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“And what’s this for?” Kaveh asks, stepping wide over The Kitten who’s claimed the entire front room as her playground as she bats and chases about a wenut egg.

Al-Haitham’s sorting through mail at the back of the room with The Cat dutifully standing guard on Al-Haitham’s shoulders, giving Kaveh the stink-eye as he makes his way over. 

“The Traveler’s suggestion,” Al-Haitham says, handing Kaveh a letter from his mother. “Supposedly the wenut’s eggs can make someone more powerful.”

Kaveh taps the edge of his mother’s letter against his palm. “And why would you, of all people, need to be more powerful?”

Al-Haitham is already strong enough to go gallivanting about the wilderness to chase after whatever mood of whimsy that may strike him at the drop of a coin. Al-Haitham doesn’t need to be more capable than he already is. It’s bad for Kaveh’s heart health and stomach lining.

It would also, Kaveh must say, seem very counter-productive for Al-Haitham. After all, the more capable Al-Haitham is, the more people will ask or expect from him.

Al-Haitham shrugs his shoulders to get The Cat off of him. The Cat, instead, sets herself about to molding herself to his legs.

“Dare I ask how wenut eggs make someone more powerful? What were you supposed to do with it?” Kaveh asks as they leave The Kitten to her games. She’s gotten the wenut egg rolling underneath one of the divans and she’s flattened herself out like a fuzzy white rug and is slithering around underneath, the white flash of her tail moving as a snake and her excited chattering signaling her location.

“I didn’t ask. I don’t want to know,” Al-Haitham answers. 

“Were you supposed to eat them?” Kaveh’s not heard of someone eating wenut eggs before, but he’s not the authority on what things people do and do not eat. “Scramble them? Boil them?” Could you even boil a wenut egg? What level of heat would you need for that? The shells are so thick. 

“Would you like to find out for yourself?” Al-Haitham asks, pushing The Cat out of the way with his foot as they walk into the kitchen. “The Traveler only gave me one wenut egg that they had gotten to study, themselves. Apparently they’re assisting the Amurta in preparation for wenut breeding season. You might catch them and volunteer yourself if you head over to the Amurta department right now. They had asked if I wanted to come with them to assist, now that I’m no longer the Acting Grand Sage and have more time on my hands. They said I could procure usable eggs along the way to find out how it works. Fortunately for us, the one the Traveler had seems to be unfertilized and is in no danger to us of hatching.”

“You? Voluntarily putting up with sand for a research topic that has nothing to do with you? Unlikely. Also, no thanks. I’m curious. I’m not that curious. And who’d do my work for me if I went off to find out? Who would earn the mora for me? Why did you keep the egg? The Traveler didn’t need it back?” 

“I would have thrown it away, but it seems the cats have found better use for it.”

Kaveh glances down at The Cat who stares up at him and curls her lip up to bare her fangs at him, low growl starting up in her chest like a tiny little ruin machine that’s been covered in rust with half of its gears broken or fused together.

“Let me guess. The Kitten was bothering The Cat to play with her. You put the wenut egg in the trash.” Both cats are actually quite clever and know that the trash is for things that neither Al-Haitham nor Kaveh want. Unfortunately, in their minds this means that the trash bins are fair game for their own personal use so they can do whatever they want with whatever they find in there. “You turned around for one moment and then suddenly both cats went quiet, and then you heard The Kitten being her charming self, entirely satisfied, as The Cat cozied up to you with her tag-along-distracted.”

“That does not sound like a guess.”

“Our cats are as routine and predictable as we are not,” Kaveh points out.

“Most others would disagree with that assessment.”

“Are you saying we’re predictable?” Kaveh narrows his eyes “Or are you saying you’re bored and thinking of causing some manner of trouble?”

“The things you intuit from the simplest of statements baffle me.”

“It’s a mutual vexation,” Kaveh points out, amused when Al-Haitham’s eyes take a distinctly satisfied gleam to them. 

The thoughts of wenut eggs and potential increases in capability are therefore put aside as unimportant in the face of getting Al-Haitham to verbally admit to some form of pleasure in annoyance. Such contrary creatures, scholars. 

That friendly bit of banter takes them all throughout the rest of the afternoon, into the evening as it winds and twists its way into discussions of the grocery list, their work days, future plans, passing commentary, and one or two almost-fights that are deescalated very maturely, all of these interspersed with generous and comfortable silences—these silences broken by the sound of the rolling wenut egg, The Kitten’s enthusiastic scramble to continue her self-created chase, and The Cat’s occasional grinding-engine of a snarl when the chase gets too close to her for tolerance.

Later, after dinner, work, more silence, more back-and-forth as habitual as brushing hair or teeth, Kaveh flops down into bed, pulling his legs up and over in time to avoid the Kitten batting the wenut egg straight into his feet.

Al-Haitham is awkwardly sprawled on the bed, The Cat comfortably situated between his thighs and, naturally, very smug looking about it. She better enjoy it while it lasts. Kaveh can tell by the furrow in Al-Haitham’s brow that he’s less than five minutes away from being done with this nonsense and tossing her off to her own devices. Although, if she’s quite lucky, she’s got to the end of the chapter Al-Haitham’s reading through before her eviction.

Kaveh twists around on the bed to try and catch a glimpse of the book’s cover without The Cat thinking he’s infringing on her territory and taking a swipe at his nose. Al-Haitham, of course, does not offer to help by moving the book.

“Wenut eggs,” Kaveh says as he listens to the sound of the thick-shelled egg rolling across the floor. The sound of it changes as The Kitten gets it onto carpet. She’s been thoroughly entertained by that thing all day. Maybe it’s the smell, Kaveh thinks as he slowly sits up, stretching his legs and arms as he watches the white streak of her zipping about the room. 

Kaveh keeps thinking that with time, the Kitten will mellow out and become calm or quiet. But no, The Kitten remains as energetic and playful at all hours as she was when they first acquired her.

Al-Haitham grunts in acknowledgement. 

Kaveh tests the waters by reaching out to put his hand on Al-Haitham’s ankle. The Cat’s lip curls up, ears going on alert. Kaveh takes his hand back with an eye roll.

“Aren’t you curious about how it works?” Kaveh asks, leaning down and catching the egg at just the right moments. The Kitten is really more like a puppy with the way she watches him wave the egg in the air before tossing it to the other side of the room. It thump-thump-thumps and rolls out into the hallway, The Kitten giving chase without a second of hesitation. Ah. To be a cat with a new toy and no debts to society.

Al-Haitham shrugs, more troubled by whatever’s on the page than anything happening in real time. “In theory, yes.” 

They both go very still when they hear a loud thump from outside the room, but no crash. Mehrak floats past their doorway a moment later, pausing to give them an OK sign. Al-Haitham relaxes back into his reading.

“The egg the Traveler gave me wouldn’t work for me to do any tests with though.” Al-Haitham closes the book, tapping the spine against his palm as he frowns at the ceiling. “I’d need a live egg and it’s not worth the hassle of procuring one myself. I’m not going anywhere near the sands during breeding season. I leave that to the experts and those with more ego than sense.”

The Cat, in the middle of eying Kaveh for further trespass, flicks her shredded ear towards Al-Haitham. And then she turns around entirely, her ugly, scrunched up and oddly flat face doing something Kaveh thinks she thinks is cute and endearing. And then, The Cat lets out a meow that would put consecrated beasts to shame and send them quaking with their many strange joints going to jelly.

Al-Haitham looks down at her. And, in that peculiar way of his where he just seems to understand all creatures that don’t communicate with known recorded languages do, replies to her, “Yes. Quite.”

And then, as Kaveh predicted, he unceremoniously lunges forward to scoop her up into his arms and evict her from the bed.

