week that they were supposed to take the Kitten in to be spayed, Al-Haitham and half of the Akademiya came down with some sort of exceptionally vicious and incredibly contagious strain of influenza. Al-Haitham had a fever so high that Kaveh had to get him to the Bimarstan’s emergency department and they promptly dumped him in a bath of ice to get his temperature down from “boiling the brain” to “he won’t die yet” and then finally “bad, but not fatal”. Naturally, the spaying of the Kitten fell to the wayside.

As soon as Al-Haitham recovered, they booked another appointment for the Kitten. Or rather, Kaveh rebooked the appointment. But when that one came around, Kaveh was called away from Sumeru City for an emergency construction project at the far reach of Sumeru’s borders due to a landslide that required the mobilization of what seemed to be half of the Kshahrewar’s civil engineers, architects, designers, mathematicians, metallurgists, and craftsmen. Naturally, while this was unfolding, administrative measures had to be drawn up and accounted for back in the city, which required the emergency approval and dispensation of funds, records of plans of action and legislature drawn up and approved, and all of this being recorded and sorted in the appropriate archives by — you can guess - the Scribe’s office.

After that they booked a third appointment for the Kitten to be spayed, and they were actually now quite behind on things so this one was really the one they couldn’t afford to miss. But by the time that rolled around, Al-Haitham was up to his neck in end of term records updates. Kaveh was up to his eyeballs in work, but that had nothing to do with the time of year as dictated by calendar, seasons, or any other metric aside from his own finances which had taken something of a hit after two cats and starting up work in assisting in the construction of schools and libraries beyond the Wall of Samiel.

Kaveh thought, “Al-Haitham has it.”

Al-Haitham, apparently, thought, “Kaveh has it.”

Because where the one falters, the other is surely to pick up the slack — with or without a bevy of complaints or pointed jabs. Such is the way of things between Al-Haitham and Kaveh since time immemorial. Or so it feels like.

When Al-Haitham forgets the spare charges for his earphones, Kaveh has them in his bag ready and waiting. When Kaveh’s hair is a riot of pins and clips and pencils, the single ribbon in Al-Haitham’s possession is somehow the one to hold it all together. When Kaveh forgets where a specific quote is from, Al-Haitham remembers it down to the original language it came from. 

When Al-Haitham can’t tolerate a food too sweet for anything with a working pancreas Kaveh swoops in to finish up the dish at tell him “It wasn’t that sweet; you’re so dramatic”. When Kaveh forgets to start cooking the rice, Al-Haitham pulls out rounds of pre-prepared dough to make bread and says things like, “Master Kaveh can live on thought and air alone, apparently. Wouldn’t it be very generous of him to let the rest of us in on that secret to world hunger?”

Al-Haitham picks up Kaveh’s tabs and helps him walk home. Kaveh gives Al-Haitham openings to escape from social interactions Al-Haitham could not be bothered to pretend to care for.

So on and such, back and forth, a balance flowing as water from one side of things to the other and carrying with it everything useful and a lot of things that aren’t.

Such is the way of that which they have built together over the several years of coming and going from each other’s lives but never too far from each other’s hearts. It’s only natural after so many years that one picks up where the other leaves off. And thus, with such day-to-day harmony firmly and indisputably in place, they are free to cause as much discord between each other as they like with more important matters — philosophical, idealogical matters that are actually quite productive whenever they get around to sitting and talking it out back and forth, back and forth complete with references, diagrams, and citation notes.


  Except this time.


-

“But what,” Kaveh asks as Al-Haitham’s gentle hands wash through Kaveh’s hair, carefully shielding Kaveh’s face from suds and water, “Does this have to do with us having sex?”

Al-Haitham’s fingers scratch along Kaveh’s scalp and Kaveh feels himself melting into the man’s hands against is will. This is another way that Al-Haitham plays dirty and gets Kaveh into saying or doing things he really ought not to be saying or doing.

“With the two cats that you do have — “

“We. The two cats that we have. We.”

“ — we barely have the time, energy, or space in the house to get in a blowjob.”

It will never stop being weird hearing Al-Haitham say the word “blowjob” out loud. It is only slightly weirder than Al-Haitham saying the word “fellatio”.

“Do you think that we’re going to be able to have actual sex in our house now that one of your — “

“Our. Plural possessive. Joint ownership. You know what sharing is. It’s like that one savings account you think I don’t know about even though it is literally listed under both of our names and I deposit into it once monthly.”

“ — cats is pregnant and is going to be bringing more cats into our lives?”

Kaveh falls silent as Al-Haitham’s words settle around them in the intimate closeness of the bath. Al-Haitham’s hands continue to carefully work through Kaveh’s hair, undoing tangles and massaging at Kaveh’s temples and neck.

The answer here is obvious. So Kaveh doesn’t say it. Instead he sighs out, long and heartfelt containing all of the emotions of his romantic and very-much-in-love-with-the-man-currently-bringing-him-the-worst-news-he’s-heard-in-literal-years heart: “Shit.” 

Al-Haitham hums in emphatic agreement. Kaveh closes his eyes as Al-Haitham tips his head back to pour water over his hair. Kaveh lets himself be moved around, waiting for Al-Haitham to finish before he opens his eyes again. He turns around in the water, resting his cheek on Al-Haitham’s knee, hands sliding up Al-Haitham’s calves under the water and pressing into familiar muscle and bone.

Al-Haitham, seated on the flat stone edge of the bathtub, looks down at him with some measure of fondness and also an admittedly well-deserved amount of suspicion. Al-Haitham is more than familiar with Kaveh’s complaints and empty threats about the fact that their cats are perpetually third and fourth wheeling them in everything they do. The one does it on purpose and the other just goes along with it because she thinks this is how it should be. The Cat is a terrible influence on the Kitten.

Kaveh looks back up at Al-Haitham, who’s skin has taken on a warm, rosy glow from the heat of the bath, and has his own hair still wet and dripping — pushed back for once so that  the fully calamitous loveliness of his face is exposed without obstruction. Kaveh looks up at Al-Haitham and his expressive eyes and his lovely (when closed) mouth and traces the lines of water down towards the glimmer of green resting on his chest, and down further and further until Al-Haitham reaches out and pokes his finger right between Kaveh’s eyes. Al-Haitham pushes Kaveh’s head back, eyebrows raising along with the corner of his mouth. 

The question here would be “Where are you looking?” Except Al-Haitham knows where Kaveh is looking and why.

They’re looking at three months minimum of cat parenthood to deal with.

Kaveh squeezes Al-Haitham’s calves, turning to dig his chin into the meat of Al-Haitham’s thigh. He makes his eyes go wide and round, poking out his lower lip in the way he knows looks absolutely ridiculous and not at all matching to his age, but Al-Haitham thinks it’s hilarious. Here is one of the ways Kaveh can play dirty to back at Al-Haitham — not that Al-Haitham ever minds it. “One more round?”

“I just,” Al-Haitham sighs, clicking his tongue in entirely real annoyance even as his legs part and the placement of his hand on Kaveh’s head shifts to guide Kaveh in close, “Finished with your hair.”

-

“None!” Kaveh exclaims to Cyno. “How did we go to none of the appointments? Forget that — how the hell did the she even get pregnant?”

“Kaveh,” Cyno says, “If you’re not sure how a mammal gets pregnant, I think you ought to be talking to Tighnari instead of me, and that you shouldn’t be having pets in the first place.”

Kaveh ignores Cyno. Cyno takes no offense to this because he’s used to how Kaveh rants and vents and knows that Kaveh just has to get certain things out of his system before he can acknowledge other people’s (bad) input. Cyno just continues to thumb through several pages of a letter he’d gotten from Collei who’s been having some sort of adventure out in the desert for the past month and is only just now making her way back. Cyno had wanted Al-Haitham’s input on the letter because apparently Collei had gotten entangled with a very rare domain that’s been known to show up here and there in prior records. 

Al-Haitham is not here yet, because Kaveh and Cyno are early and Al-Haitham is only ever right on the exact time given. The only time he’s ever early for something is if he wants to get out of something early. And where else would Al-Haitham go? They’re meeting at Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s home.

Which is what brings Kaveh around to his original topic.

The Kitten is currently happily rumbling away underneath the table, lying over Kaveh’s foot. The Cat (in her ongoing one-sided war against Kaveh’s self-esteem that she’s really not winning at all, no matter what she thinks) has decided that Cyno is a tolerable intrusion and is sitting on the kitchen counter and staring at the side of his head. Has been ever since they sat down. Cyno acknowledges neither cat’s antics.

