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Thank you to blueberrytree for playing with me in this play space to come up with all of these chickens.

 


Warning: This fic repeatedly mentions the killing and eating of chickens, although it doesn’t happen. 






Ah, Al-Haitham thinks as soon as he opens the door, this can only end poorly.

Thus, he closes the door before the problem can become his problem. Just because something is clearly going to go wrong doesn’t mean it has to go wrong with him involved. He’s had enough with being entangled into other people’s problems for a lifetime. Surely being embroiled with conspiracies operating on a generational and national level should exempt one from the more day-to-day sort of trouble.

“Al-Haitham, you could at least pretend to hear me out first,” Kaveh says, voice muffled through the door. 

“Is whatever you have saying worth listening to?” Al-Haitham replies, trying to remember if he locked all of the windows that face the exterior of the house. He wouldn’t put it past Kaveh to just climb in through one.

“I have a key, you know.”

“You have the key and no hands to use it with.” Which was why Kaveh was knocking and asking Al-Haitham to let him in to start with. Al-Haitham should have pretended not to be home.

In the brief moment Al-Haitham had the door open what he had seen was not something he wanted explained to him. If it was explained to him, it would be something he might have to think about or comment on. Or worse. Actively do something about.

Kaveh stood on the other side of the doorway holding a cage in both arms. The cage was partially wrapped in cloth, but inside of it, Al-Haitham saw a chicken. Mehrak, was floating behind Kaveh with large bags of feed.

“Al-Haitham, be reasonable.”

“Get yourself a mirror. I am not letting you bring a chicken inside of the house.”

“How poorly you must think of me—I was not going to bring the chicken inside of the house. I just need to get to the back courtyard.”

“You would need to go through the house to do that.”

“Don’t nitpick. I wouldn’t even be letting her out!”

“No chickens inside of the house.” Al-Haitham pauses to concede, “Unless you intend to eat her. But based on the fact that you have at least a fortnight’s worth of feed behind you, I somehow doubt that.”

“How am I supposed to get her to the back without going through the house? Al-Haitham. It’s an enclosed courtyard.”

“You have a floating machine capable of levitating items.”

The doorknob rattles. Al-Haitham pushes his weight against the door. 

“No chickens,” he repeats firmly, “inside the house.”

“Fine!” Kaveh groans. Al-Haitham listens as Kaveh’s voice retreats, complaining and grumbling the entire time. Presumably to go around the house. 

Al-Haitham waits at the door because he isn’t an idiot. And years of running in contrast against someone at almost every turn means that you will inevitably learn their tricks.

The doorknob slowly starts to turn and Al-Haitham shoves the door closed as soon as it starts to open.

“No. Chickens.”

“Fine!” Kaveh snaps, “You’re unreasonable!”

Al-Haitham goes to the kitchen to watch as Kaveh has Mehrak levitate first the feed then the chicken’s cage into the small courtyard behind the house. Kaveh, himself, gets a boost from Mehrak before he clambers down the roof and jumps down into the courtyard himself.

Kaveh sees Al-Haitham watching from the kitchen and scowls at him. Mehrak, floats over to come in through the kitchen window to show herself to her charging station in Kaveh’s room.

Kaveh comes inside, shooting Al-Haitham annoyed looks the entire time as though Al-Haitham’s the one being strange here.

“Not even you,” Al-Haitham begins before Kaveh can open his mouth and spit out something that will give him a headache, “have sunk that far. You surely have some modicum of respect or pride for yourself and your craft left. Were you not speaking about it after the Inter-Darshan competition and all of your plans for change and self-evaluation? Or were those empty words, Master Kaveh?”

Kaveh scoffs, roughly shoving Al-Haitham aside as he goes to wash his hands. Kaveh’s entire body is warm from being out in the sun. He smells of chickens, feed, and grass. It makes Al-Haitham’s nose itch and pulls at old memories.

“Don’t be absurd. Don’t go making assumptions without hearing the full story. What are you, a freshman? Of course I wouldn’t go so far as to accept livestock as payment for my work. She was a gift. On top of the already agreed upon payment. Which I did receive in full, don’t give me that look. I couldn’t refuse—I wasn’t allowed to. And apparently she’s a prize winning chicken.”

Kaveh turns to give Al-Haitham a confused look, breaking away from his own irritation, “Did you know that was a thing? I mean. I’ve heard of horse competitions—racing and jumping and the tricks. Same thing for dogs. But I’ve never heard of chickens entering competitions.”

“Winning for what?” Al-Haitham replies because this is news to him, too. He supposes in theory that anything can be made into a competition. But still. How would chickens compete? “Surely it isn’t for taste.”

Kaveh lets out a startled burst of laughter, flicking water from his fingertips into Al-Haitham’s face. “No, not for taste. Well. She’s worth a lot of mora, supposedly. There’s a certificate and such and all. Mehrak has them now. I haven’t looked at them yet.”

“She can’t be worth that much if you were being given her for free.”

“Well. We’ll see. I’m going to take her to the market tomorrow and sell her to the first buyer I can find,” Kaveh says. “Feed and all. Don’t worry. I don’t mean for us to keep the chicken. Why would I want us to keep the chicken? Just put up with her for one night and she’ll be out of both of our hands tomorrow.”

“Our?” Al-Haitham raises a brow. “Your hands, you mean. Your chicken is your problem to figure out, not mine. And if you try to make her my problem you won’t like the answer I give you.”

-

It turns out that neither Al-Haitham nor Kaveh can like the answer the universe throws back into their face.

Kaveh wakes up early to take the chicken and the feed to the live market in the early morning, when most of the restaurants and farmers of Sumeru who do business inside of the city start setting up and doing the morning trading.

The person who gave Kaveh that chicken spoke the truth. She truly is an expensive chicken. In fact, she’s so expensive that no one will take her from Kaveh. Not even for free.