-

Kaveh immediately notices The Cat’s absence the following day. 

For all that The Cat is a creature of her own will and whimsy, she has a frightfully strict schedule that she adheres to with the devotee most people reserve only for gods. Of course, the strictness of this schedule is all entirely based around Al-Haitham and The Cat’s attachment to him.

This schedule involves waking up to see Al-Haitham off for work on weekdays, returning to the house to see him home and be right there to walk him up to the front door, and practically gluing herself to his side at night so no one else can. On weekends, when Al-Haitham sleeps in, she cozies herself right up next to him as a barrier between Al-Haitham and Kaveh to make sure her favorite person in the entire world gets interrupted rest for as long as he likes.

And in between mornings and nights, The Cat makes herself scarce in order to terrorize the rest of the neighborhood back into compliance and ward off any would-be usurpers to her hard earned throne ruling over the area. She’s got an entire patrol route. 

Kaveh has always made sure to exploit The Cat’s absence whenever at all possible. This time is no exception. The Kitten, between the pair of willful creatures, has always been much better at sharing. And she’s also always been much more willing to be distracted and bargained with.

Some dried fish, a kiss on the forehead, and a few tosses of her new favorite toy (the wenut egg), and Kaveh’s given free reign to hold Al-Haitham’s hand, or—bolder still—sit down directly next to him. He’s savoring it for all it’s worth.

However, the lack of a furious interloper snarling and growling at him like a feral beast does have him wary for a greater trap to spring. Kaveh is aware that he’s giving The Cat more credit than she’s due—she is after all, still just a cat—but her timing has always been so uncanny. Kaveh’s no longer used to being able to take liberties at will.

The fact that he even thinks of them as liberties now says more about that than anything else he could possibly come up with.

So on the second day of not seeing The Cat, Kaveh asks Al-Haitham about it.

Al-Haitham, busy picking The Kitten’s hair off of his clothes, shrugs. “I do not keep track of your pets. She’ll turn up when she turns up. She is, after all, a wild creature at heart.”

Al-Haitham says this, but as he goes to leave for work he pauses at the door, hand hovering over one of his earpieces as though he were listening very hard for something. 

Kaveh turns towards The Kitten, who’s happily curled up and shedding even more hair on top of Kaveh’s scarves. “And you wouldn’t happen to have any thoughts on this either, would you?”

The Kitten turns to look up at him, blinking wide guileless eyes at him before sneezing and going to sleep.

The Cat does not return that day. Or the following day. Or the day after that one. Or even the day after that one.

It’s unprecedented.

There is a distinct absence of The Cat that makes Kaveh feel uneasy—it’s like expecting to hear the tick of a clock’s gears but holding the mechanism up to your ear and receiving only silence. 

Kaveh finds himself glancing out the windows for the shadow of her bulk prowling about. Every discordant sound he manages to pick up makes him turn his head, straining to catch more of it and trying to parse if it’s The Cat or something else. He’s taken to checking her favorite places inside of the house whenever he passes. At night, when he wakes, he goes out to check the windows before going back to sleep.

To be clear, this unease isn’t Kaveh being worried about her. She is, as Al-Haitham said, a wild creature at heart. The Cat is also independent to the point of being her own sovereign. She’s more than capable of taking care of herself. She’d done so with a shredded ear, crooked legs and tail, and horrific personality all this time.

She survived a building being blown up directly on top of her.

There’s no need to worry about The Cat. The Cat is going to be fine.

Rather, Kaveh is worried about Al-Haitham. And The Kitten.

“She was not a domestic cat when you found her,” Al-Haitham says when Kaveh brings the subject up again. “Perhaps she got tired of trying to be one. Or perhaps someone else found her and she decided she liked them more. Isn’t that common with cats that get taken in off the street? They have multiple families who all think that the cat is their own.”

Al-Haitham says this calmly. But he does not pull off the appearance of being calm. Rather, he looks distracted. As though, even as he speaks, his mind has wandered off to investigate where The Cat might have gone off to now—hypotheticals branching off of hypotheticals to spiral outwards into a great network of interconnected and diverging paths into unknown futures.

Kaveh does not refute either of these points out loud. There wouldn’t be a point in it. Not with the man so firmly in denial of the situation.

But if Kaveh were to speak against these points, to the latter he would point out how The Cat literally can’t tolerate anyone else in the entire world. The Cat doesn’t like anyone except Al-Haitham. The Cat can barely be convinced to pretend to get along with Kaveh. Al-Haitham ought to know this by now. 

Then again, Al-Haitham is still under the strange belief that both of the cats are Kaveh’s cats and Kaveh’s alone. 

As to the first of Al-Haitham’s points…

Kaveh’s not sure if The Cat ever saw herself as domestic, or if she ever pretended to be that. As far as Kaveh can tell, The Cat seems to be under the impression that she domesticated them.

Al-Haitham may not speak of any worries or concerns regarding The Cat. But Kaveh can tell that he is worried.

Upon entering every room, Al-Haitham’s eyes will do a slow sweep of all the areas The Cat is known to linger. Kaveh has caught him staring out into the back yard as the Kitten does with all the intensity normally reserved for the densest, driest, and yet somehow compelling of texts.

The Kitten is much more honest with how The Cat’s absence has unsettled her. The Kitten has taken to pacing and hanging about windows and doors, perking up at every sound and then looking incredibly disappointed when it isn’t The Cat. 

She’ll break off in the middle of her imaginary play to go look outside for The Cat, even daring as to to outside to sniff around the pots and plants as though The Cat might have been hiding in there this entire time.

The Kitten, sulking, comes to drape herself over Kaveh’s legs and roll about like she’s still the size of his palm and not a full length allergic reaction, looking up at him with her big bright eyes as though he can fix the issue of The Cat being gone if she looks cute enough.

“Sorry,” Kaveh says, running his hands over her back and in the process collecting enough hair stuck to his hands to make a small stuffed toy. “I haven’t got an answer for this one other than waiting.”

The Kitten mews plaintively, turning to stick her face in his belly, the picture of sullen dejection.

“I can give her a good scolding for you when she shows up if you want,” Kaveh offers. Mehrak next to him, makes a sound of agreement.

Of all of them, Mehrak is probably the only one acting normally. He wonders if Mehrak knows where The Cat went. The Cat always liked Mehrak better than she liked him. That’s not saying much though. Kaveh’s always existed at the bottom of The Cat’s personal hierarchy.

-

“Alright, I fold,” Cyno says abruptly, pushing his plate aside and folding his hands together as he leans forward to give Kaveh his interrogators gaze. “Something is wrong.”

“Is that a statement or a question?” Kaveh pushes around uneaten bits of rice and curry on his plate. He feels bad about not eating it, but not bad enough to actually choke it down. “If it’s a statement it’s not a very impressive one. It’s rather like saying a leaf is falling in a forest, no? Something’s always wrong.”

“Normally, by now, you’d be asking me if there’s any non-confidential cases I could tell you about, or asking about my own troubles. You’re distracted by something. What’s wrong?” Cyno squints. “You and Al-Haitham didn’t fight again. Your classes are going fine—you’re one of the most popular professors among the student body. Reports look like you’re going to be asked on for more classes next semester, although most of your students do take umbrage with how strict your grading can be..”

“Is that supposed to be matra knowledge?” Kaveh blinks, looking up at Cyno in surprise. “Do you happen to know if this will involve giving me an office I don’t have to share? The current one I’m assigned to is for temporary professors and guest lecturers. It’s so horrifically crowded, Cyno.”

“The matra listen to all rumors and keep track of the Akademiya’s temperature, as it were. It might not supposed to be our knowledge or business, but it’s ours anyway,” Cyno answers. “What’s the shape of the trouble this time, Kaveh?”