“She doesn’t leave the house,” Kaveh continues, frowning as he drums his fingers on the table. “How can she get pregnant if she doesn’t leave the house? What was it, the world’s fastest cat hook up?”

Whenever the Kitten goes outside, unlike the Cat, she stays close. Really, she’s barely out of sight longer than ten, maybe fifteen minutes at a time. The Kitten always gets strangely offended if they don’t come after her, as though they’re supposed to go gallivanting around with her at any hour. Once she returns, the Kitten sulks about until the insult has been forgotten.

The Kitten is quite firmly an indoor cat, another mark of difference between her and the Cat. The Kitten enjoys her creature comforts. She likes being clean. She likes her toys. She likes having her treats and her water and her food close at hand without having to actively hunt for it. There is nothing she loves more than getting one of them to play with her or hold her. Sometimes when Kaveh is talking to Mehrak, the Kitten joins in. 

If he really thinks about it, the only time the Kitten spends a prolonged time outside is when Al-Haitham or Kaveh are in the back courtyard themselves. And even then when they go back into the house she follows in right after. Sometimes Kaveh leaves the front windows open just a crack for fresh air — the Cat will boldly shove the window open further to go about the shortest route to whatever business she’s made for herself. The Kitten might stick her head out for a little, but will mostly only just lay on the window ledge until she gets bored.

Really though, how in the world would she have gotten pregnant? Kaveh is pretty sure that the Cat has scared off every other stray cat in the area, too. The only other cats Kaveh ever sees near their house are the ones that belong to the people who live in the area, and even then they tend to stay well away from Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s house. They, too, know to avoid the Cat.

“So it was a fuck and run. A smash and dash,” Cyno says flatly, nodding to himself as he leans back in his chair, arms crossing over his chest. The very picture of satisfaction at the cost of everyone in earshot’s peace of mind (in this instance, just Kaveh). Really, it shocks Kaveh that Cyno and Al-Haitham didn’t start getting along sooner.

Al-Haitham is probably the only person in all of Sumeru who genuinely thinks Cyno’s jokes are funny.

Kaveh closes his eyes and wishes it were easier to ignore the General Mahamatra. Whenever Cyno gets in on the jokes and the wordplay he gets exponentially harder to put out of mind. It’s like the cringe-worthy and groan-inducing death-by-a-thousand-cuts Cyno either comes up with or finds turns into a giant glowing sign that demands acknowledgement. It’s very strange. Cyno is one of the stealthiest people Kaveh knows. And Kaveh’s spent a great portion of his life with Al-Haitham popping in and out of absolutely nowhere as it pleases him to do so — usually at everyone else’s great misfortune.

“Cyno. Please. Don’t. I’m asking quite nicely, aren’t I? And you’ve no reason to be poor to me. What have I ever done to earn your displeasure? You’re even in my house. You’d do this to me in my own home?”

“A kablam and scram.”

“With all the love in my heart for you,” Kaveh begs through his teeth, folding his hands together and pressing his fingertips to the bridge of his nose, “Cyno. So help me god, if you don’t stop you’re going to wind up with a smash and dash kitten. I swear it on Al-Haitham. You know he’d make good on it. Among his top three solutions to any problem in life is ‘make the situation someone else’s problem’. An abundance of cats is definitely going to be dealt with in that way.”

Cyno, undaunted by the threat of Al-Haitham after so many months of working in close proximity to him, continues as though Kaveh didn’t speak. “A rail and bail.”

At the same time Cyno delivers this near-fatal blow to Kaveh’s psyche, the Cat launches herself off of the counter and zooms off towards the door, signaling the return of the only bipedal creature in her mind to be worth anything.

“That. That’s it,” Kaveh says, yelling, “Al-Haitham! Al-Haitham, tell Cyno he’s now the proud future parent of a kitten!”

-

One of the best things about the Kitten, in Kaveh’s opinion, is that in general she’s the complete opposite of the Cat. The Kitten is sociable. She’s friendly. She’s gentle. She likes to play, but she also doesn’t mind just being close or making her own fun. The Kitten is very polite in that she’ll wait very patiently for something she wants as long as you make it clear that you’re going to give to her, and if the Kitten does something wrong she learns immediately and doesn’t ever do it again. The Kitten is very smart in this way.

But one of they biggest points in the Kitten’s favor is that she’s incredibly, fabulously relaxed. Granted, when she gets excited it’s like some dial is turned up to maximum and snapped off. But over the months as she’s grown that’s tapered somewhat. She’s still playful, still a little chatterbox when it suits her to be, but overall she’s quite content to play by herself with a little bit of string or curl up with one of her cat toys and take a nap.

The Kitten will, of course, seek Al-Haitham out if he happens to be around. But when Al-Haitham sets her down or moves her away she takes this with grace the Cat never learned and goes off on her way to wait it out and try her luck again later. The Kitten does this with Kaveh, too. If the Kitten is disappointed in the times when he has to move her out of the workroom (usually because he’s worried that she might get herself into trouble because he’s working with live wires or wet paint or anything that can make a mess or trouble) she never acts it.

Whenever they need to put her in the carrier, it’s not a rabid chase around the house. The Kitten allows herself to be scooped up and placed in her carrier. Frankly, they don’t even need the carrier. The Kitten is content to sit on their shoulders as they walk through Sumeru City as though she were a tamed bird. When they need to move her, she accepts being moved — even if this is out of their bed. (Unlike Cat who’ll bully her way back in-between Al-Haitham and Kaveh.)

When they need to bathe her, she splashes about in the water with the same glee she would run around after lizards in the yard. She even takes to getting her claws and ears checked as though it were a fabulous game.

The Kitten is just remarkably good tempered. 

But pregnancy does things to the body and the temper.

For once, both Al-Haitham and Kaveh find the Cat to be the more pleasant company to be around compared to the Kitten.

The Kitten has become incredibly needy. It’s such a drastic change that even Al-Haitham — who thinks that both of their cats are usually equally needy and affectionate — notices. It’s gotten to the point where the Kitten is even fighting the Cat. Especially when it comes towards Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s attention. Now, normally, Kaveh’s attention would not be something the Kitten needs to fight the Cat for. The Cat is more than happy to leave Kaveh for the Kitten’s personal entertainment — all the better so she can hog Al-Haitham to herself.

Except now the Kitten is…Kaveh doesn’t know if territorial is the right word. The Kitten seems fine enough when the Cat is close. The Kitten still likes to try and get the Cat to play with her. She likes to groom and be groomed by the Cat. She likes to lie down right up against the Cat’s giant loaf of a body and chatter away.

The problem arises when the Cat attempts to leave or deigns to give her active attention to anything else.

When the Cat leaves the house, the Kitten — still very much a homebody — calls out, forlorn and betrayed until distracted. When the Cat curls up on top of a blanket or pillow, the Kitten wants that blanket or pillow for herself. When the Cat is eating, the Kitten also wants to eat. The Cat handles all of this with stubborn dignity that Kaveh has to give her credit for.

The exception, of course, is people.

When the Cat goes up to Al-Haitham, the Kitten darts ahead of her and climbs up Al-Haitham’s legs to get to his shoulder and steal his attention. Should the Cat attempt to interrupt, the Kitten starts hissing and yowling and snarling.

Kaveh has a feeling that the Cat never anticipated such open hostilities from the Kitten of all creatures, and doesn’t quite know what to do about it. The Cat knows that she can’t fight the Kitten. Al-Haitham had made that quite clear. But she’d never been so directly challenged, either.

In the face of this confusion, the Cat has taken to sulking in Kaveh’s vicinity and complaining to Mehrak with that rumbling, gravelly, chain-smoker voice of hers. Except the Kitten doesn’t like this, either. Whenever the Kitten catches the Cat with Mehrak or Kaveh, she does very much the same thing she does when she’s with Al-Haitham. More hissing, more spitting, more snarling.

The Cat’s decided to attempt to wait this out by lurking outdoors and disappearing every time the Kitten gets close to a window, returning only intermittently to complain to Mehrak, grumble at Kaveh, and stare forlornly at Al-Haitham before leaving again. Kaveh feels sorry for the poor creature and has said as much to the Cat whenever she’s close enough for him to talk at.

But actions speak louder than words, and of all the people in the house, there’s only one person who’s words and action’s dictate the order for the rest.