“They said they’d feel guilty. Like they cheated me,” Kaveh explains as Al-Haitham stares at the chicken that’s inexplicably back in the courtyard. “And also, they said they couldn’t afford upkeep on a chicken like her.”

“And you can?” Al-Haitham asks, earning a reproachful jab to the ribs. “So find someone with more luxurious tastes to sell to. The person who gave you that chicken must have gotten her from someone for some reason.”

“You think I didn’t think of that myself?” Kaveh snaps. “I took the day off—waste of paid time off by the way. An absolute waste. Good thing I pretty much never ask for time off. The professor I asked to cover my lectures thought I might be dying. I had to explain that I couldn’t hold class with a live chicken. Now I think the Akademiya is going to have rumors about me doing something with birds now. Anyway. I took her to Dori. Not even Dori wants her.”

Al-Haitham turns towards Kaveh at that. Kaveh looks just as amazed as Al-Haitham feels about that. If there is anyone in Sumeru City who would be able to sell that chicken, it would have been the Lord Sangemah Bay. 

“Why?” Al-Haitham asks, curious.

“Apparently,” Kaveh says, “she’s only worth something if Dori can sell her.”

That sounds very similar in thought to what Al-Haitham said yesterday.

“And no one in Sumeru, Dori promises, would want to buy her,” Kaveh says, exhaling roughly, shoulders slumping. “And it would cost even more to send her back to legitimate buyers in Inazuma. Because apparently that’s where she’s from. The chicken is from Inazuma. An incredibly rare breed, at that.”

The next day, Kaveh returns bringing with him three officials from the Amurta, who all look a cross between rueful at being brought to the former Acting Grand Sage’s house, and unabashedly curious. Not about Al-Haitham, based on the way they keep trying to look over his shoulder.

Ah, he thinks, this will not end poorly then. It will end strangely. 

And then: That seems appropriate. Unfortunately.

“This is about the chicken, isn’t it?” Al-Haitham says. And then before any of them can answer, he closes the door in their faces.

Not his problem.

“Predictable you,” Kaveh sighs from the other side with a click of his tongue. 

Through the door, Al-Haitham hears him ushering the Amurta-green clad officials around the side of the house. “Come on, it’s easier for Mehrak to levitate heavy things in quick, short bursts. The slope of the roof is kinder on her over here. You’re not afraid of heights are you? Oh. Well. Now’s the time to fix that. Just don’t scream, you’ll annoy the neighbors and I don’t think we can survive them being annoyed at us again so soon.”

Al-Haitham waits out the noise in his study and then gives it another hour. Kaveh shows up right when Al-Haitham was considering going out to look for him to see just how strangely this is going to go.

Kaveh opens the study door, walking in while reading through a stack of papers as thick as Mehrak. He walks up to Al-Haitham’s desk, not raising his head even once. Kaveh leans against the edge as he rapidly sorts several papers, dumping about a third of them in front of Al-Haitham and pointing at him with his now freed hand: “Those are yours. We’ll trade off after I’m doing with this part. We both have to sign and I need to get these filed at the Akademiya by the end of the week. But the earlier the better apparently.”

“Why would I sign something I don’t know about?”

“Read it so you know about it, then sign it. Isn’t that the natural order of things? I shouldn’t have to tell you the obvious.”

Al-Haitham considers pushing the papers off his desk into the trash bin next to it. But it might overflow the trash bin then he’d have papers over his floor.

“Explain.”

“The chicken is critically endangered,” Kaveh says with an annoyed click of his tongue. There’s a distinct, unconscious twitch to his left eyebrow. “Which is part of why they’re so ridiculously expensive. Someone at the Akademiya saw me with the chicken yesterday and hustled over to the Amurta to report the sighting. Snitch. And now, apparently, we’ve been given a project by the Amurta’s research and preservation arm.”

Al-Haitham gets to reading before he asks other questions.

It takes them about two hours to go through all of the papers. Twice. And then they argue all the way through preparing and eating dinner because Al-Haitham refuses to sign.

“She’s not my chicken, why do I have to sign documents assuming responsibility for her?” Al-Haitham argues. 

“Because I live here, and I’m the one who now owns this damn chicken,” Kaveh says.

“That’s a you problem then, isn’t it? How is it my problem?”

“It’s your problem because now we’ve both been slapped with an ordinance from the Amurta requiring us to keep her alive and well. I own the chicken, but you own the property the chicken is on,” Kaveh slaps the stack of papers with his palm. “Thankfully they’re willing to supply feed and other materials, plus a small stipend to help with expenses.”

“And they couldn’t just take the chicken?”

“No. Apparently not.”

“Why?”

“You think I also didn’t ask why? The answer went over my head with technical jargon.”

“And are you so entirely helpless?” Al-Haitham meets Kaveh’s annoyed look with one of his own. “You not knowing a language has never stopped you from getting to the source of an issue and complaining about it before. What do you think the issue they didn’t want to make clear to you was? What was the problem that the Amurta was so embarrassed about that they had to throw jargon at the Light of the Kshahrewar to escape his keenness of insight?”

Kaveh huffs, pushing the last portion of dolme towards Al-Haitham.

“This is just a guess,” Kaveh starts and then cuts himself off with a shake of the head. “No. It’s too ridiculous.”

“We live in ridiculous times,” Al-Haitham points out. “I had to fight my way out of being the Acting Grand Sage. After being fought into being the Acting Grand Sage. After fighting the previous Grand Sage and having him indicted for multiple crimes against the state.”

Kaveh wrinkles his nose, annoyed by the fact that all of these statements are true, and are—in fact—understatements of events.