“You’ll think it strange.”

Cyno’s mouth slips into the strange, shadowed shape of a smile. “We live in very strange times, Kaveh. Perhaps I’ll find your particular brand of strange troubles an anchor of normalcy among the rest of it.”

Kaveh worries the napkin between his fingers, mulling over the most concise way to say it without sounding crazy. And then he realizes there’s no way to say it without sounding absurd so he just comes out with it plain: “The Cat is gone.”

Cyno blinks once, slowly. And then he asks, “The one that hates you?”

“Yes.”

Cyno’s eyes narrow in thought. “The one that looks at Al-Haitham as though he hung the moon, the stars, and some dried sardines?”

“The very same.”

“Hm.” Cyno brings his folded hands up to rest his chin on them. “And this upsets you. Yet you often comment on how she is a free spirit and complain about her roaming habits. As I understand, she is a terror on local wildlife.”

“It does not upset me. I’m long past the point of that creature being able to get to me. I’ve built up a thick skin about her,” Kaveh protests. “It upsets Al-Haitham.”

Cyno does another one of those slow blinks and then sits up to give himself a slight shock of electricity.

“No, you aren’t dreaming,” Kaveh says wryly as Cyno then starts to pinch and pull at his own face. “You heard me correctly.”

“It’s upset Al-Haitham,” Cyno repeats. “The Cat’s absence? Your cat’s absence?”

Kaveh shoots Cyno what he hopes is a very disapproving look. He knows it won’t work on the man, but Kaveh can’t take that kind of misconstruing of facts passively. Cyno’s heard Kaveh talk about how the cat is more Al-Haitham’s than Kaveh’s several times over. Especially considering the strong bias that cat has between them. Of course The Cat is Al-Haitham’s. Kaveh’s name might be on the paperwork, but anyone with eyes can tell where her heart and loyalties lie.

“Your, as in your and Al-Hatham’s cat,” Cyno corrects with very little sincerity. “Her being gone bothers him? I was under the impression that he doesn’t pay much mind to her.”

“Well. He puts up a good front but it does bother him. The Cat being gone. He keeps looking for her. Once, he almost burned dinner because he was standing in the back yard just looking off into the distance waiting for her.” The sight would have pulled at anyone’s heartstrings, really. He looked incredibly lonely. “And he keeps putting out food for her. The other day I saw him and the Kitten just sitting next to The Cat’s water bowl looking all…forlorn.”

Al-Haitham had been crouched next to it, arms resting over his bent knees, expression as flat and quiet as always. Anyone just glancing at him wouldn’t think anything wrong, except for the fact that Kaveh had walked past him earlier as he set the fresh water down, and when Kaveh came back about ten minutes later Al-Haitham was still there. The Kitten was curled around his legs, the both of them just staring at the dish of water like it might hold all the answers to the universe.

“Forlorn. Al-Haitham. Forlorn.” Cyno doesn’t outright say Kaveh sounds ridiculous, but it is heavily implied—along with the unspoken suggestion that Kaveh might visit the Bimarstan as heatstroke has been rather prevalent in the past few days. 

“The house feels weird,” Kaveh continues. “Al-Haitham and the Kitten are definitely missing The Cat and keep looking out for her. And I think they’re both getting anxious about it now. The Kitten has been eating less. And Al-Haitham’s…well. He worries in his own special ways.”

“I didn’t notice any differences when we’re at the Akademiya,” Cyno says. “He seems himself whenever I’ve seen him. Yesterday we had a work lunch with Lord Kusanali and he was himself, that I could tell. Lord Kusanali made no comment either, and those two get along very unusually. If anyone aside from you were to notice something amiss, I believe it would be her.”

“It’s different,” Kaveh insists. 

“How so?”

“His comebacks are slow to start with.” Kaveh begins to list things off, ticking them off on his fingers. “He’s over enunciating because he’s bitten the inside of his cheek—terrible habit, he has no room to be lecturing me about occasionally picking at my nails. He keeps getting distracted. He walks slower and doesn’t react as fast as he normally would. He lets too many things slide. Especially things that should get a response. He’s taking longer routes around the city in an attempt to see if he can spot her. Should I go on? Isn’t it obvious enough?”

Cyno’s eyebrows have risen up so far on his forehead they’ve been absorbed back into his fringe. 

“You can continue if you like,” Cyno says, moving to push Kaveh’s water towards him at the same time he moves the wine to the other end of the table. “But I don’t think you’re making quite the point you’re making.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Never mind it. So you’ve noticed Al-Haitham’s anxieties over the Cat’s disappearance causing him to act out in ways that are unusual. But he won’t admit to any of these anxieties causing a disruption in his normal behaviors. The refusal to acknowledge these changes is also affecting your life at home. But you are unable to address any of these disruptions and changes because Al-Haitham, himself, refuses to.”

Al-Haitham is not a man who actively denies things. Even when things are unpleasant he looks at them dead on and sets his jaw to work through them. That’s just the sort of man he is.

It’s more like Al-Haitham, in the particular subject of the cats, has a strange blind spot that he doesn’t have for anything else in his life and it causes his perception of things to skew wildly in ways that are both amusing and vexing in the same breath. It’s his one weakness. Cats. Go figure. 

In this way, Kaveh supposes the universe is fair. Al-Haitham’s handsome, rich, brilliant, and well-spoken. And this is balanced out by him having a blind-spot the size of the Chasm when it comes to the cats living in his house.

Thus, Al-Haitham can’t refuse to talk about something when he isn’t aware that the subject exists to be talked about. But trying to explain this to Cyno seems like too much work for the evening when Kaveh’s already explained this much so far. Some mountains are meant to be climbed one step at a time with multiple breaks in between.

So Kaveh answers, “Yes.” Then, “That’s one of many ways to put it.”

“You’re saying that you have a catastrophe on your hands. A cataclysmic catastrophe.”

Kaveh feels some part of himself expire gently, softly, quietly—exiting the stage with as much grace he no longer has.

“Yes, Cyno. Sure.”

The worst part, Kaveh mentally bemoans as he puts his head into his hands, is that he can’t tell if that one was meant to be intentional or not.

-

“So you’ve got troubles at home do you?” Dehya says without much of a preamble as they finish up with culling a proliferation of Shroomkin that had infested the area near the road between Pardis Dhyai and Caravan Ribat. 

Here, Kaveh could point out that when it comes to a home built between himself and Al-Haitham there is always some sort of trouble. Be it Kaveh’s trouble, Al-Haitham’s trouble, their shared trouble, or some unclassified sort of trouble that’s a strange mixture of all of the above and yet also distinct in its own way.

For all that Al-Haitham is a man dead-set on leading a peaceful life (and on paper appears to have partially succeeded) he somehow manages to invite in a lot more trouble than he dissuades or preemptively does away with.

And on Kaveh’s side, if he doesn’t have at least a little bit of trouble going on…well. Is he really Kaveh anymore? Kaveh can’t imagine the course of his life going perfectly smooth for any stretch of time. What’s he doing if it’s so quiet? 

Trouble is their normal, and everyone who knows either of them—separate, together, privately, or professionally—ought to know that.

So really, there can only be one thing that Dehya’s referring to.

“I literally told him about this less than two days ago. How fast is that rumor mill going and is it faster than a crow can fly?”

“Very fast when it comes to certain topics. Yes, I heard from Cyno. Any luck talking to Al-Haitham about your strange troubles?”

“I tried asking him where he think the Cat might have gone. But he couldn’t answer.” Not that any of them would expect Al-Haitham to actually know, of course.