“Maybe we need to do something about the Kitten’s…feelings,” Kaveh says one afternoon as he watches the Cat through the kitchen window. Al-Haitham had been outside with the Cat rumbling contentedly in his lap until the Kitten went darting out like a little missile to break the two apart. The Cat is now sulking underneath the jasmine in a petulantly brown-grey-black shaped loaf. Kaveh’s sent Mehrak out to keep her company while the Kitten is suitably distracted by Al-Haitham.

The latest development in the Kitten’s pregnancy involves her wanting to be close to Kaveh or Al-Haitham as much as possible. Even the Cat, in the beginning of things before they came to their mutual understanding of each other, was not this clingy. The Kitten wants to be carried. She wants to be held. She wants to be pet. She wants to squish her fluffy body up against Kaveh or Al-Haitham and plaster herself there. And when Al-Haitham or Kaveh dare to move away from her she hurries after to correct the situation as fast as possible. She’s inconsolably distressed whenever they’re out of her line of sight, which has made using the toilet a rather harrying experience for everyone involved.

“We can’t blame her for this,” Al-Haitham says, mass of fluffy white cat burrowed into his arms. Al-Haitham says this very plainly, very factually, but there’s a troubled dip between his brows as he looks down at the pregnant cat currently doing the world’s best impression of a furry hydro-slime in his arms. The Kitten’s bones seem to have evaporated and Al-Haitham is left holding a puddle of fur. “The pregnancy hormones must be very confusing to her.”

Kaveh, feeling a rush of affection for this strange man, sighs and reaches out to thumb that concerned divot. It refuses to be soothed, much like the cat in the man’s arms refuses to be soothed. Kaveh moves over until they are shoulder to shoulder, the both of them looking down at the cat that’s now asleep in Al-Haitham’s arms.

Kaveh feels the Cat jump up onto the divan, walking into the space behind Kaveh and Al-Haitham. The Cat seems to dither between picking her favorite or the one least likely to wake up the strange and incredibly temperamental creature that’s replaced her housemate. Kaveh has become her go-to choice (unhappily for her) in order to save herself some trouble. The Cat’s astounding weight stretches up over Kaveh’s back as the Cat peers over his shoulder to look at the puddle of white fur. Her claws sink into Kaveh’s shoulder as she heaves her giant mass up onto him.

The three of them watch the Kitten sleeping in Al-Haitham’s arms in silence before Kaveh continues.

“I’m not saying that. But the Kitten listens to you, so maybe if you told her to go easy on the rest of us she’d think about it.”

Al-Haitham’s frown deepens.

“Perhaps,” he concedes with a sigh, troubled furrow in place when he glances at Kaveh. “If I send you away to order take out who do you think will be more upset? The neighbor when she gets the weekly report from her contacts at the market stalls on how much take out we get or the Kitten when she wakes and you aren’t here?”

Kaveh leans over and quickly kisses the corner of Al-Haitham’s frowning mouth. The Cat slaps her paw against the side of Kaveh’s face, but it’s very light because the Cat knows she can’t get away with anything stronger with Al-Haitham right here.

“I will be incredibly fast,” Kaveh promises, reaching up to tip the Cat off of his shoulder. “And we have a pregnant cat to look after. I’m sure that Nour Aunt can understand the stress it’s put the entire house under.”

-

Al-Haitham must somehow manage to get through the Kitten, because after a few days the Kitten manages to regain some of her normal even keel. She’s compromised by just being as close as possible and nearly tripping them whenever they walk anywhere in the house. But at least they can use the toilet without her trying to dig her way through the floor underneath he door. And the Kitten is no longer fighting the Cat — or if she is, it’s not where either Kaveh or Al-Haitham can witness it happening. And as Mehrak has reported no disturbances, Kaveh’s optimistically inclined into believing the Kitten has calmed down at least a little bit.

Her belly has started to show as she’s progressed to a new stage of her pregnancy. Sadly, this stage of pregnancy involves repeated larceny.

As Kaveh understands it, this is the nesting stage and is a good, natural thing. She is preparing a safe place to give birth or at least practicing. 

The Cat may never had been pregnant before, but Kaveh’s fully familiar with cat burglars. The Cat still has several stashes of pilfered items that can be found around the house. Some of them Kaveh and Al-Haitham leave alone — it’s nothing irreplaceable or troublesome. The Cat has grudgingly learned which items she can and can’t get away with taking. In turn, Al-Haitham and Kaveh have taken to buying extra of the items they know she’ll take and leaving them where she can easily grab them without the hassle of being perceived as she does so.

The Cat is entirely unapologetic about her theft, but is extra ornery about it if they — gods forbid — look at her with their physical eyes as she does the deed.

Kaveh sometimes returns to the fact that the Cat literally absconded with the Kitten and can’t help but laugh a little at it.

“Is there a point in asking you if you have regrets?” Kaveh asks the Cat once as the Cat sourly grumbles at his back, wedged in between him and the back of his seat. The Cat’s practically pushed him right up to the edge of said seat, but she’s not trying to pulverize his kidneys so he’s counting this as her sharing nicely. Whenever he glances back she’s glaring at the Kitten. But in a remarkable show of generosity and graceful maturity, she’s backed down from the Kitten currently curled up with her head underneath Al-Haitham’s shirt without much in terms of protest.

Kaveh is currently folding laundry while Al-Haitham distracts the Kitten so that she doesn’t go off with more of their clothes.

In contrast to the Cat, the Kitten has never truly been one for theft and collecting. This is mostly because the Kitten has many toys that she and she alone plays with that she hides about the house. But it’s not really hiding because the Kitten likes to show off her little stashes of goods. She’ll bring Kaveh or Al-Haitham over to wherever she’s hidden them and chirp at them until they go through her goods and then play with said goods with her for a little while.

But now that the Kitten is pregnant, this too, has changed.

The Kitten has been taking clothes. Mostly Kaveh’s clothes, actually. In general — it’s mostly Kaveh’s things. This is probably because Kaveh’s things lend themselves towards nesting behavior. What’s the Kitten going to do? Build a nest out of books and ugly wooden statues?

And Kaveh has more clothes in general than Al-Haitham does. 

He has clothes for the more physical side of his work — whether that be the travel, the on-site inspections, or the in-laboratory trials of new materials. He has clothes for client meetings. He has his official uniform for formal lecture and presentation in his role of lecturer and student mentor in the Akademiya. Kaveh has clothes that are so worn down that he only uses them when he’s up to his eyes in a project and needs something comfortable that he can throw away later or scrap so he doesn’t have to worry about stains or smells. Kaveh has clothes he only uses when he’s cleaning the house or doing yard work. Kaveh has clothes for when he’s going out — casually or formally. He has clothes just for lounging around the house. Kaveh has accessories of every kind — ranging from belts and scarves to rings and necklaces.

Al-Haitham’s clothes are either for sleeping, for lounging, or for working. Somewhere in their shared wardrobe is Al-Haitham’s own work uniform which hasn’t seen the light of day since it was first passed into Al-Haitham’s possession. Considering that the Kitten would probably have to steal the clothes directly off of Al-Haitham’s body and that Al-Haitham would immediately notice anything missing from his wardrobe, targeting Kaveh’s broader range of items is less of a challenge for a pregnant cat. 

Unfortunately, the Kitten is also taking belongings that Kaveh actually uses. She’s taken his pens, which Al-Haitham thinks is incredibly amusing because most of them are actually Al-Haitham’s pens. Kaveh can’t be blamed for this, Al-Haitham’s good at picking out pens and he leaves them everywhere. It’s only inevitable that Kaveh’s going to pick one up and start using it in Al-Haitham’s place. The Kitten has started taking some smaller machine parts to decorate whatever nest she’s started to build. She’s also grabbed some of his loose scraps of paper and sample pieces of leather and fabric. 

Every time Al-Haitham or Kaveh manage to find her most recent stash it’s a trial to get her to return the items. Frankly, Kaveh doesn’t mind the clothes going — he’s clearly not using them if he isn’t noticing them disappearing. But he does need some of the actual items she’s going off with. The Kitten gets defensive and annoyed when they try to pick individual items out her nest. Kaveh is trying to be understanding here, but at one point she took his Vision and what’s he supposed to do? Just let her take his Vision?