“To be frank, I don’t think they want the responsibility for taking care of the extremely expensive and rare chicken,” Kaveh answers. “It’s not like the Amurta keeps fowl in their observation and rehabilitation fields. Nor would she be the subject of any research studies or experiments, either. They just need the chicken alive and they aren’t willing to do the work themselves while they’re busy with…I don’t know. Whatever it is the Amurta research that isn’t chickens. Probably something rare and dangerous, therefore ill-advised. Like Consecrated Beasts or ley-line enhanced Shroom-Kin.”

Al-Haitham clicks his tongue in annoyance. That does sound ridiculous. It also sounds very much like the Akademiya.

Kaveh sighs, running a frustrated hand through his hair as he turns towards the stack of documents.

“How the hell are we supposed to afford this free chicken?”

Al-Haitham and Kaveh both turn to look at the kitchen window that looks out into the mostly empty courtyard cradled in the arms of the house and the Divine Tree.

“How do you take care of a chicken?”

-

The chicken’s name is Jewel the First. The First part is part of her name. It’s on her papers and everything. 

Al-Haitham didn’t know that chickens had papers. Neither did Kaveh. 

But Jewel the First comes with papers proving her breed, tracking all of her changes of ownership (now including Kaveh), as well as her parentage. Al-Haitham knows more about this chicken’s lineage than he does his own.

Jewel gets the distinction of being the First. Because, apparently, there were two Jewels on the farm that she came from, and it was necessary to distinguish her as the first one rather than change the name of one of the chickens.

She’s pure white with a red breast and shoulders, with extremely long, white tail feathers. Aesthetically speaking, she is a pleasing looking chicken.

Jewel is also deeply displeased with her current state of living. Al-Haitham would be too, if he went from living on a property that probably was specialized for taking care of incredibly endangered and rare chickens to an empty walled in yard that barely has any grass.

They have to build her a coop. And get her some plants and grass to keep her entertained. According to the file Kaveh was given by the Amurta, her breed likes to roost and explore. So they should get her something interesting to perch on. One of several keys to maintaining a chicken’s health is adequate enrichment.

“I am learning too much about chickens,” Kaveh decides. “Did you know this about chickens?”

Al-Haitham shrugs as he watches Kaveh arranging building materials for the coop and the like in the small courtyard. 

They had some herbs and a few vegetables that they were growing in pots out here that Kaveh’s moved to the side so he could work. Hopefully those will serve as enough enrichment for the chicken.

Jewel is watching all of this from the edge of the roof. Kaveh and Al-Haitham both glance at her from time to time, but unfortunately she doesn’t seem like she’s realized she could take off at will. That would certainly make things much easier.

“Yes,” Al-Haitham answers. 

He didn’t know it about this specific chicken, nor did he know the specific details of what enrichment for chickens meant, or any of the other technical specifications that were listed in the documents when about coops and building materials and the like.

But he had, vaguely, known about the basics of taking care of chickens. 

He knew it the same way most people know how to wash rice before cooking it, how to judge when the wild harra berries are ripe on the branch, how to choose Sweet Flowers that were good for eating straightaway versus the ones that were good for cooking, and how to braid together garlic to hang from the wooden beams of the kitchen ceiling or from the pantry storage shelves.

Al-Haitham had learned it through the experience of watching his grandmother who never explained to him the how’s or the why’s, because at some point she had learned it the same way he had learned it.

Al-Haitham turns back to those old memories, now. He’s not had the occasion to look for them in a long time. He thought he might never need to again. But as he said to Kaveh, theirs are ridiculous and unusual times.

His parents were frequent travelers. They had a house in Sumeru City—he doesn’t remember it very much, if at all. It was sold off after they died and he’s never thought to look in on it. He probably wouldn’t even recognize it.

It’s entirely possible his vague memories of that time, that house, are imagined, made up out of scraps of things he’s been told or assumes based on basic knowledge.

Instead, Al-Haitham built memories with his grandmother. 

After she retired from work in the Akademiya, his grandmother retired to a small house in the countryside. It was a small plot of land with several other small houses and similar plots of farmland around it.

Al-Haitham remembers growing up there. Learning his way through the world, through seasons, through storms and droughts.

On that land Al-Haitham learned to forage for wild-growing mushrooms and edible herbs. He learned how to fish and how to trap animals. He learned to swim and he learned to climb. He learned how to dry fruits he picked from the forests and the fields. He learned how to mend clothes. He learned how to watch the birds in their nests, the rabbits in their warrens. Al-Haitham learned about snakes and frogs, bees and spiders.

They had some hens and a goat on that farm. Al-Haitham remembers taking care of them, too. He remembers cleaning their coop and getting their eggs. He remembers feeding them.

He also remembers learning how to kill, dress, and cook them. Unfortunately that part does not pertain to Jewel and her Akademiya granted amnesty.

Al-Haitham tells Kaveh this as Kaveh finishes sorting out the building materials for the coop and tidying up the courtyard to make space. Kaveh’s eyes, in the morning, are brilliant. And he looks at Al-Haitham with a furrowed brow, something strange to the twist of his mouth as he goes about marking up the planks of wood for cutting.

“I never knew that about you.”

“You knew I lived with my grandmother.”

“Yes, but I didn’t know that you lived in the countryside which chickens and a goat and all of that. I always assumed you lived in Sumeru City your whole life.”

“You thought I was like you.”

Kaveh’s mouth twists, bitter. “Yes.” 

One would think that Kaveh would have learned from making that wrong assumption so many times before. Al-Haitham likes to think that he has. But here they are, once again.

“Why would you know it?” Al-Haitham says, instead of saying the rest of that. He leans against the open doorway, tipping his head to touch against the worn, familiar wood. “It never would have come up before. It wasn’t pertinent to anything we studied as students.”

“Still,” Kaveh grunts as he maneuvers a long board onto the make-shift cutting table he’d made up, lining up his straight edge to mark out where he needs to cut. Kaveh’s brow furrows deep, mouth pulling down deeper. Al-Haitham can’t tell if that’s concentration or genuine upset. “I never knew.”