If he knew Al-Haitham would have already gone there and done something. But Al-Haitham is not the sort of man to speak of conjecture and guesses and half-formed thoughts that have no sound basis. For something as vague as speculation as to where one cat might have gone in the entirety of Teyvat the only answer Al-Haitham could comfortably give would be silence and the simple truth: I don’t know.

“Huh.” Dehya sends heat moving through her sword, evaporating off the sticky residue from the fungi’s bodies to clean the blade.

“What’s that huh mean?” Kaveh asks.

Dehya moves to take his claymore from Mehrak to give it the same treatment.

“Well. He has ideas on answers about most things, doesn’t he?” Dehya replies. “Seems strange that he doesn’t have any about his cat.”

“Did you know you’re the only one who calls The Cat his cat?”

“I call it like I see it.” Dehya hands the blade back, stretching her arms high up above her head as she sighs. “Anyway. He’s got a special touch with animals, doesn’t he? He must be really worried if you asked him and he couldn’t answer.”

“Special is one word for it, yes.”

“He has an uncanny sense for them.”

“Yes.” Kaveh picks at the edges of his gloves before smoothing them out on his thighs, dusting off bits of pollen and grass. “I think that might be part of what has him so unsettled. With how well he gets along with The Cat and how he normally can understand her and her comings and goings eerily well, something like this happening without warning or prior signs must be like a solid blow to the foundations.”

Dehya rolls her neck. “Sounds tough. You handling it alright?”

“It’s Al-Haitham,” Kaveh replies. “What do you think?”

“It’s also you,” Dehya returns, “which means that no one knows what to think, ever. Especially the two of you. It really is weird though. I didn’t think that cat would ever leave. That mean-hearted bastard loved Al-Haitham.” Dehya’s expression, momentarily, goes sorrowful before she shakes her head. “Well. Whatever’s happened. I’m sure she’ll return. That creature’s loyalty to Al-Haitham is thicker than trees in the land of dendro, and as enduring as the sands. Also. She survived a damn building being brought down over her. We’ve not heard the last of her yet.”

“That’s the very spirit,” Kaveh agrees. “Now, if only we could convince Al-Haitham of that so he could stop worrying and go back to being his regular, normal self so I can stop worrying and go back to being my regular, normal self.”

“By Al-Haitham’s regular, normal self, you mean one that’s distracted by weird questions most people wouldn’t ever think about instead of the one that’s distracted by a weird cat that most people can’t wait to get away from?”

“You know, I always thought Al-Haitham very strange for being so disappointed that he couldn’t get you into Akademiya. But when you ask questions just like that I can understand exactly why he finds it such a great loss. If you ever change your mind—because there’s no age limit of devotion to the pursuit of knowledge—don’t join the Kshahrewar. You’ve got too much self-respect for it. That’s my professional evaluation and advice as a Master of the Darshan.”

Dehya claps Kaveh on the shoulder, “Good man. You’re too honest for your own good. Shame that doesn’t help you any. Besides, we both know that if I ever decided to take a glance at the Akademiya seriously it’d be Vahumana.”

As they’re walking back to Pardis Dhyai to report the results of the commission Dehya says, “I can spread word to the eremite brigades to be on the look out for the Cat.” She smirks. “Al-Haitham’s cat won’t disappear so easily or so quietly. And she isn’t the kind of creature that can go unnoticed for long. Someone’s going to see or hear her eventually. She’s really not subtle. Although a lot of the swords on this side of the Wall are migrating back east to help with wenut subjugation. They’re saying this year’s breeding season is going to be a violent one, especially now that the desert storms have calmed down, and Lord Kusanali’s asked the Corps of Thirty and the eremites to prepare accordingly.”

“I’m not quite sure if we’re mythologizing a cat or if we’re speaking and thinking of her on entirely accurate terms.” The Cat exists beyond herself and the concept of the furry, four legged creature that goes meow. She is a caricature of a form and yet, somehow, entirely cat. That’s The Cat.

“Look, the cat is…The Cat. Let’s not cause trouble over the creature,” Kaveh replies. “I mean. You’re right. The Cat’s probably fine and hacking up hairballs on some poor sod’s prized vegetable garden somewhere right now. Let’s not make a big deal of things. No need to mobilize the cavalry over it.”

If Al-Haitham heard wind that the various bands of eremites Dehya’s linked to had been actively looking for his cat (who he thinks is Kaveh’s cat) Kaveh will never hear the end of it.

“It’s not a problem. Yet.” Dehya clicks her tongue and gives an exasperated shake of her head. “Look. Al-Haitham is, if not well liked, grudgingly respected among most banners anyway.” Dehya shrugs. “Also, it would be me asking, not him. So even if the rest of the sands didn’t like him, I do therefore that’s what counts. And I like that weirdo just fine as he is when he’s his own version of normal. An unhappy and weirdly unsettled Al-Haitham is trouble. Trouble that I don’t want spreading to me, or Candace, or people in general. We’ve seen how that can turn out. Best to get this all resolved quickly. Efficiently. Loudly if necessary. In case you’re wondering, that’s why Cyno came to me to talk about this home trouble of yours as quickly as he did. When the topic is the two of you and,” Dehya waves her hand to encompass all of him, Mehrak, and the rest of Sumeru around them, “I think we’re all being perfectly reasonable by reacting like this. You two are too much for yourselves, you know?”

“Dehya, Flame-Mane of the Blazing Beasts,” Kaveh says gravely, “are you absolutely, one hundred percent without a single doubt sure you don’t want to join the Akademiya?”

-

“You’ve done something.”

“I’m an employed adult with multiple jobs and responsibilities, I do a great many things,” Kaveh says, scrubbing his hands over his eyes and wincing at the sting. Dry-eye is very scholar’s constant companion and constant pain. “You’ll have to be specific.”

Al-Haitham has taken a break from pretending to want to read right next to the open front room window for a “change of pace” to pace through the hallway that goes from their bedroom and what was once Kaveh’s bedroom but is now his home office, to the kitchen and front of the house. 

Al-Haitham hums, low in the chest. He keeps walking, the faint sound of his movement a predictable and almost soothing pattern as Kaveh focuses on adjusting the schematic for his latest commission. He’s not quite happy with the way it’s come together. Technically it’s all correct and the client is quite content with it as it is, and is ready to move forward with submitting everything for approvals to break ground and begin construction. But Kaveh thinks he can make it better. Why settle for good when there’s better and best?

“You’ve said something to someone,” Al-Haitham announces some measure of pacing later.

“You are frustratingly vague,” Kaveh replies after a beat. “I say things to people all the time.”

Again, Al-Haitham hums in concession, still pacing. Back and forth, back and forth.

Kaveh’s pulled out a fresh sheet of paper and is working on redoing the schematic to see if maybe drawing it over from scratch—as annoying as it is—will give him some idea of why he’s not as content with the current plans as he might be.

“You said something to Cyno about your cat,” Al-Haitham says.

“I say things about our cat to everyone who’ll listen, the creature is a ceaseless torment upon the world,” Kaveh points out, turning to look at Al-Haitham. “As are you, which I don’t mind nearly as much as I should. I think living with you made me a masochist. More than I already was, Kshahrewar and all. Are you going to keep this up all afternoon? Just throwing out one sentence at me at a time, hoping for some form of reaction? What are you getting at here, exactly? You’re just slinging out statements and hoping for something in return. What happened to your horrific bluntness? It’s supposed to be one of your most dependable features.”

Al-Haitham’s already walked out of view. Kaveh moves to stand in the doorway of his office, leaning on the door-frame as he watches Al-Haitham’s back retreating towards the kitchen.

“Come out with it,” Kaveh calls after him, “aren’t you the one hectoring me about my work and time management? You can’t complain when you’re the one acting like so when I’m trying to get work done and money earned. What’s the issue?”