In any case, the Kitten’s kittens are due soon so hopefully they can put this all behind themselves soon enough. In the mean time, Kaveh’s just going to make sure he doesn’t take anything important — student’s projects and shared materials for joint and consulting projects — home and be extra mindful of his regular use items.

-

The course of life never did run smooth for Kaveh, so predictably, the Kitten escalates.

“You know how much I pay for to get clothes that fit me and look good,” Kaveh says to Al-Haitham as he tries to pull one of his best shirts from the nest without the Kitten ripping it on her claws. “I only have the three good blouses, Al-Haitham. This isn’t funny.”

“What about the other shirts?”

“They aren’t appropriate for the situation. I do not need to explain this to you. You know fully well the way the minds of others can be manipulated through appearances. Help me out here or I’m not going to be able to leave in time.”

“What’s wrong with your other two ‘good’ blouses?” Kaveh hates it when Al-Haitham uses air quotes. Al-Haitham never uses the hand motions for it. Instead he has this tone of voice he uses that insinuates air quotes but is a dozen times more patronizing and irritating to hear than if he just used the hand motion. 

“She vomited on one and I couldn’t get the stain out. It is no longer one of my good blouses,” Kaveh answers grudgingly.

“And the other good blouse?”

“I wore it three days ago and one of the clients at today’s meeting was at that one. I can’t repeat clothes like that.”

“Why not? If you only had the three you would have repeated them anyway.”

“Yes, but I accessorize differently enough that it’s hard to tell — except she’s also taken the accessories I’d need to make the entire outfit look different. She’s also taken my backup trousers.” Kaveh sighs, sitting back on his heels as he looks up at Al-Haitham. “Are you going to help me or what?”

Al-Haitham, leaning against the doorway to their bedroom just blinks at him. The Cat, curled around his ankles and also watching Kaveh — shirtless, in the pants he was wearing to sleep, his hair partially undone from its braid, already twenty minutes behind schedule and deeply distressed about it.

This is an argument they’ve had dozens upon dozens of unremarkable times before. Kaveh argues that his clients want him for his reputation as Kaveh, Master Architect of the Kshahrewar. This reputation implies some amount of class — especially when he is known as an aesthetic of genuinely acknowledged excellent tastes. Kaveh cannot appear at meetings for private commissions looking like he rolled out of bed. It just isn’t right. If someone is paying for the Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar to show up and do the work, then by god will he show up to do the work even if said work is something that he could probably do from bed with one eye open and a hangover. It’s about maintaining a professional appearance.

Al-Haitham thinks that Kaveh’s clients are lucky he deigns to give them the time of day at all, especially when it’s for meetings and projects Al-Haitham thinks are below Kaveh’s attention. Al-Haitham thinks a lot of things are below Kaveh’s attention, but Al-Haitham’s job doesn’t require him to network so he’s never quite managed to grasp entirely how important the socializing and doing smaller jobs and favors is towards Kaveh’s ongoing livelihood.

Even with the semi-stable income Kaveh gets as a lecturer and mentor at the Akademiya Kaveh doesn’t feel comfortable without having a few jobs on the side to pad his finances. He can’t have everything going to Dori, after all.

“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh says, ignoring how damned whiny his own voice sounds as he glances at the window. He’s got to get going soon to make it on time and he’s still got to get his hair in order and pick up the gift he’d ordered for his client’s daughter who just recently passed the exam to get into the Rtawahist. “Please?”

Al-Haitham sighs, walking into their room and going to their shared dresser to rummage through their clothes.

“Just wear these, they’re fine,” Al-Haitham says, pulling out a plain off-white shirt (Kaveh normally uses that one for when he’s only got lectures and office hours to attend to. It’s a worn and slightly out of fashion shirt with neat little buttons that borrow from Mond’s styles, but it pairs well with pretty much everything and is remarkably easy to clean) and a pair of pants that Kaveh normally wears underneath his Akademiya robes (which means it’s never seen by pretty much anyone and is therefore in very good condition). He flips open their shared box of jewelry and picks out a few of his own pieces. Al-Haitham’s jewelry pieces are simpler but tend to be easier to mix and aren’t as loud when several of them are used at once. Less statement pieces and more gentle suggestions of luxury. “You’re a lecturer at the Akademiya who runs several practical demonstrations. I am sure that your clients would understand a more understated appearance during summer internships.”

(Summer is only a break for some people after all. There’s no shortage of students looking to get ahead on their courses by squeezing in what they can over summer holidays. Kaveh calls them masochists. Al-Haitham calls them practical. Senior Faruzan, upon hearing this, calls Kaveh a hypocrite and Al-Haitham nothing at all.)

Kaveh wants to protest, but he’s really getting nowhere with the Kitten and Al-Haitham has a point. 

Also, to soothe the annoyance, Al-Haitham has pulled out one of his own little used shawls. The shawl was meant to belong to Al-Haitham’s father and was being made by his mother. They passed before his mother could finish it, and Al-Haitham’s grandmother finished the work and gave it to Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham keeps it out of sentiment but wears it rarely — not out of any particular sensitivity, but simply because he isn’t very fond of the look of it and finds the the clothes he’d chosen on his own suits his purposes more often than not.

Kaveh hurries to change into the clothes Al-Haitham pulled out, shooting one last look at the Kitten and his last good blouse as he starts to dress. As Kaveh slips on the simple rings and accessories onto his hands and arms, Al-Haitham helps him with his hair and between the two of them Kaveh is out the door and is only ten minutes late for his meeting — which is immediately forgiven because Kaveh picks out the most excellent gifts and, of course, he is Master Kaveh of the Kshahrewar. 

(Kaveh still mentally promises himself that he’ll make it up to these two patrons of his in some other way later down the line.)

When Kaveh returns home, Al-Haitham has already left to attend to his own work. But Kaveh’s good blouse has been carefully extracted from the Kitten’s nest and is neatly folded on top of the vanity.

It’s the little gestures, Kaveh thinks fondly as he ducks down to peer in at the Kitten’s nest and sees that Al-Haitham has traded Kaveh’s good blouse with one of his own belts, that speak the loudest.

-

“You can’t shame your cat for her own nature, Master Kaveh. That’s quite unfair of you. Besides, is it not your responsibility as her caretaker to ensure incidents like these won’t happen if you’re not prepared for the result? In this case, the blame is yours.”

It is one thing to know that your significant other is on familiar terms with someone of incredible importance. It is also a separate thing to know that your significant other is someone of great importance who would have regular access to that first person of incredible importance. It is a third separate thing to know that your significant other became someone of great importance due to outrageous circumstances that involve several other people of notable importance.

And it is quite another thing entirely to have the evidence of this lay before you in your own home, where all should be familiar and expected.

Lord Kusanali, Archon of Sumeru, God of Dreams, is currently on her hands and knees, peeking underneath Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s bed to see where the Kitten has taken to hiding her latest stash of goods. 

Why?

Because Al-Haitham, fed up with so many of his things going missing (Note that Kaveh’s things have always been going missing, but this was not a problem until Al-Haitham’s everyday use possessions started getting pilfered. And this uptick in thefts started around the time Al-Haitham voluntarily gave up one of his belts to rescue Kaveh’s last good blouse.), asked God, as one does, “Are you able to talk sense into a cat?”

“Al-Haitham, a cat is a cat is a cat.” This was a reasonable answer. And God — for reasons only God is privy to — said, “I most certainly can make an attempt, though. It would seem poor of me to rule out the possibility without even trying. How’s dinner on Friday sound? It’s been a while since we’ve had time to talk.”

(Because, apparently, God goes for dinner with her favorites and likes to get to know them on a personal level.)

And Al-Haitham — this remarkable exception from every rule book of a man — said, “No, I’m busy. Dehya is in Sumeru City until Saturday morning and I’m not waking up early for her. But Kaveh will be home to let you in.”

Now. Did Al-Haitham tell Kaveh this? No. Well. Yes. But not exactly.

Al-Haitham said, “Nahida is coming on Friday to check the cat.”

Kaveh said, “But you’re not here on Friday, you have that thing with Dehya that you need to do before she wakes you up at a reasonable hour on Saturday and makes you do something productive.”

“Yes, that’s why you’re going to let Nahida into the house and tell her what she needs to know to deal with the pregnant cat.”

Kaveh had — being a well educated man in possession of a modicum of sense and powers of inference and deduction both — thought that Nahida was some sort of Amurta scholar or veterinarian specializing in cats or household creatures. Was it unusual that Al-Haitham had invited someone over to their house? Incredibly so. But they also don’t normally deal with pregnant cats who’ve developed an incorrigible habit for theft.