Al-Haitham watches Kaveh mark up the wooden boards with sharp motions, sure and impatient clicks of pencil against metal-straight edge. Kaveh’s face remains fixed in that strange mix of focus and annoyance.

What does it matter if Kaveh did or didn’t know that Al-Haitham grew up with chickens and a goat? That information wouldn’t have caused anything to change.

“Well. You know it now,” Al-Haitham finds himself saying, “don’t you?”

Kaveh’s shoulders, abruptly, ease just a little. He pauses in the middle of his mark-ups, gloved hands pressing flat on the board as he stares down at the untreated wood. Then he looks up at Al-Haitham expression strangely flat, but focused.

And then Kaveh shakes his head, letting out a long gust of an exhale. His mouth and eyes soften. He says, “Yes. I suppose I do know it now. Better late than never and all.”

Then the annoyance returns.

“Wait, if you know how to take care of chickens why am I the one doing this? Why have I been the one fumbling through these questions of chicken care-taking by myself?”

“You didn’t ask,” Al-Haitham answers with a shrug. “You only just asked me if I knew these things about chickens a few moments ago. You can’t be having sunstroke this early in the morning. How did you forget what we were talking about so soon?”

Kaveh mimes strangling Al-Haitham from across the courtyard. Al-Haitham calmly sips at his morning coffee from the shade and coolness of the kitchen door.

“Okay. Fine. I’m asking. Based on your experience from when you were a boy, what’s do you have to say about Jewel’s situation and what we could do about it?”

Al-Haitham takes another slow sip, eyes scanning their mostly barren courtyard. And then back to the white chicken that’s still not figured out she can just leave.

“I say it’s a shame that Jewel can’t be eaten,” Al-Haitham finally answers. If she’s truly a prize chicken she must have been fed very well. That would definitely affect the taste.

Kaveh throws his head back and laughs. Jewel startles at the sound, looking incredibly annoyed about it, and proceeds to do nothing about her annoyance. 

-

Kaveh builds the coop. He pesters Al-Haitham through the windows for Al-Haitham’s opinions, of which he has none that are relevant to the topic at hand.

“Since when did you care so much about what I think?”  

“Since you became the one between us with any actual pertinent experience on the subject at hand,” Kaveh says, leaning in through the window of Al-Haitham’s study, fanning at his own face. “Come on. Just tell me if this thing looks right. I mean. Of course it’s structurally sound. It’s me. But what do I know about chicken comforts? Nothing.”

“It’s a chicken coop. If it has a roof and some amount of walls that isn’t zero, it’s fine,” Al-Haitham replies, not looking up.

“Look at it, would you? Have more of a care of what’s going on around your house.”

“That’s what you’re here for, apparently,” Al-Haitham points out. “To create and solve problems then report to me about them. It’s like a subscription service for the poorest periodical that I can’t unsubscribe from.”

Kaveh half-heartedly tosses some hay through the window at him.

Unimpressed, Al-Haitham flicks his fingers to create a spark of dendro directly in Kaveh’s face. Kaveh jumps back, sputtering as he squeezes his eyes shut.

While Kaveh is cursing at him, Al-Haitham glances out and sees a respectable looking coop. Jewel is curiously investigating her new accommodations.

“Ask the chicken if she’s pleased,” Al-Haitham says, getting up. He sweeps up the bits of hay from the floor, dumping them out the window before unceremoniously closing the window in Kaveh’s cursing face.

Kaveh also puts up some posts of varying height with cross-sections between them for Jewel to perch on. He’s also torn up part of the paved area of the courtyard to put down grass for Jewel to peck and forage through.

To their inexpert eye, this appears to be enough. A few Amurta officials come by again, looking resigned as Al-Haitham closes the door in their faces. Mehrak obligingly levitates them over the side of the house so they can give their official approval of Jewel’s new living arrangements.

Al-Haitham half-listens as they run through the care of chickens and signs to watch out for with Kaveh before Mehrak levitates them away again.

To both Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s novice eyes and experience, all seems well at first. Al-Haitham can even mostly forget that there’s a chicken in his courtyard. It’s not like he’s frequently going out there and Jewel is a quiet bird.

Al-Haitham honestly half expects for the chicken to just get up and go. It’s not as though they’ve blocked the roof or the rest of Sumeru off from her.

Jewel stays. 

“If she’s such a rare breed this is probably all she knows,” Kaveh theorizes. “So even if her new accommodations and her new owners—“

“Owner.”

“—isn’t as…experienced or up to the standards she’s used to, she’s sort of stuck with it.”

All-in-all, Jewel (they both agree without saying anything that referring to her as the First is now redundant as she’s the only creature named Jewel either of them know and also their only chicken) makes do with what she’s given. She seems to be getting used to the place, getting used to them—settling in and making herself as comfortable as she can with what they’ve provided.

The Amurta don’t require more than a monthly update on Jewel’s status, including photographs, just so that they have proof she’s alive.

“This is Teyvat’s worst preservation program,” Kaveh mutters as he takes a picture of Jewel with Al-Haitham’s kamera. “There are runaway parents who are doing a better job at this than the Amurta is right now.”

Al-Haitham’s mouth pulls up at the comparison, causing Kaveh’s own mouth to smile in agreement.

It is something like an absent parent just sending back cheques and the occasional gift, but not deigning to make a physical appearance to do any real work.

“At least you’re being paid for your efforts,” Al-Haitham points out. “They could have told you to figure it out on your own stipend.”

“It would never have panned out if so. Jewel eats better than either of us do.” Jewel’s feed is premium quality feed. The Amurta make it specially for Jewel and send it over to them on a precise schedule. Apparently, the person who had Jewel prior to this was also making their own feed for her. 