Al-Haitham turns about face and starts walking back towards Kaveh at the end of the hallway, footsteps measured. 

The Kitten has come around to follow, slithering around and weaving through his legs and around his ankles like a fuzzy little snake. She’s carrying the wenut egg in her mouth, looking quite hopeful. Kaveh clicks his tongue at her, leaning down to wiggle his fingers. She immediately darts over to him, depositing the egg into his hand and happily running off after the egg when he lightly tosses it so that it bounces back down the hall.

“You’ve said something about your cat being missing,” Al-Haitham says, coming to a stop right in front of Kaveh with his eyes narrowed in thought as he lays the words out like the track of an aquabus. “And you spoke of your belief that I’m the one acting strange because your cat has gone missing, blaming your own strange behaviors on me rather than your own distress at losing your cat.”

“You’re so off the mark I’m not sure you’re even in the right range anymore.”

“As a result of your wild conjectures—“

“My wild conjectures. Do you hear yourself? Unbelievable you.”

“—you’ve caused others to begin acting out in their own strange ways. You told Cyno. Cyno is not a man who normally goes about addressing issues of this nature directly, not without doing his own investigations. Because he’s reasonable. And because Cyno is a reasonable man, he went to talk with other people who know me to see what they’ve gathered of my behaviors and if they’re truly as strange as you would lead him to believe.”

“Every word out of your mouth makes me want to clock you one, but also peer into your head to see how you’ve gotten things mixed up so horrifically. You’re a walking experiment aren’t you?”

“The people he’s spoken to, however, are not as reasonable in the area of completely isolating emotional attachment and personal investment from an investigation as he is. Their concern outweighs their rationality. And some of them are predisposed towards concern and anxiety.” Al-Haitham’s eyes narrow further. “Layla and Senior Faruzan have been pestering me at the Akademiya—coming to find me and ask me about my emotional well-being and other such things when they’ve no reason to. I thought it unusual. Especially considering how they kept finding me at the most opportune times. That’s Lord Kusanali’s interference, I’m sure. They’re all up to something.”

“So quick to cast aspersions when all they’re doing is being polite and friendly! What made you like this? Certainly not me.”

“Kaveh. Would anyone willingly seek me out just to ask how I am without being prompted to do so? Not even you do that. And this is how I prefer it and encourage it to be. Which is well known to the general public, and should be even more apparent to those who’ve decided to consider me as what they would call a friend.”

This is true.

“You have to admit that you are acting a little out of bounds from what anyone might expect from you.” Kaveh holds his hand up to pinch his fingers together. “Just a little.” It’s a lot, actually. But when you’re trying to get someone to realize something that might be too large for their mind to handle you’ve got to take the smallest of baby steps.

“That’s because of you.”

“How,” Kaveh draws in a long breath and prays to Lord Kusanali directly for patience with her Grand Scribe, “is this because of me?”

“You’re acting anxious about your cat’s extended absence,” Al-Haitham says. “It makes you very jumpy. And forgetful. You keep going outside and forgetting what you were out there for, so you just stand there muttering to yourself. And you keep looking over your shoulder whenever you do things your cat normally disapproves of. You are doing these things with a higher rate of frequency, as though you’re trying to get the cat to manifest out of the ether by repeating behaviors she doesn’t approve of. Mehrak and I agree that you’re being odder than usual.”

Kaveh turns to look back into the study and sees Mehrak nodding along to Al-Haitham’s points. As soon as Mehrak notices him looking she goes very still and then does her equivalent of a shrug and flashes a 100% sign on her display. 

Well. At least she’s honest and upfront with her absolute bias towards Al-Haitham. That’s one thing he managed to get right at least, even if instilling such honesty in her really shoots him in the foot now and again.

“I’m not anxious.” Kaveh frowns and corrects himself before Al-Haitham can. “I’m anxious about the normal set of things that always make me anxious, because I will admit to having a personality that’s somewhat prone to such unhelpful and often bothersome thoughts. But if I’m acting odd—odder than usual—it’s not because of the Cat directly. It’s because of how strange you’re acting about the Cat going missing and how you’re refusing to acknowledge it. It’s not like you at all. I don’t like it.”

“You just described your own actions. Mehrak and I are the ones who are taking note of your unsettled behaviors and have discussed at length how you’re in some uncharacteristic state of denial. Neither of us approve.”

“Fine! We’re both in a weird state of refusing to acknowledge the truth of our anxieties and out of character behaviors. Let’s just agree on that. Then we can be a pot and a kettle right next to each other on the same shelf waiting for the same cat,” Kaveh says, “so long as we both acknowledge it.”

“No. There’s nothing to acknowledge on my part. Why would I be worried about your cat? I said that she was your responsibility from the start.”

Kaveh throws his hands up in the air, “Lord Kusanali, this one is all yours. Good luck with that. May the patience of gods endure better than that of a mere mortal man like myself.”

-

Days pass into weeks. No sign of The Cat turns up, be it through Dehya and the eremites, or from anyone else. 

(Not that Kaveh expected the eremites to come up with anything. Apparently there’s been a lot of work to be done near the Wall. The wenut activity has caused a bunch of other things to start acting up: ley lines, Consecrated Beasts, Shroomkin, bandit activity, landslides and shifting geographies, the list is ongoing as are the expeditions Lord Kusanali is dispatching eastward to deal with each of these problems as they arise.) 

The business of The Cat’s disappearance has become a whole thing that everyone must weigh in on, apparently. 

Everyone on their street has noticed the absence of the resident overlord that’s walked the streets and marked the area as her territory. Kaveh’s been approached by essentially everyone on the street of houses adjacent to theirs and practically interrogated on the whereabouts of the terror.

And Kaveh, when he’s answered with the plain and simple truth of not knowing where The Cat has gone, has been grilled like a fish on what measures he’s taken to find her and what might have possibly happened and any number of things.

Meanwhile, from what Kaveh can tell, Al-Haitham’s not gotten any of this treatment. The only difference is that their friends keep checking in on him, which is getting on Al-Haitham’s nerves. Because even now, days tipping into a fortnight later, he refuses to acknowledge that he misses The Cat. That bull-headed Haravatat.

The Kitten, meanwhile, has taken to exploring further outdoors in an attempt to find her…friend? House mate? Companion? 

In any case, she certainly isn’t very pleased to be going so far out of her comfort zone, especially when her explorations yield no reward. The Kitten comes back loud and cranky, grass and twigs and dirt stuck to her long white fur that she demands be groomed out immediately upon her return.

“If you don’t like it why do you keep going?” Kaveh mutters to her as he carefully picks out some tangled pieces of plants from her coat. The Kitten huffs, chattering to herself as she hits his arm with her long tail. “You’re really just bringing it onto yourself at this point.”

While Al-Haitham refuses to acknowledge his concern about the cat directly, he’s taken to leaving all of the windows open at night—something he used to chide Kaveh over.

“It’s like you’re asking to be robbed,” Al-Haitham used to say.

But now, every night as he’s closing up all the curtains and making sure everything is turned off, Al-Haitham pushes each window open just a little. Kaveh would point it out, but he’s terrified to know what sort of mental loops Al-Haitham’s mind has come up with to justify it.

Al-Haitham has also taken to long walks around the city and the immediate roads just outside of Sumeru City’s walls. Ostensibly it’s so he can have time to himself to put his thoughts in order, or just because he feels like it. But Kaveh knows that he’s trying to catch a clue as to where The Cat might have gone, even if the trail is now extremely old. 

Well. If anyone could somehow pick up the long-gone-cold trail of a cat in Sumeru it would be Al-Haitham. And if not Al-Haitham…

They’re ridiculously well connected people, aren’t they? Well connected to people in positions of power and authority with a rather disconcerting investment in Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s domestic harmony.