So Kaveh thought with some small amount of uncertainty but greater amount in ill-placed trust, “Al-Haitham has recruited someone of greater experience into helping us with our pregnant cat.”

Then Friday evening strolled up and knocked on the front door. Kaveh opened it, looked out, saw no one. Looked down and saw God, herself.

God looked up at Kaveh, holding a bouquet of freshly gathered or possibly spontaneously grown out of the very palm of her hand flowers. Roses, bright yellow and creamy pink, because it’s the season for roses in Sumeru and you can’t go anywhere without getting a face-full of them.

“This is a gift,” she said, “Now where is this cat that I must discuss terms with? Al-Haitham has left me a list.”

“I’m sorry,” Kaveh said as he was handed the spray of roses, that seemed to only multiply and grow as they left her hands to enter his larger ones, “He what? Excuse me, but what? Lord Kusanali, did you have business with Al-Haitham?”

“No,” God said as she walked into the house as though she had done this a dozen and more times before. “I have business with your pregnant cat.” 

The Cat, who’s been remarkably well behaved now that the Kitten has started to act peculiar (a poignant reminder that everything in life is relative and based on comparisons), looked at Lord Kusanali with her mismatched eyes and in a show of docility that would have had Al-Haitham looking surprised, rolled over to expose her belly.  And she let out a sound that Kaveh is fairly certain wasn’t meant for human ears to ever experience. It was, for the Cat, a very polite sound. Lord Kusanali patted the Cat on the head and nodded quite seriously.

“Yes, yes, hello to you too. I’ve heard that it’s been chaotic here. I do hope that I can help. Has your sister been bothering you?”

Kaveh trailed after God as she navigated her way right to their bedroom.

“I thought someone named Nahida is coming to take care of the cat,” Kaveh said feebly.

“Yes, that’s me. I am Nahida. And I am indeed here to talk to your cat. The pregnant one.” At Kaveh’s look of utter confusion and growing despair, God (Nahida) paused, putting a hand to her chin to think and looking eerily similar to Al-Haitham as she did so. “Oh. I see. I am beginning to understand why you look very confused right now. The trouble, Master Kaveh, with knowing everything about everyone is that I sometimes forget everything and everyone doesn’t know anything about me in return. I am working on this.”

God walked over to him and held out her hand for him to take and shook it firmly in a way that reminded Kaveh a lot of Cyno.

“It’s nice to meet you outside of work, Master Kaveh. You’d best be putting those roses in some water, now. Unless you intend to dry them. Or you just want to carry them around. Sometimes people do that. Could you give me some privacy to talk with your cat? Sometimes things just need to be said behind closed doors. Thank you.”

Apparently things were indeed said. Kaveh put the flowers in a vase and stared at them blankly. And then he started to cook dinner. Just to give himself something to do so he didn’t run right out of the house, track down Al-Haitham, and throttle him to the barest thread of life for the sheer amount of trials of patience that Al-Haitham seems intent on throwing at him. Inconsiderate vexation!

Nahida and the Kitten discussed something of some importance. Nahida called Kaveh over to explain the terms they had agreed to.

Al-Haitham had given Nahida a list of things to strongly impress upon the Kitten as being off-limits for nesting. Much to Kaveh’s relief, the list included a great many of Kaveh’s things — the top of the list being Kaveh’s work gloves, his pens, and the clothes Kaveh has designated for formal and incredibly important meetings. Kaveh (very charitably) mentally vowed to only complain at Al-Haitham for a little bit about the whole not-telling-Kaveh-about-God-coming-to-the-house thing.

Honestly, Kaveh really would have found the Kitten’s consistent snatching of his possessions quite flattering if she weren’t actively going after his higher quality items. 

There was a period of time, after all, when the Cat was fond of taking his and Al-Haitham’s things. But strangely enough it was mostly shiny baubles and underwear. The Kitten, however, has much grander aspirations. Just a few days ago, she even stolen the feather right out of his hair. 

Nahida, currently, is on her hands and knees as she helps the Kitten pull items out from underneath the bed while she and Kaveh talk about the current scenario and how they’re handling and what their future plans are for the Kitten’s upcoming litter.

There seems to be a truly disproportionate amount of things coming out from underneath the bed. 

The Kitten had somehow gotten Kaveh’s rain-proofed travel cloak underneath there for one thing. The only reason he hasn’t missed it is because normally he thing is in a storage box with the rest of Kaveh’s traveling gear in the back of the closet. Kaveh’s not been doing much of any traveling recently. Three of Al-Haitham’s gloves are handed over — all of them the right one. Two pairs of Kaveh’s underwear are summarily tossed into the garbage as lost causes along with Al-Haitham’s favorite pair of leggings that he uses when he lazes around the house. Al-Haitham will be insufferable about that loss. There are also several toys, a few handkerchiefs and cleaning cloths, a particularly nice tea towel that Kaveh’s mother sent from Fontaine, and it looks like one of Al-Haitham’s smaller terrible purchases managed to make it in there after all (a wooden “Aranara” figurine that just looks like a Mistake).

Somehow, one thing led to another, and now Kaveh’s on the receiving end of a lecture about being a responsible pet owner. From God.

“Do you know what you’ll be doing with the kittens?” Nahida asks after she’s done telling him to have a little bit of sympathy for the Kitten’s current state of a single affair.

Al-Haitham had told Kaveh, in no uncertain terms, that the housing of the Kitten’s kittens would be his responsibility.

“What? Why me?” Kaveh asked.

Al-Haitham just looked at him, dead in the eye, and said, “I know everyone you know.”

“Right so?”

“What’s the point in me going out and asking them if you’re going to ask them? Besides, you know more people in general.”

Kaveh wanted to argue that Al-Haitham knew just as many people, it’s just that he didn’t care to know those people and the knowing was entirely against his will. But Kaveh understood Al-Haitham’s point, so Kaveh grudgingly said that he’d think about it.

“We can’t keep them,” Kaveh tells Nahida, sighing he watches the Kitten jump into the laundry hamper, her favorite toy (a fish that was once stuffed with catnip) in her mouth. “Two cats is already pushing it. Also — I haven’t the faintest idea what we’d call the others considering that the names Cat and Kitten are already taken. We’ll have to find homes when the time comes.”

Nahida rests her hand on the Kitten’s fluffy flank, fingers spreading out to lightly press over the swell of the Kitten’s growing belly.

“Well. When you have any trouble finding a place for them, don’t worry too much about it.” Nahida has a way of making this suggestion into a certain command that Kaveh finds both perturbing and reassuring at the same time. Does this mean that he will have trouble finding a place for them? As in, with absolute certainty beyond a shadow of a doubt? “I’ll definitely know a place.”

-

The end of the whole situation is incredibly anti-climactic. Kaveh does not know much about the pregnancy of cats or other domestic animals, but in Kaveh’s experience human pregnancy tends to end with at least a little bit of drama. 

She doesn’t even use the labor box that they had so ambitiously prepared for her. That would have been too much to ask, wouldn’t it?

Instead the Kitten managed to make a secret nest in the back of the storage room between the kitchen and the washroom. Neither he nor Al-Haitham would’ve even found out about that if it weren’t for the Cat informing them that the end to their tribulations of the Kitten’s temper would soon be behind them.

The Kitten must have started going into labor while they were both out. Kaveh had gotten home first and the Cat led him up to the door of the storage room and scratched at the frame. Kaveh has no idea how the Kitten got in there, but Mehrak scanned the door and informed Kaveh of the proceedings behind it and Kaveh let out a mental sigh of relief. Externally, he picked the Cat up and said, “Let’s just give her some privacy.”

The Cat boggled at Kaveh and let out a meow that called to mind the sound a cow and an anemo slime might make if it were poked in the side while suffering from severe indigestion. Kaveh presumes that this sound means something along the lines of, “Privacy? Where have you been for the past two months? What’s privacy?”

From what Kaveh has been told, he doesn’t need to — and shouldn’t — hover while the Kitten is giving birth. She’s unlikely to need the help. Kaveh has Mehrak stay by the door anyway to check in now and again with its scanners to see if the Kitten is struggling at all. Meanwhile Kaveh goes to get some grading done and to see if he can make a dent in the stack of correspondences he’s gotten behind on before Al-Haitham returns.