Al-Haitham doesn’t remember chickens being that labor intensive, but he was also in possession of all of his milk-teeth at the time and none of the chickens he ever had as a child were imported from across the sea.

Jewel seems content enough for a while before things start going poorly. 

Neither Al-Haitham or Kaveh are around the house for very long most of the time. And when they are present, they are not constantly looking in on Jewel. They both have full time jobs and lives that require them to go out of the house to get things done. In Kaveh’s case, he has multiple jobs that all demand his attention very loudly and with utmost urgency that he is duty and honor-bound to see to.

And Al-Haitham has a very enjoyable routine of returning to the house to make himself comfortable and settle down to entertain himself with whatever idea has caught his interest for the moment. Or sometimes he likes to go by the Adventurer’s Guild to see what sort of strangeness might have come up.

But even with the both of them out of the house so often, and usually otherwise occupied when they’re inside of it, they notice when something is wrong with the chicken.

One morning Al-Haitham enters the kitchen to the unusual sight of Kaveh at the kitchen sink, staring out the open kitchen window. Kaveh usually leaves for the Akademiya before Al-Haitham does. Kaveh’s lectures don’t start until mid-morning, but Kaveh uses the facilities at the Akademiya to catch up on other work, and he’s constantly behind on grading papers and exams. He claims that he can’t focus in the house because he’s distracted by all of his other work so he tries to do most of his grading at the Akademiya.

“You’ll be late,” Al-Haitham says, moving past him to get his own breakfast. “And setting a poor example for those impressionable students who joined the Kshahrewar thinking they could catch a glimpse of you.”

“Don’t be absurd,” Kaveh says absently, arms crossed as he stares out the window. “Does the chicken seem strange to you?”

“Yes,” Al-Haitham replies immediately. “The long feathers are impractical, and the color variation does not help her escape the notice of predators. The fact that the breed is endangered is not a surprise to me, but the fact that it’s managed this long is. I don’t think that the landscape in Inazuma is so different in color and makeup that a chicken like Jewel would camouflage so easily.”

Kaveh shoots Al-Haitham a look out of the corner of his eye that is neither annoyed nor amused, but some mix of the two that’s gotten a foot into the territory of resignation.

“You are, as ever, yourself,” Kaveh replies.

“Who else would I be?” 

“Let’s not get into the philosophical discussions so early in the day. We can save that perplexing and grand time for later, after we’ve gotten the burdens of responsibilities neatly tidied away. Work before play.” Kaveh’s eyes focus forward again. He tips his chin towards the window. “Look at her. There’s something weird going on with the chicken. She doesn’t look…normal.”

Al-Haitham looks out the window with Kaveh. Jewel is huddled on the ground next to the coop, tucked into herself with her eyes closed. She looks asleep.

That is odd. Al-Haitham usually checks on Jewel before he leaves for his own work day. And when he does she’s usually pecking or scratching at the ground, or sunbathing on the roof.

“Are chickens not allowed to sleep outside of night hours?” Al-Haitham says. 

Kaveh hums, drumming his fingers on his arms. 

When Al-Haitham returns from work, he looks in on Jewel once more. Jewel has moved to a different location, but is in much the same position as this morning.

This goes on for several days. And when Kaveh goes to take the mandatory pictures of Jewel to send to the Amurta he comes back looking disturbed.

“She has bald patches,” Kaveh says. “I think she’s over-plucking her feathers.”

Kaveh writes this to the Amurta and send that in along with the pictures. He gets a response near right away.

And the response that they get from the Amurta is that she’s lonely. 

“Chickens get lonely?”

Apparently, yes. And they can get very depressed about it. The Amurta had not been sure if Jewel would get depressed or not, nor did they think symptoms of depression would sink in so soon. Otherwise they would have told Kaveh about it sooner.

“You mean to tell me,” Al-Haitham says once Kaveh is done reading the response out loud to him, “that you need to get another chicken to keep this one company.”

“Well, it’s not like either of us are going to volunteer to stay back and play house with the chicken all day,” Kaveh points out, although he does look incredibly peeved. “We have to get another chicken. Maybe two. This says that three is a good number, but they also advise to try with just one for now and see how she reacts to the company.”

It goes unspoken that they are not going to try and find another chicken like Jewel. The one is enough. The Amurta doesn’t suggest that, either. Although they provide a list of breeders and sellers for chickens, as well as a cheque to pay for the new chicken, and an increase in monthly stipend for the care of the chicken.

“Wait, this means I have to adjust the coop size. Why—I have to rebuild the damned coop. And they knew this was a bridge I’d have to build or cross eventually. Why didn’t they tell me sooner? I could’ve built a larger coop from the start!” Kaveh realizes as he’s going through the adjustments the Amurta have made on their end. His face twists up, sour with the realization that he’s been tricked. 

“The absent parent fails to strike again,” Al-Haitham muses.

Kaveh’s nose wrinkles in that way it does when the man can’t decide if he’s going to laugh or rant. “And unabashedly so,” he says, folding the Amurta’s response with sharp, quick movements.

“So. Chicken number two. A normal chicken, ideally. Cheaper to maintain, although she’ll probably end up sharing feed with Jewel. What should we be looking for? Hardier, I suppose. Nothing as finicky as whatever it is Jewel is. Al-Haitham, what sort of chickens did you have?”

“Brown ones,” Al-Haitham answers immediately. 

Kaveh rolls his eyes, “Lord Kusanali, your Grand Scribe will be the death of himself when he inevitably causes me to black out and wring his neck. Brown ones, he says. The eggs or the chickens?”

Al-Haitham shrugs. “Both.”

“Helpful.”

“Did you think I was studying the taxonomy of chickens when I was a boy, Kaveh? How strangely you think of life in the countryside. Am I flattered you think so highly of my scholarly aptitude from such a young age, or insulted that you don’t think I had anything better to do?”