Kaveh’s caught word of the Corps of Thirty and the matra taking a second, third, even fourth look at missing persons and animals cases, doubling down on checking for trafficking and illegal trading, and other such activities that might have somehow gotten The Cat involved. He’s not sure who’s influence that is, so he’s not going to bring it up to anyone. If he does it might somehow come around to him again in some new and entirely confounding way. Kaveh’s got enough to deal with without that confusion plopping itself down on him, too.

Once or twice now, Kaveh has run into Collei and Layla running around the city at odd hours with a gadget that looked like it might be Senior Faruzan’s. He intercepted them once to ask them what they were up to.

Collei claimed that she was practicing urban tracking under Tighnari’s instruction. Apparently tracking creatures in the Avidya Forest had gotten too easy for her so he wanted her to brush up on how to track things in a different environment. And the desert is too unstable for her to try her hand at right now. This would have been believable enough if she weren’t also carrying around an entire bag of dried fish.

Layla said that she was helping Senior Faruzan test out a new bit of machinery she had been tinkering with. As to what this gadget could do, Layla didn’t say one way or another but based on the way that the thing was literally shaped like a cat’s paw Kaveh thinks he could take a solid guess as to what it might do.

Kaveh let them both go without a comment. What would have been the point? They clearly carried on with it even after he caught them at it. Although he’s not sure why they’re being so evasive about it. Do they think he doesn’t know that The Cat is missing? What would have being honest about the fact that they were looking for Al-Haitham’s cat done?

Maybe they didn’t want to give him false hope, or maybe they wanted it to be a surprise if they did manage to successfully find The Cat. Kaveh wouldn’t know because no one finds The Cat.

Not the matra, not the Corps of Thirty, not Collei, not Layla with Senior Faruzan’s gadget, not The Kitten on her intermittent wandering, not Al-Haitham, and certainly not Kaveh.

As weeks come together into a month, everyone in their mutual circle of friends seems to have come to a decision on the matter.

Nilou sits with Al-Haitham and shows him pictures of some of the stray cats and dogs she looks after on Treasure’s Street, talking about their different personalities and the like. Al-Haitham listens impassively, occasionally nodding.

“I mean. She wasn’t young, was she?” Tighnari says to Kaveh in a quiet voice. “You didn’t get her as a kitten. You found her when she was already, what, two? Three? And she had an unknown history prior to that. Animals usually try to find a place to be alone when their time comes. Maybe she sensed it coming.”

“She was five at most,” Kaveh points out. “That’s not especially old for a cat. And I can promise you she was the picture of health.” Kaveh’s still paying for the ridiculously expensive vitamin supplements and cat food. 

“It might be advisable to…gently move things along,” Senior Faruzan says on Kaveh’s other side, keeping her voice low and holding her hand up to cover her mouth. “Some mourning might be anticipated, but maybe it will ease with…new company? And maybe it will help your other cat adjust.”

“Are you all trying to set us up with a third cat?” Kaveh hisses. With Kaveh’s luck, the third cat will follow in the footsteps of the first two and shove Kaveh further down the hierarchy of the house, as dictated by cats. This hierarchy being Al-Haitham reigning supreme over all things, the crowning zenith of all things lovely. And Kaveh at the nadir of the spectrum of things that range between delight and offense. “Sevens, The Cat isn’t dead. Don’t be morbid. She’s just…somewhere.”

“Denial is one of the stages of grief,” Senior Faruzan puts her hand on Kaveh’s shoulder. “It’s healthy for you to move through these stages, but don’t linger too long in denial. The sooner you accept this, the easier the rest of it will be.”


“We aren’t getting a third cat.”


At the other end of the table, Collei has given Al-Haitham a small little patchwork doll in similar shades to the Cat’s fur and is telling him about the adventures of the kitten they gave her some months ago.

A few days later, Kaveh comes home to find the strange Vahuman representative from the Inter-Darshan contest—the one they gave the runt of the Kitten’s litter to sitting in their living room with Lord Kusanali. The Kitten is curiously sniffing at the last of her brood, who’s grown quite well. The kitten they had passed into the other man’s care is long limbed with bright eyes and glossy fur and is gamely playing with the wenut egg while his mother looks him over.

“And there’s Master Kaveh now,” Lord Kusanali says, patting at the open seat next to her. “We were just talking about you.”

“Good things, or at least truthful things, I should hope.”

He shoots Al-Haitham a look that he hopes conveys how baffled he is by this. This better not be Al-Haitham doing that thing where he calls on Lord Kusanali’s help for mundane things. But Al-Haitham looks just as confused as Kaveh is as to why they have the nations’ Archon and her—what is he? Ward? Student? Assistant?—her something and the cat they gave him in their living room.

“I thought it might be nice for your cat to have some like-minded company,” Lord Kusanali explains to him as she levitates the teapot into pouring Kaveh a cup. The teacup floats itself into his hand. 

Sadly, Kaveh’s understanding of the situation does not follow along. When he shot off all of those exasperated prayers to Lord Kusanali he sort of hoped she’d intervene while Al-Haitham was at work and therefore compelled by contract of employment to sit down and listen to her. He wasn’t expecting her to show up in their house off hours. 

“Sudden changes in a household are always unsettling, especially when one is the figurative and literal odd man out in things. I imagine that your cat, the Kitten here, must be quite unsettled by things.”

“Cyno talks too much for someone who’s title is the Judicator of Secrets,” Kaveh mutters.

“This has nothing to do with the General Mahamatra. What would he have needed to say?” Lord Kusanali’s…ward asks, looking exasperated as he lightly kicks the wenut egg away from the cats, sending both rushing off to catch it. “Anyone would be able to tell something is wrong just looking at you two.” He points his thumb towards Al-Haitham. “That one’s already strange enough as it is. Now that you two are doing this farce of a facade of normalcy,” he gestures to both Kaveh and Al-Haitham with a flick of his wrist, “you might as well paint it across your foreheads that something is clearly wrong. Spell it in the sky above this house with fireworks, even.”

“I’m sorry, but who are you? Were we ever actually introduced?” There’s no way he’s actually called Hat Guy, or whatever it was he was referred to as during the contest.

Lord Kusanali pats Kaveh’s arm, “Drink your tea, Master Kaveh. I had Master Tighnari get it for me. I’m told it’s supposed to be very soothing. Calming, even. In times of unexpected change it’s important to find moments of peace when one can. It helps to get a more solid grasp of the situation. And one always thinks better when one isn’t panicking.”

“Lord Kusanali, I think you’ve got the wrong idea about this situation…”

“My Grand Scribe is sulking and my Master Architect is frazzled,” Lord Kusanali says. “I think I quite understand the situation.”

Both Al-Haitham and Kaveh open their mouths to protest, but Lord Kusanali uses her powers to raise their teacups to their mouths.

“Don’t bother fighting it,” the Vahumana representative advises them, sounding oddly sympathetic. “I don’t know who she talked to or what she was reading, but she’s gotten it into her head that a cup of tea can fix any problem.”

“No, a cup of tea can assist in leading to finding the superior solution to most problems, let us not generalize things,” Lord Kusanali insists. “The broad strokes of solution to a set of problems may work in general, but the refinement of the details on a case-by-case basis is the key to success. And the calming nature of peacefully and attentively savoring a cup of tea can often provide—“

“Oh, here we go,” the man says, pinching his brow. “She’s going to go through case studies next.”

One month slowly tip-toes up into a month and a half with no signs of The Cat anywhere. Not a sight and not a sound of the creature to be found in the entirety of Sumeru.