According to Mehrak’s updates the Kitten has given brith to one kitten thus far and is working on kitten number two. By the time Al-Haitham has returned, the Kitten has finished with kitten number three which should be all of them. Now the four of them are bonding. Kaveh is writing to Tighnari to let him know that he’s sending a kitten.

As Kaveh threatened, he’s passing a kitten to Cyno. Cyno had the brilliant idea to send the kitten to Collei. And because Kaveh is also quite brilliant, he thought to ask Tighnari about how mad he would be if Kaveh took after Cyno and just started dropping strays off with him before either he or Cyno actually showed up in Gandharva Ville with a kitten in hand.

Lucky for all of them, Tighnari was amenable towards this specific instance of Kaveh dropping off a not-quite-stray because he thought it would be a good experience for Collei to have. And Collei is also rather excited about having a cat.

In a display of surprising proactiveness, Al-Haitham had found a home for the second kitten that they had been expecting himself. Well. To give Al-Haitham all the credit wouldn’t be fair. Al-Haitham just happened to be in the right place at the right time — which was Girl’s Night, which he’s included in for reasons no one, not even Al-Haitham or the women involved in the organization of Girl’s Night, can understand or explain.

All everyone knows is that somewhere along the way, Dehya, Nilou, and Dunyarzad’s Girl’s Night expanded to involve Senior Faruzan and Layla, and Candace whenever she’s around. And Al-Haitham. Purportedly, he just sits there and drinks and offers absolutely nothing except another person to split the bill with.

In any case, at the latest one Al-Haitham had been roped into attending, the topic of the Kitten and her soon to be birthed kittens came up. And Nilou mentioned that Dunyarzad likes cats. Wouldn’t Dunyarzad like to take one of the kittens off of Al-Haitham’s hands? She’d been wanting a cat for a while, no?

And then the entire night devolved into discussions of pet ownership and logistics and fond anecdotes of other people’s experiences with cats and so on and so forth. Long story short, kitten number two has a home in the lap of luxury at Dunyarzad’s estate.

(Proactive is possibly not the right word, because there was very little action or anything of an active choice on Al-Haitham’s part other than him showing up and not ruining things by opening his mouth.)

Al-Haitham and Kaveh weren’t sure if they were to expect anymore kittens than two, so Kaveh didn’t confirm anything with anyone else. They’ll have to go looking for someone to take kitten number three.

Al-Haitham goes in to briefly check on the Kitten and make sure that there’s some food and water in the storage closet with her while she spends some time bonding with her kittens before he leaves her to it again.

“Well?” Kaveh asks. After almost two months of the Kitten being underfoot constantly, he can’t help but keep glancing towards the hallway as though she’ll suddenly materialize to demand attention. Even the Cat is wary from where she’s wedged herself in her favorite spot between the wall, a table leg, and the bookshelf.

“They appear to be healthy,” Al-Haitham says. “We’ll wait for them to settle in before taking them to the veterinarian to make sure of it. She took your other ‘good’ blouse. I was not looking too closely, but I do not think that it was damaged in any way, so you should be able to recover and use it again soon.”

Kaveh doesn’t bother to point out that if the Kitten gave birth on it, it doesn’t matter if it can be recovered, he doesn’t think he’d be able to wear it again anyway. It’s just too strange. Kaveh’s just going to have to buy new clothes and pay his damn tailor to fix them up so he doesn’t look embarrassing. 

“That’s not what I meant and you know it. What are they like?”

“Small.” Al-Haitham’s eyes glitter in that way that they do whenever he’s being a little shit on purpose. “They’re newly born. I can hardly determine anything about them other than that, Kaveh.”

Kaveh frowns, crossing his arms. “You are like this on purpose.”

“You mean myself? Hardly, it comes naturally to me and contains very little choice or much in the way of effort.”

Kaveh ignores this entirely predictable answer with a grace that his younger self would have thought impossible. But here’s proof that when it comes to matters of Al-Haitham anything is possible when it comes to this impossible man. The contradictions and contrariness that Al-Haitham manages to fit into his life would make a god despair. 

Or, in the case of Sumeru’s God, invite him over for dinner regularly.

“What do they look like? Do they look like her? Do you think we could guess the father?”

“From the line up of male cats that you happen to know off hand?” Al-Haitham’s mouth moves to match his eyes in his amusement. “You’ll see them for yourself in a few days once she’s ready to come out of the storage closet. Why ask me now when you already know how I’m going to answer? Besides, even if I did give you an in-depth and highly detailed description of them, once you see them for yourself I’m sure you’re going to tell me all the ways in which I failed to properly describe them to you.”

Kaveh opens his mouth to protest but Al-Haitham just angles his body to face Kaveh fully, his own arms crossing as he tips his chin up in challenge.

“Cast that prodigious memory back, Kaveh. Then tell me, would I be wrong in this prediction?”

No. Probably not. Damn it all.

“But I want to know what they look like now,” Kaveh sighs, gesturing towards his unfinished letters at the back table near the window. “So I can tell Tighnari what Collei’s options are. And you can tell Lady Dunyarzad.”

“There is also a matter of character and temper that is to be determined,” Al-Haitham points out. 

“What, would we keep the ones that seem to act like trouble if any of them turn out that way?” But Al-Haitham does have a point. “Alright, alright. Help me think of a third person to give a kitten to. Do you think Senior Faruzan would want one? She travels a lot, but I do sometimes think she gets a little lonely.”

-

The next day, the Kitten brings her kittens out of the storage closet one by one. Much to Kaveh’s amusement, each kitten looks exactly like their mother. All fluffy white fur and long tails. They’re still too young to open their eyes or do much other than wiggle around and try to find their mother again. Kaveh is both incredibly endeared and possibly a little confused-disappointed.

“She made clones of herself,” Kaveh says to Al-Haitham as he watches the three wriggling little kittens blindly flop and awkwardly fumble their way around under the Kitten’s proud gaze. Each one looks exactly like what Kaveh thinks the urge to let loose on a sneeze that refuses to come out feels like, complete with the watery eyes and the scrunched up nose. Their fluffy wispy white fur that sticks up like dandelion tufts only adds to the image. 

By the time the Cat had abducted the Kitten and added her to their home, the Kitten was much older than this, but Kaveh can imagine her looking just like these little wiggling sneezes right here. 

“Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered if we had her spayed,” Kaveh muses, gently cupping his hand near the edge of the rug where one of the kittens had gotten turned around and was wandering away from the rest of her family. “Since she appears to have just made copies of herself.”

And again, Kaveh still hasn’t figured out how she got pregnant to start with. Where did she go?

“We aren’t keeping them,” Al-Haitham says firmly. He’s currently laying on his side on the divan, watching Kaveh, the Kitten, and the kittens on the floor. Well. He looks up at them now and again. He’s reading through a series of data sets that came out of Senior Faruzan’s latest expedition west. Al-Haitham is possibly the only one in the Haravatat who is both capable of keeping up with Senior Faruzan’s research and also agrees that it’s Haravatat in nature.

The Cat is behind him, head resting on the curve of his waist as she observes the same scene. The Cat seems both relieved that the Kitten has something to focus on that isn’t Kaveh, Al-Haitham, or literally everything else in the house, and deeply unimpressed by the kittens. She swings between the two in somewhat even strokes. First she moons at Al-Haitham now that she’s free to do so without consequence, what with the Kitten and Kaveh being occupied. And then she deigns to look upon the rest of them and then goes back to staring like a devoted wife at the only person in the world worth her esteem. 

Now and again she’ll mash her face into the curve of Al-Haitham’s waist like she’s too happy to even visually perceive anymore. Kaveh can’t begrudge her this — it’s a very nice waist.

“I didn’t say we were. I don’t want anymore cats, either.”

“Don’t go getting attached then,” Al-Haitham replies, flipping a page back and forth, nose wrinkling as he leans up on his elbow, stretching out pluck the pencil stuck in the back of Kaveh’s hair out to start writing out his thoughts on the margins of the pages he’s reading through. The Cat raises her head to peer down at the Kitten who is happily grooming one of her little miniature sneezes, and then goes back to enjoying having Al-Haitham all to herself once more.

“Between the two of us, if someone’s going to get attached, it won’t be me.”

Kaveh may be a bleeding heart, but he’s also a practical one. They don’t have the means to keep a total of five cats happy and healthy. It wouldn’t be fair to the little ones.