“Does it matter? Pick one and stick to it, then tell me about it later. Do you have no idea at all what sort of chickens they were?”

“Filling when eaten.”

“Helpful! Twice over! Put a pause on being difficult for just a breath. It might be good for you. I’m just thinking that it would be easier for us both if we—“

“You.”

“—were to get chickens that at least one of us knows anything about this time around.”

Al-Haitham has to concede to that point.

“Come with me when I go to get the second chicken,” Kaveh demands. “If anything, just to make sure I’m not being charged an arm and a leg for a chicken on death’s door. What do I know about chickens other than that they’re unexpectedly troublesome and have competitions?”

“You know how to eat them,” Al-Haitham points out.

Kaveh’s mouth flickers into the shape of a smile before he sobers. Kaveh’s mouth draws into a flat line, long hands folding together as he picks at the edges of his nails, his cuticles. His brow furrows.

“Look,” Kaveh starts, then falters. He sighs, eyes darting to the side. “You know I feel—you know I’m not exactly thrilled with this whole chicken situation, either. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, but it is, and the fact that we’ve been strong-armed into it by these ridiculous and fantastical circumstances sometimes makes me want to do something equally ridiculous like throwing a tantrum about it, like I’m some child. And if it was just me, I think I could bear it. But it isn’t just me. It’s you.”

Kaveh’s eyes raise to meet Al-Haitham’s. And his voice is deep, made low with the burden of everything that his words must carry.

“I hate it,” Kaveh says. “I hate that it’s you.”

Al-Haitham bears this truth as he has always borne it.

“But it is, so what can be done about it?” Al-Haitham points out. 

Kaveh’s hands curl into fists.

“Nothing, which I almost hate as much as the fact that I hate that it’s you,” Kaveh replies, eyes dark with emotions that exhaust Al-Haitham just by proximity. “If,” Kaveh continues, eyes closing as he pinches the bridge of his nose, “it was just me, I would be spiteful and indignant and incredulous about the situation all on my own. But I would bear it and figure it out and proceed as I have always done until the storm has been weathered. But it is not just me. It’s you here along with me, and rather than this being my problem alone to handle it’s become yours too. Even though you don’t say it, the fact remains that this chicken, these chickens, are living on your property. And thus, you are just on the hook as I am, even though you have literally nothing to do with it.”

Kaveh clicks his tongue against his teeth, frustration filling him shoulder to shoulder.

“It feels like,” he says as he rubs his forehead with his fingers, eyes still closed, “lately you’ve been brought into too many problems that are not yours, against your will. I won’t say you handle them gracefully. You don’t. But you handle them. You bear the responsibility that shouldn’t be yours.”

“You’re the one who says I ought to have more of a civic sense.”

“And since when did you listen to what I say about you?” Kaveh falls silent, head in his palm. Kaveh’s mouth opens and closes before he finally says, “I wish my problems didn’t constantly bring in unintended casualties, is all. Would that they all started and ended with me. And I wish it weren’t so often you being dragged in with me. I think I could bear it with a little more grace, with a little less bile, if it were anyone but you.”

There’s nothing here for Al-Haitham to say. This is just more of their usual, after all. And Kaveh’s grief with his guilt and their tangle is not something Al-Haitham cares to touch upon. Kaveh’s problems remain Kaveh’s problems to handle as he deems fit, even when Al-Haitham inadvertently factors into them.

“I didn’t mean to talk about this. I’m not sure how I got onto this topic from damned chickens,” Kaveh adds on. 

“You do tend to get away from yourself.”

“I do. I really do.” Kaveh sighs, cracking an eye open to look at him. “What I mean to say is—I would have taken this problem by myself if I could. I would have tossed the damn chicken out to be someone else’s problem if it didn’t mean the consequences would come around to bite back at you, too.”

“You’d turn out the critically endangered chicken, one and only of her kind in the entire nation of Sumeru, so far from her place of origin? How cold-hearted of you and entirely uncharacteristic.”

Kaveh shoves at his shoulder. “Don’t be facetious. As if you wouldn’t do the same.”

“Yes, but for me that’s entirely expected. This is also why I don’t get the same problems you do. Perhaps you should consider my methods for your own use in the future.”

“Don’t make this harder for me to say,” Kaveh groans. “Just—just come with me, alright? Help me pick out a good chicken that we can both stand actually living with, even though we don’t get much of a choice on the fact that we’re now chicken owners at all. Let’s just share this one small victory in the face of the larger issue. Let me give us this to soften the sting of the slap, if nothing else.”

Then, Kaveh’s voice wavers, like he’s drinking down something sour, something that stings all the way down and burns in the gut: “Please.”

“You look and sound unlike yourself to the point of being a stranger when you say that,” Al-Haitham tells him. “I don’t do things for strangers.”

“Please help me pick out a chicken so that the accident of human hubris currently having a depressive episode in the courtyard doesn’t die.”

“Hm. That’s you.” Al-Haitham knocks his knuckles on the flat wood of the table between them, “We should get a chicken that’s good for meat. In case the two chickens don’t get along. Do you think Jewel will be more or less upset if we later eat the second chicken if she doesn’t like the new chicken?”

“You’re a one track mind. Should we buy a third chicken just for eating?”

“They’re chickens. What else am I supposed to think of when considering them? Their incredibly clever conversational skills?”

The second chicken they get is a much more common type of chicken. Her feathers are the typical warm brown, with black and darker brown feathers around her tail and hind quarters. 

She’s on the older side, for chickens. That doesn’t mean much to either of them. They’re not in this for eggs, they’re in this to cure another chicken’s depression.

But as Kaveh and the seller are haggling, Al-Haitham gets a strange feeling that there is something off in the situation. 