For the most part, the house has not quite returned to normalcy, but maybe this is the new normal. Or some form of it. 

Kaveh had always known that The Cat had a large personality, but he didn’t realize how much of a gaping maw her absence might become. Kaveh is seriously wondering if maybe they ought to just rip the bandage off and talk about the possibility that The Cat is dead somewhere.

Al-Haitham’s stopped looking for The Cat as often, so maybe he’s thinking of it too—some sort of reasoning or logic worming its way through the solid barrier of his denial to start easing the way for acceptance of the situation as it’s become. Al-Haitham’s no longer taking the wide circuits around Sumeru City on his way home or when he’s out on errands. He only leaves their bedroom window and kitchen windows open at night, securely closing and locking all the others and idly chiding Kaveh about leaving the window in his own study open at night or when he leaves the house.

This return, or perhaps adaptation, to a new form of normalcy also includes a lot of calming tea. Lord Kusanali is somehow keeping track of how much they’re using because every time they get close to finishing off the jar she gave them a new one shows up. If the rest of the situation were any less what it was, Kaveh thinks he might have gotten hung up on the Archon of Sumeru monitoring their tea intake.

The Kitten, too, has somewhat made her peace with The Cat’s absence. In the time since The Cat disappeared she’s lost weight and her energy. 

For a while there, not even her favorite toys could get the same level of engagement out of her as they did before. She mostly, in the past few days, just wanted to be held or to curl up near someone and be quiet for a while. Kaveh had considered writing to Tighnari to ask if it was possible for a cat to have depression. Was that a thing that could happen? And if so, how could he go about treating it? Not even Mehrak could get her to play or move about as she normally did.

But Kaveh’s noticed an increase of her appetite over the last few days, those same few days where Al-Haitham was cutting down on those long and quiet walks. As though some certain threshold has been passed through, some point turned upon, some invisible balance upon the fulcrum tipped to cause both Al-Haitham and the Kitten to come around to a form of resignation or acceptance.

The Kitten has started playing by herself again, although she remains a little subdued about it and will lose interest after a few minutes and go find someone to be close to for a spell. The fact that she is playing and eating again has to be a good thing though. Kaveh has to turn towards the upsides on this one or he’s going to go quite mad.

In any case, as Kaveh is laying in bed watching Al-Haitham fuss about with adjusting the curtains just so in order to make sure that they don’t get a beam of sunlight directly into their eyes when they wake up while also keeping them open enough that a theoretical cat might not get caught up in them if one were to come through the window, he wonders if they should talk about it. The Cat and the possibility that she’s not just gone, but gone-gone.

Al-Haitham finishes fussing with the curtains and comes to bed.

“Nilou’s taken to carrying around photographs of the cats and dogs she takes care of in her spare time,” Al-Haitham says before Kaveh can even begin thinking about where to start. “She’s apparently even given copies to Lady Dunyarzad, Dehya, Layla, Senior Faruzan, Cyno, and Collei. I can only presume that she did not do the same to Tighnari because Tighnari has his own animals in need of homes to speak of.”

Kaveh goes very still, analyzing every part of Al-Haitham’s face he can see from this angle and getting absolutely nothing he can work with. So he replies, carefully, cautiously, “Is that so?”

Al-Haitham nods, arms crossing, gaze focused on some point on the other side of the room.

“Are there…any…” Cute ones? Not cute ones? Friendly ones? Mean, horrendous, bastard ones? Any that might help fill The Cat shaped void? How does Kaveh word it? What does Al-Haitham even like in a pet? It’s not like either Kaveh or Al-Haitham specifically chose The Cat or The Kitten.

“There are many of them,” Al-Haitham answers when Kaveh can’t finish the question. “We have too many cat supplies for The Kitten to use in a reasonable time frame,” Al-Haitham continues. “And it wouldn’t do to waste them. I’m sure Nilou could use some of them to care for some of those animals. Unless we should find need of them, ourselves.”

“And how would we find need of those extra supplies if not through the Kitten?” Kaveh slowly sit sup onto his elbows. “Do you…want another cat?”

“No,” Al-Haitham replies instantly and with such certainty that Kaveh feels a little shocked. Then again, it’s not like Al-Haitham wanted the first two, either. Being strangely beloved by small animals doesn’t mean Al-Haitham necessarily wants them around. 

And then, Al-Haitham hesitates, looking uncomfortable which makes Kaveh sit up in alarm.

“The Kitten might benefit from the companionship. She’s always had another animal in the house with her. It does seem unfair to leave her alone, even if the Cat was not particularly affectionate with her—at least she was company that the Kitten could communicate with. Especially with how our schedules can sometimes leave her alone for extended periods of time.”

The Kitten is currently in bed with them now, spooning Kaveh’s foot and snoring. In her signature fashion, while she had initially taken The Cat’s disappearance quite poorly, she’s bouncing back to her normal self with honesty and tenacity that would humble most others. The Kitten is going to be just fine.

“We aren’t getting another cat just for The Kitten,” Kaveh says. Before Al-Haitham can protest Kaveh reaches over and squeezes Al-Haitham’s wrist. “How about this, we both go to sleep and think it over tonight. And tomorrow we can bring the extra supplies over to Nilou’s and maybe she can tell the both of us more about the strays and we’ll take it from there. Play it by ear. We can bring The Kitten. I mean. We don’t even need to take one home. If the Kitten needs the company we can just bring her out to play for a while.”

Al-Haitham’s lips press together, bows drawing downwards.“It has also been mentioned to me on multiple occasions now that it might help…ease things for you if we acquired another cat.”

Kaveh stares at Al-Haitham’s face, trying to figure out what this new riddle is supposed to mean.

“Ease…what things for me?”

Al-Haitham sighs, “The Cat.”

“What about The Cat?”

“The Cat has been missing for two months,” Al-Haitham says flatly. “She was not old or ill, but she was not young and her life before becoming your cat did not leave her unscathed. There has been hints as to where she might have gone. It is not an…unreasonable conclusion to surmise that she may have passed.”

“Are you…trying to talk to me about grief and coping mechanisms for it?”

“Yes.”

Lord Kusanali, I’m begging here, Kaveh thinks as he slowly sits up as much as he can, ignoring how the Kitten—still in her sleep—remains latched onto his foot.

Like the touch of morning mist upon the face or a droplet of water down the shirt collar, Kaveh gets the distinct feeling that Lord Kusanali heard him and just responded with, “Sorry, this is one you’re going to have to field on your own.” Except she would have worded it in a much more erudite way, as befitting the Lord of Sumeru, Archon of Dendro.

“The consideration is. Well. It’s certainly…appreciated. But. Maybe you should…” How does Kaveh even word this? “Listen. The Cat lived with both of us. She wasn’t just my cat. If you’re feeling…disconcerted because of her leaving, you can just say so. You don’t have to worry about me reacting poorly about it. She spent a significant amount of time with you.” Way more than she ever did with Kaveh. Voluntarily, even. Enthusiastic. Ecstatic, really. “It’s not like there’s a rule dictating who does and doesn’t get to feel what way about these sort of things, you know. It might have been my signature on the adoption papers, but you’re the one who she went to sit with and brought presents to.”

Al-Haitham’s eyes narrow, expression uneasy as he turns towards Kaveh, uncertainty finally rising to the surface to disturb the still and tranquil waters.

“The Cat,” Al-Haitham finally says, “was a strange creature.”

“Yes, she was.”

“I was fond of her and it has been strange without her around,” Al-Haitham admits. “She reminded me of you.”

“Every time you say that it makes something inside of me die.”

“Was it such a bad thing to be compared to The Cat?”