Frankly, based on the trend of things, if anyone’s going to get attached it’s the kittens to Al-Haitham. And if not that, then Al-Haitham will in that strange and roundabout way of his where he collects odds and ends without really realizing he does. Now, Kaveh isn’t going to say this out loud because every time Kaveh brings something like this up Al-Haitham denies him with the self-awareness of a rock at the bottom of a well.

Al-Haitham ignores Kaveh in favor of — based on the gesture of pencil on page — circling an entire page’s worth of data to thoroughly remark upon in greater detail when he revisits the data with Senior Faruzan in person.

The Kitten, meanwhile, proudly picks up one of her little sneeze clones that was tentatively wobbling about and making little high pitched chirping sounds, and deposits it in Kaveh’s lap along with the other one that had been sleeping there this entire time and the one Kaveh had carefully rescued from blindly wandering off into the unknown. Then the Kitten jumps past him onto the divan and bullies her way underneath Al-Haitham’s arm and starts purring about her good deeds, ignoring the dark look the Cat sends her as she goes.

“I think I’ve been made the nanny,” Kaveh says to Mehrak, the only one in the house who still listens to him.

Mehrak bobbles in place in agreement, moving in closer to inspect the temporary additions to their household. Since the Kitten began bringing them out, Mehrak has been absolutely fascinated with observing the little balls of fluff. If the Akasha were still online, Kaveh is sure that Mehrak would have requested data files on kittens and kitten rearing by now. Alas, Mehrak must make do with their own observations now.

-

The first of the kittens reveals themselves to be an intrepid explorer, or so the kitten would have you believe upon looking at her. This kitten, barely capable of wobbling around, is a loud and bold little thing that’s constantly attempting to wander off on her own to conquer whatever challenge she so happens upon — be it a barrier wall of pillows that Mehrak helpfully stacked to try and keep the kittens in one contained area, or the mysteries that must be hidden from sight and therefore the pinnacle of all treasures lying just beyond view on the second from the bottom bookshelf.

“That one goes to Lady Dunyarzad,” Al-Haitham informs Kaveh.

“Oh? Is that so? Has anyone asked Lady Dunyarzad for her opinion on that?” Kaveh replies, bemused as Al-Haitham gently cups the kitten in one palm, disentangling her from where she had tangled herself up in his clothes, leaning over to set her down next to her siblings.

“She needs a cat with character,” Al-Haitham says.

“Says who?”

“Me. Just now.” Al-Haitham watches the kitten to make sure she doesn’t wander off again (she will the second he looks away, but in the mean time she’s busy butting her head against her sibling’s to try and encourage them to rise up against the authority and make a joint escape with her) before he goes back to cutting and peeling open mangosteen that they’d managed to get fresh and cheap at the grocer. “You often say that you’re very attentive and a good listener, and then you ask things like that.”

“I do worry that two of the most important and influential people in all of Sumeru’s governance have the combined sense of humor of a cockroach.” Kaveh pauses in the middle of writing up a letter of recommendation to send one of his students off to join the harbor restoration and upkeep project down in Port Ormos. She’s a little young and inexperienced, but she has the foundations down and this is the way she’ll be getting the experience. Although he is worried about the mental shock she might get from moving to the Akademiya’s controlled project settings to a live environment. At least he knows that the project managers are reasonable. “Do me a favor and make sure that you never quit your job or get fired because you’d never make it doing comedy. Although you can be surprisingly theatrical when the mood strikes you. Are you sure Lady Dunyarzad is up to having a cat as energetic as that one is probably going to turn out to be?”

Kaveh doesn’t know Lady Dunyarzad very well. He’s met her a few times, though, and is aware of her ongoing health issues and her careful journey of recovery. She’s much more energetic than she was before, but chasing after a kitten like this one might be a little much for her right now.

“Wouldn’t the other one be a better match?” Kaveh asks, twisting around in his seat by the desk at the back of the room to watch as the Cat stalks into the room with the Kitten happily chattering away right behind her. The Kitten seems to think that the Cat must be reminded about how impressive her accomplishment of motherhood is at every chance. The Cat tolerates this because at least she can retreat to the comfort of Al-Haitham’s lap or arms while she’s lectured on the joys of motherhood by her younger counterpart.

Sure enough, the Cat plants her large furry butt right in Al-Haitham’s lap as the Kitten coos down at her offspring, picking one of them up and moving them closer to Al-Haitham where the Cat, if she so desired, could give a sniff.

This second kitten is much more laid back, more in line with the Kitten’s temperament before the Kitten got pregnant. This one is energetic enough to sometimes push his sister away when she gets too excitable but is equally as game to go after her if the trouble seems doable enough for two kittens with a horizon of opportunity in front of them. He’s equally pleased to curl up next to his mother after a meal to sleep off his fullness and to chase a bit of string that Mehrak is wiggling around. He’ll happily explore whatever area he’s been placed in but won’t bother trying escaping. This will be one very happy indoor lap-cat.

“I would give the brother to Lady Dunyarzad and the rambunctious sister to Collei,” Kaveh says.

“No,” Al-Haitham unceremoniously pushes the Cat off of his lap with an absent, “Don’t squash the kitten,” rising to place the plate of peeled and cut mangosteen at Kaveh’s elbow and to dispose of the peels in the kitchen.

“And do I get an explanation for this, or is this the word of law according to Al-Haitham?” Kaveh calls after him, popping a segment of mangosteen into his mouth as he leans back to watch Al-Haitham go.

Al-Haitham pauses just as he’s almost out of Kaveh’s line of sight and answers, “Yes.” And quits both the room and conversation.

-

“And what,” Kaveh asks Al-Haitham later that evening as they both watch the comedy routine of the Kitten attempting to get all three of her kittens to stay in one place for sleep while also being very sleepy herself, “Shall we do with the third one?”

The third kitten has none of the Kitten’s playful nature nor her relaxed one. The third kitten, smaller than her outgoing explorer of a sister and her sanguine lodestone of a brother, is easily pushed around by the former and left behind by the latter when the two get up to their individual adventures.

“Did I not say that it would be your responsibility to find homes for them that aren’t ours?” Al-Haitham replies.

“Well, upon reflection, I don’t think it’s fair to give Senior Faruzan a cat when she’s still having trouble managing herself,” Kaveh replies. “Tighnari doesn’t need two cats. Dori has plenty of pets already.”

“You were going to give Lord Sangemah Bay a cat?”

“Well why not?”

Al-Haitham clicks his tongue, head shaking. “You are the only person in all of Teyvat who’s on semi-friendly terms with their creditor.”

“It can’t hurt to be on good terms with her. Better than being on bad terms. And I can’t think of anyone else who’d both want and be in a position to care for a kitten.” 

What neither of them say out loud: the spiritual, although not physical, runt of a small litter who seems to be in need of quite a bit of care and attention to coax out of her shy and quiet shell.

There’s only so many times that Tighnari will excuse people leaving creatures in his care. All the way to Aaru Village seems like a large distance to cross for the little thing by herself. Layla’s a student in the dorms who’s so overworked that she sleep talks so that’s a definite no. Nilou might take the kitten if there’s no one else, but Nilou’s also already taking care of several other dogs, cats, and birds.

“You know dozens upon dozens of people across Sumeru as a whole and you can’t think of a single one that would have room for a cat?”

“I’m not giving one of my clients a cat. Or any of my students. Or colleagues.”

“Make new friends,” Al-Haitham says. “You have a few weeks before they’re ready to be moved.”

Kaveh, without looking away from watching the Kitten mid yawn, startle and look around herself, boggled at her escape artist of a daughter somehow managing to wriggle out and disappear from underneath her nose, reaches over and pinches Al-Haitham’s cheek and starts stretching his face.

Al-Haitham, not to be outdone, reaches up and pinch-pulls Kaveh’s ear.

And the Cat, unable to stand any form of affront to Al-Haitham, throws herself across Al-Haitham’s lap to tackle Kaveh backwards with a snarl reminiscent of a wet cough in an echoing tunnel.

-

As soon as the kittens are old enough, Dehya and Lady Dunyarzad come over to pick up Lady Dunyarzad’s kitten. 

The outgoing sister immediately takes a liking to her, zipping around her skirts and trying to climb up her legs, mewing and chattering away like they’ve been great friends since forever and always. Lady Dunyarzad laughs, picking the kitten up, delighted as the kitten squirms around to get to her shoulder and claim that place as her new vantage point to survey the world from.