Poor egg output aside, Al-Haitham can’t think of anything else that might be wrong with the chicken. Her feathers look healthy, she’s alert, there are no visible wounds or signs of disease or anything else amiss that he can tell. She’s a decent size and weight—if she really is such a poor layer, she’d be good for cooking.

She looks like an average chicken. Maybe her breed was even the sort Al-Haitham had taken care of when he was a boy. She’s certainly brown.

And the chicken seems evenly tempered enough. She’s quiet in her cage, looking at him and Kaveh and the seller with little turns of her head before she deems them uninteresting and starts grooming her feathers.

As it turns out, there’s a reason why the seller was so easy to barter with and why the seller didn’t even bother trying to eat her.

That Nuisance, as they’ve taken to calling her, is certainly a healthy and hardy companion. But not a fitting one for Jewel. In fact, Al-Haitham is fairly sure That Nuisance is not a fitting companion for any other chicken. She might have, in fact, preferred to be entirely alone and left to her own devices. That Nuisance is a chicken who would not have fallen into depression due to isolation.

Jewel and That Nuisance looked at each other, had a few days of what could only be called a mutual stand-off, then decided they wanted nothing to do with each other. 

At the very least, Jewel was no longer sleeping her days away or plucking out her feathers that they could tell, but she and That Nuisance are now engaged in some strange territorial contest.

“How can chickens be this picky about their company,” Kaveh complains as he watches Jewel and That Nuisance circling each other, eyeing each other up to make sure the other doesn’t do anything unsavory.

They haven’t actually fought each other. Al-Haitham has a feeling that if they did fight, That Nuisance will be the winner.

That Nuisance, in addition to being locked in a stand-off with Jewel, has also attempted to seize control of the rest of the house. 

If they do not firmly close and lock the windows, That Nuisance will inevitably find her way in to start going through their things. Al-Haitham found this out when he opened his study window for a bit of air, left to get something from the front room, and came back to see That Nuisance shredding up the papers he’d just finished writing on his desk.

That Nuisance has also managed to get into Kaveh’s room to steal some of his clothes and scratch papers, bringing them back to the coop to build a nest with or just to drag around the yard.

One evening, Al-Haitham had returned from dinner with Cyno and Dehya to find Kaveh having half-turned the house upside down because half of his straight edges and other drafting implements had gone missing.

“I can’t just misplace that many things at once when I use them nearly every day!” Kaveh exclaimed, his hair sticking up in odd places from him having run his hands through it so much. “I’ve looked everywhere, where could they have gone?”

The answer was the chicken coop. That Nuisance, somehow, had broken into Kaveh’s room and taken his straight edges and his compasses and worked them into her nest to lay a solitary egg right on top of them.

And unlike Jewel, That Nuisance makes full use of the fact that they have not actually fenced the birds in. 

Al-Haitham has seen that Nuisance roaming around the streets near their house more often than he’s seen the creature near the house itself. That Nuisance has a specific fondness for the giant tree of the half-blind aunt who lives at the house closest to theirs, at the end of the residential street that just touches against the juncture where their house sits.

As lively as the two chickens are, this is most likely not a tenable solution towards Jewel’s loneliness.

“We have to get another chicken,” Kaveh says. “Ideally one without such a discerning taste in company.”

And that’s how they get their third chicken.

This latest one is a large chicken, mostly brown with a white head and white speckles along her throat and wings. Another common breed, native to Sumeru. And apparently an excellent egg-layer.

Kaveh reports this after he comes back from the market with her. Al-Haitham refused to go a second time. Just the once was enough for him.

“If we’re going to be having this many chickens we should at least get some gain from it,” Kaveh said when he returned with the third chicken.

“You should name this one,” Kaveh says as they let the third chicken loose into the yard. That Nuisance is absent, but Jewel is on the roof sunbathing. She takes notice of the new chicken, who’s curiously exploring the yard.

Al-Haitham casts a critical eye on her. The new chicken is larger than Jewel and That Nuisance. Hale looking. She’ll probably last. And if not…

“Drumstick,” Al-Haitham decides, causing Kaveh to burst out into laughter that has both chickens squawking and fluttering to the other side of the yard. Al-Haitham goes back inside the house to leave the chickens to whatever it is they do when they’re properly socializing.

Kaveh stops laughing as Al-Haitham moves past him.

“Wait, were you serious?”

-

Drumstick slots in neatly and unremarkably between the two temperamental chickens. Jewel seems, for now, over her bout of depression now that she has a companion who isn’t as mean and antisocial as That Nuisance. Meanwhile, Drumstick is docile enough that That Nuisance finds her agreeable enough to leave alone. Especially because she distracts Jewel.

That Nuisance splits her time glaring about the house, plotting ways to get herself underfoot, and hanging about the neighbor aunt’s house. This is the only thing saving her from Al-Haitham catching her to get cooked. She doesn’t lay eggs, she doesn’t provide anything for either Jewel or Drumstick in terms of socialization, and she’s certainly not pleasant. 

But for reasons Al-Haitham does not have the care to invest into looking into, That Nuisance likes Nour Aunt enough to act as a pest-keeper for her, pecking at lizards and eating the inspects that plague the woman’s garden.

“Maybe we should grow more plants for the chickens,” Kaveh says, as though either of them have time for that. 

“Tell me how that goes,” Al-Haitham replies, distracted by trying to figure out where he’s supposed to fit Nour Aunt’s latest bounty of food that he’d been unable to escape her foisting off onto him in their already well stocked kitchen.

Nour Aunt seems to be under the impression that two men of Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s ages must eat like they’re facing down the end of the world, but are also incapable of actually cooking enough to healthily support themselves. And so, more often than he’d like, he ends up having to take dishes of food from her. 

One or two dishes is fine, if she were cooking in a quantity that could reasonably be eaten. But Nour Aunt’s definition of “reasonable quantity” for two fully grown men is enough food to feed a family of six.