“I think that The Cat would have taken just as much offense at being compared to me,” Kaveh points out. “I still don’t know why you think the two of us were even remotely similar.” If anything, it was Al-Haitham the cat took after the most. They’re both unreal and stubborn and particular. 

“That’s because you have a biased view of yourself and a strangely biased one towards your own cat,” Al-Haitham replies. “If you were to ask anyone else they would agree with me. The similarities between the two of you are very strong. Especially when the two of you are annoyed. You both make the oddest sounds that shouldn’t come out of an organic being’s body. Yes. Just like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like that. That sound. It sounds like sand got into a trash compressor’s mechanism while it was compacting glass.”

That’s an incredibly specific sound that Kaveh is unfortunately familiar with, coming from both the actual machine in that situation and also the Cat being The Cat. It is also one that Kaveh can hear. Right now. Getting louder.

Al-Haitham and Kaveh blink at each other.

As one they both turn towards the cracked open bedroom window in time to see a large paw shove open the window so that an even larger, snarling and hissing, body can bully its way through.

The Cat, in all of her furious glory, rights herself on the desk next to the window, turning towards them with her gleaming eyes, that unholy sound rising in volume as Al-Haitham quickly flicks on the lamp on the nightstand and rushes over to check on her.

The Kitten, at Kaveh’s feet, wakes immediately, jumping straight up into the air to land on all fours, all of her hair on end. Then she sees The Cat and launches herself at her long-missing friend with great enthusiasm. Mehrak, after hearing the unholy sounds, pushes the door open brandishing Kaveh’s claymore before dropping it onto the floor once she realizes it’s a false alarm and it’s just The Cat.

Kaveh has barely moved before Al-Haitham is back on the bed with The Cat cradled in his arms like a toddler as she rubs every bit of her filthy, matted self against his previously clean shirt and skin, leaving behind streaks of mud and sending a scattering of sand and dirt onto the bedsheets.

Al-Haitham’s carefully trying to asses her for injury, looking her over the best he’s able as she does her best to fuse herself to him.

Kaveh tries to join in—there’s a few worrying splatters of what might be blood, but whether it’s The Cat’s or someone else’s is anyone’s guess—but the Cat fixes her uneven eyes on him and lets out a snarl. That’s when Kaveh realizes there’s something in her mouth.

“Hey,” Kaveh reaches out to touch Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “Al-Haitham. Her mouth. Is that…?”

The Cat turns and drops the item in her mouth onto the bed between them before twisting around to start sniffing and licking at Al-Haitham’s cheek.

The Kitten, who’d climbed up Al-Haitham’s back to chatter all of her thoughts directly to The Cat’s face as she reaches down to bat at The Cat’s ears, turns towards the object and lets out a meow of delight.

Al-Haitham stares down at it.

“A wenut egg,” he says flatly. Then he pulls The Cat away from himself, holding her out at arm’s length to stare at her. “Did you cross Sumeru to bring back a wenut egg?”

Kaveh and the Kitten are joined by Mehrak as they stare at the egg. It’s quite large. Larger than the one the Traveler had given Al-Haitham months ago.

The Cat, in Al-Haitham’s arms, goes, “Mraowwr,”, sticking her nose up in the air with utter confidence that she’s done the right and pleasing thing, long and crooked tail lazily flicking.

“No,” Al-Haitham tells her, disapproving as though they’re having a fully articulated conversation. “No. You took initiative on the wrong premise.” 

“Well. At least we don’t have to worry about what we’re going to do with the extra cat supplies,” Kaveh says as he watches the Kitten tentatively prod and nudge the egg with her paw. “And I suppose everyone we know is going to be incredibly relieved to find out that The Cat is well. Or returned, at least. I’ll take her to the vet tomorrow first thing. Although maybe we should give her a bath first.”

Kaveh lets out a long sigh, running his hands through his hair and pulling it back from his face as he watches Al-Haitham and The Cat having a staring contest. Al-Haitham, as visibly confused as he ever allows himself to get. The Cat, incredibly proud of her accomplishment and expecting due praise for her completion of such a task.

And then Al-Haitham makes that sound of disapproval that hooks straight into the guts and make you feel like you’ve been dunked into ice. The Cat is immediately contrite, the picture of penitence. 

Perhaps it’s the relief swaying Kaveh’s generosity, but he feels oddly sorry for the poor thing. She went across the entire country and back during wenut breeding season to bring Al-Haitham an egg. Whatever for he hasn’t the slightest clue. But it couldn’t have been easy. And all reasons aside, didn’t Kaveh and Al-Haitham feel oddly bereft without her? Shouldn’t they just be relieved she’s back?

So Kaveh reaches over to rest his hand on Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “All’s well that ends well, no?  No sense in lecturing The Cat over this when it’s already done. Let’s not think too hard on this one. It’s never helped us to try and understand what and how The Cat thinks. Let’s just be grateful we can return to our normal without the rest of our friends being odd about it. Back to our business being between you, me, Mehrak, The Cat, and The Kitten. No need to think about a new addition or what to do with all of the extra cat things or how all of our busy-bodied friends are doing their best to cheer us up in all the strangest of ways.”

The Cat snarls at him, fur going on end, taking extreme offense to the suggestion that there might ever be a new addition to the household. 

“Relax you,” Kaveh tells her, “it wasn’t going to happen anyway. Lucky you, we just got so attached to your winning personality and charms. They’re irreplaceable.”

And as if to mock both Kaveh and The Cat, the universe decides that this is the excellent time to crack a joke. Literally.

The Kitten exclaims, jumping up to scramble up Kaveh’s back as the wenut egg suddenly cracks. And wobbles, jerking with its tapered end swaying as the creature inside stirs. A soft little hiss rises from the confines of the opened shell.

Everyone in the room goes very still and turns to look at the egg on the bed. Part of the thick shell is noticeably displaced, the wenut from within pushing against it earnestly as it tries to create a larger gap. Part of a snout sticks through the existing crack, the quiet hissing getting just slightly louder without the thick barrier of the shell to muffle it.

The Cat leaps out of Al-Haitham’s arms, all of her fur on end as she hisses and spits at the hatching egg in outrage—recognizing that the spoils of her quest have all just been for naught. The perfectly good egg she’d gone to great pains to acquire is now turning into bits of useless shell and a perfectly healthy wenut.

Mehrak, the only one with sense among them, quickly scoops up the hatching egg and zips out of the room for this hatching to take place somewhere more appropriate, The Kitten and The Cat dashing off after her. The Kitten does so with a marked amount of positive enthusiasm compared to The Cat’s outrage.

Al-Haitham and Kaveh sit in stunned silence, looking at the space on the bed where little bits of sand and eggshell mark the recently vacated spot of egg and cat, the both of them individually trying to process what in the world just happened.

In the span of a few minutes, they went from trying to talk about navigating the loss of The Cat to realizing that they now have a live wenut in the house. This house is turning into a veritable zoo. The lives they lead are just too unreal to be believed. If someone were to try and print this as a fiction it’d never pass to publication, it’s too unreal.

“Your cat,” Al-Haitham says, eyes snapping up to meet Kaveh’s, “could try to be a little less like you with the way she keeps bringing me trouble in the most dramatic way possible. Set a better example for her to follow. Impart onto her something useful instead of whatever this is.”

“Oh come off it. My cat this, my cat that.” Kaveh throws his hands up in the air. “Well this is going to be your wenut. She clearly brought that egg for you specifically. How incredibly on brand for you to be caught up in this kind of mess without even lifting a finger. Good luck explaining that to the veterinarian. Or better yet, try explaining this to Tighnari when he hears wind of it. I’ve got nothing to do with any of this.”


Notes for the Chapter:I always say that “oh this is the last one”. I meant it last time. And then dango went pspspspspsp and then I had a document open.