“Oh this one’s going to be trouble,” Dehya muses, petting the kitten between the ears and stroking down along her back. The kitten riding along on Lady Dunyarzad’s shoulder seems to puff her chest out, happily agreeing and accepting this as a compliment with a mew that goes high and long and triumphant.

“As long as she’s trouble outside of this house,” Al-Haitham says flatly, already ushering both of them out the door. “No returns.”

Collei, Cyno, and Tighnari come together to pick up Collei’s kitten a few days later. The sanguine brother looks up at Collei with his round kitten eyes, head tilted to the side, ears alert, and little kitten tail straight up in the air with curiosity. Then he makes one simply stated “mirp” and goes to sit on top of Collei’s foot. 

“It seems the cat chose you,” Tighnari muses as Collei stares down at the kitten on her foot with awe across her features. “You had nothing to worry about after all, see?”

While Collei bonds with her new kitten, the four of them go to the kitchen to get dinner ready. Al-Haitham listens to Cyno’s latest jokes with a completely straight face and offers his entirely sincere and positive comments on each and every single one of them. Tighnari and Kaveh talk loudly and at length about literally anything and everything else they can think of, trying to get their significant others to take a hint and stop talking about workshopping jokes that will never get off the ground.

The third kitten, although now weaned from the Kitten’s side, remains without a final home.

Kaveh’s really starting to worry. They lucked out with the Cat and the Kitten.

The Cat was an adult when she landed in their care, and fiercely independent at that. Al-Haitham’s occasional attention aside, she doesn’t care much for any form of pampering or playing. The Cat goes about her own business at her own pace, and only sometimes does this include the rest of the house.

The Kitten, despite being an indoor cat and generally affectionate and playful, is happy enough going off on her own to chatter at her own shadow. The Kitten knows how to fill her own hours when Kaveh and Al-Haitham are preoccupied. If anything, she goes to bother the Cat — or, well. The two of them bother each other.

If either of these cats were any slightly less self-sufficient Kaveh and Al-Haitham would be in serious trouble and someone would’ve taken these cats out of their hands by now, probably.

Kaveh does not think that having a third cat, especially one who seems to be in need of individual attention like their last kitten is, will be doing anyone any favors. The last kitten is shy and wary of strangers (when her siblings were adopted out, she hid underneath a bookshelf and refused to come out until long after their guests had left), does not like to be by herself for very long, and is easily startled. 

She’s fine with him and Al-Haitham, in the sense that she’ll sometimes play with them, and is calm enough when they have to pick her up. But she’s not going to be challenging either her mother or the Cat for their individual attention, either.

Just as Kaveh’s worries start to really mount, one weekend afternoon while they’re in the middle of cleaning and getting as much cat hair off of everything as possible (it’s a futile effort, it’s like the three cats are following them around for the sole purpose of getting hair right over every space that had just been recently cleaned) there’s a brisk knock on the door.

Kaveh opens the door, not sure what he’s expecting, but not the face of the Vahumana’s new prodigy.

“Hat…Man?” Kaveh squints down, wondering if maybe he should have listened to his instincts and not eaten that yogurt this morning after all. Al-Haitham ate it and said it was fine, but Al-Haitham could also probably eat sawdust if someone credible told him it was nutritionally efficient and come out of it fine. Surely this is some sort of hallucination.

“The host gift.”

The Hat Man rolls his eyes and holds up a takeaway box of sweets and pastries from that very good patisserie on the expensive side of Treasure’s Street — the one with the second eldest son who went away to Fontaine for four years to learn how to make desserts and came back to refresh the business.

Lord Kusanali floats into view from behind the Hat Man, looking very pleased.

“Did I not say, Master Kaveh?” She says as she floats past him and into the house. “Don’t worry, I know a place.”

The Hat Man sighs, shouldering past Kaveh, looking around the house. The Cat, wary of their new guests, jumps up onto the coffee table to let out a loud, deep “graowaowaowao” that has the Hat Man nodding in vague acknowledgement before he turns towards Al-Haitham.

“Scribe,” he says flatly, turning a blatantly judge mental eye over the front room.

Al-Haitham nods back at him and directs his attention towards Nahida, who is exchanging words with the Kitten, where the Kitten has jumped up to sit on the arm of one of the divans. It is, Kaveh notes, an arm that he’d just finished cleaning of cat hair.

“Dues ex machina,” Al-Haitham says. Hat Man scoffs. Nahida smiles, enigmatic mouth pulling up at the corners, sparkling eyes laughing as loudly as daylight. “I’m not going to complain. Any hands are better than ours.”

“I would disagree, but that would hardly help my stance,” Nahida says. And then she turns towards the Hat Man. “You’ll be taking this new friend of ours home with you.”

“I’ll be what?” The Hat Man’s eyebrows raise as Nahida picks up the last of the kittens, who goes quietly, her big eyes as luminous as those of that shine out of the face of the god holding her. “You said you needed my help to deliver something important and fragile.”

“Yes. This fellow wanderer of the world,” Nahida holds the kitten out towards the Hat Man. “Is life not important and fragile? And I am delivering her to you.”

Nahida holds the kitten out, right up against the front of the Hat Man’s clothes, where the kitten takes surprising initiative of her own to latch on with her claws and let out the world’s smallest, most hopeful little, “mee?”

The Hat Man’s hands rise up on reflex to catch the kitten before she can fall, although he looks very annoyed about it.

“And now that’s the delivery done,” Nahida says to him, and then to Kaveh, “And my assurance to you fulfilled.” And then, to Al-Haitham, “Do you mind making some tea for us? I’ve heard fabulous things about these pastries and I’m quite eager to try it with my own physical body. What’s all this fuss about egg-whites and egg-yolks and how they’re separated and then mixed together after the fact? What’s the difference between that and a scrambled egg?”

“You ask,” Al-Haitham says, following Nahida into the hallway to the kitchen, “Important questions that you must know I don’t have the answers for.”

“That’s why I ask them to you, because I know you’ll have such a grand time helping me get those answers. No one else ever gets as curious about the things I get curious about like you do. Not even the new Grand Sage! Speaking of — “

“If you want to talk about work with me, Lord Kusanali, I will charge for overtime rates.”

-

With the last of the Kitten’s kittens gone, things return to normal. Kaveh’s clothes aren’t being pilfered to be thrown up on or shredded to bits. The Cat is allowed to hog Al-Haitham’s attentions when she pleases and discard her acknowledgement of Kaveh’s existence at will. The Kitten resumes having her own grand adventures by herself while she chatters at nothing. She had spent a few days after the last of her kittens was adopted a little lost, but got over it well enough through whatever logic and reason a cat mind uses to process these things.

it is all and all quite a relief.

Especially when, one afternoon, about a week after things have settled, Kaveh returns home and sees Al-Haitham standing in the entryway. Kaveh takes a glance at his face and thinks “Oh, there’s trouble” and then “Now it’s been a hot minute since I’ve had that thought about this man” and then “Why is that such a relief?” And then, “Wait, am I in trouble? How could I have gotten in trouble, I’ve not had the time to get into trouble.”

Proving that some instincts really never do die, they just go into hibernation until needed again, Kaveh almost turns right around to walk back out the door he just entered to spare himself the grief. Kaveh doesn’t know what stops him, but when Al-Haitham opens his mouth, he sure is glad he didn’t leave.

“I have rented a hotel room. And booked an appointment with the veterinarian. The hotel first. The veterinarian second. We’re getting the Kitten spayed. I am not going through this again. The one time was more than enough and I don’t think we’ll be so fortunate as to find more people to foist cats onto if she has another accident of circumstance.”

The Cat, for obvious reasons not liking this very specific return to semi-normalcy, growls from her favorite spot wedged between the wall, a table leg, and a bookshelf. The Kitten, in an effortless and somewhat charming imitation of unprocessed freshly harvested yak fur, jumps up to try and catch Mehrak right out of the air, misses, and lands on the floor with a confused “purrrmrup?”

First of all — what does he mean “I am not going through this again”? What did Al-Haitham go through exactly?

But also —

Kaveh says with a lot of feeling, “Oh thank god.”

Al-Haitham frowns. “Again, Lord Kusanali has nothing to do with it and I’d appreciate it if you stopped bringing her into our personal affairs. She already meddles too much. Pack your toiletries, we’re leaving.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:This is the last one. I swear. I just — I really needed to use the title “Pussy Galore” somewhere.

Thank u to Wendy for the helpful Cyno additions.