He’d protest more if he thought it would get him anywhere. But arguing with Nour Aunt is like repeatedly slamming one’s head against a sharp stone wall. It’s simply painful and pointless all the way through.

He had once asked her why she didn’t simply cook less if she was always facing the issue of having too much food for one person to finish. Nour Aunt’s response was blistering and full of so much scorn that Al-Haitham almost felt contrite. Instead, he’d asked her if she ever considered applying for a job with the Akademiya. Maybe as one of the matrons who oversees the food halls or dorms, or maybe even a volunteer in the House of Daena or the greenhouses. They’re always short on a firm hand to get students in order.

“Spend more time around air-headed youths like you?” Nour Aunt sneered, “Did I not suffer enough of that in my own youth? Keep your trouble to yourselves. I’m quite content here with my garden and my embroidery.”

That Nuisance and Jewel are both now appeased with their current living situation. Drumstick adapts to her new home well enough and starts laying eggs with regular frequency. In the mornings, Kaveh goes out to check on the chickens and brings back whatever eggs the chickens have deigned to give them.

The trio of chickens become part of the routine. They are, all things considered, not the worst thing to ever happen to Al-Haitham and his chosen way of living. That Nuisance aside, they’re easy enough to ignore and keep out of sight, out of mind. And now that That Nuisance is occupied with patrolling the neighbor’s yard like a guard dog against all manner of unhelpful insect and pest, it is much easier to keep them out of sight and out of mind.

Kaveh handles most of the caring for the chickens, which continues to involve photographs and reports back to the Amurta regarding Jewel’s well-being. 

Sometimes Al-Haitham tosses them scraps from the kitchen. When he goes out to pick something from the small collection of plants they did manage to start growing before the chickens, Jewel or Drumstick follow him around, hoping for a treat and are usually disappointed when he has nothing for them.

Time passes. Not quietly, not with the lives Kaveh and Al-Haitham lead and the people who’ve managed to walk along adjacent paths to them. And it does not pass easily, either. But it passes. 

It’s just that now some days are marked with a bounty of three or more eggs, some are not. 

At some point, one of them must have told someone else in their eclectic circle of gossips about the chickens. Al-Haitham is sure that the others would have found out whether or not either he or Kaveh brought it up. The people they know are unusually well connected, even for scholars.

“I’m surprised you didn’t just cook and eat them and call it at a day,” Dehya says to him while Senior Faruzan deals out cards while arguing with Cyno and Tighnari over the rules as they were back in her day.

“The first one is protected by her status as an endangered species,” Al-Haitham reminds her.

“Try not to sound too disappointed about it.”

“Drumstick keeps the first one company and is the only egg layer.”

“Drumstick? You’re a one-track mind.” Dehya laughs. “Do you think that Drumstick knows your aspirations for her?”

“She seems to have accepted the truth of her parts,” Al-Haitham says, watching Tighnari, Cyno, and Faruzan do a speed round that involves them narrowly missing slapping each other’s hands as they place down cards. “Drumstick possesses a very even keel.”

“And what about the annoying one?”

“She’s endeared herself to the neighbor. If she disappears, the neighbor will notice and start asking questions. Then she’ll find out we have multiple chickens, then she’ll find out how we got multiple chickens, and start interfering.”

“You’ve thought this through too much. What’s the second one named?”

“That Nuisance.”

“Yes, that one. What’s she named?”

“She’s named That Nuisance.”

“Your naming sense astounds me,” Dehya says, not sounding very astounded, gesturing for him to refill her cup. He does so, then turns to gesture for Lambad to open another bottle for them. “So you’ve got three chickens. And one of them has government protection. Only you, Al-Haitham, could get into these kind of situations.”

“Not only me,” Al-Haitham points out. And then points to Kaveh further down the tables that they’d commandeered and pushed into approximate proximity to each other. Kaveh’s in the middle of building a tower of cards with Layla and Candace, debating practical fortifications. “I’m not the one who’s signing his name on the monthly reports.”

“Fair point,” Dehya decides, nudging his shoulder with hers. “Say, what was the name of the first chicken?”

“Jewel,” Al-Haitham answers, and then elaborates, “the First.”

“Appropriate and dumb,” Dehya shakes her head. 

“To the chicken or the situation?”

“Both. If you ever decide that Drumstick can go, invite me over, yeah? Hey now, General, tap out. You’re about to lose your head. I’ll take over your hand.”

Al-Haitham gets a head cold that clogs up his sinuses and makes his eyes water like he’s gotten a face full of pollen.  

He’d been in the Ashavan Realm, assisting in conducting a land survey. Things like this are not normally within his scope of duties, but Al-Haitham fell in the unique category of being a person employed by the Akademiya, a person with an Adventurer’s Guild License, and someone with a dendro Vision. The land survey also involved checking over spots of condensed dendro energy to check the recovery from the Withering. 

As an incentive for joining, Al-Haitham was told that all hours spent on the venture would be counted using the overtime calculator.

The land survey also included several members from the Spantamad and Amurta, but the ability to discern elemental changes is, by default, much easier for someone in possession of the corresponding Vision.

The Ashavan Realm, in recent times, has been exceptionally prone to changes in weather—shifting between thick torrents of rain and slightly-too-humid clearness of day. 

Al-Haitham and the rest of the survey team had prepared for the wet, but they had not anticipated the recovery of the land to be so far along that the Shroom-Kin and other elemental beings that populate the area would be found in such high abundance. In addition, the survey had coincided with ley-line blooms in the area agitating the elemental beings into aggressive activity.

After being repeatedly soaked, getting hit with concentrated elemental energy repeatedly, and the like, Al-Haitham wound up getting a head cold. Most people on the excursion did if not worse.

Al-Haitham’s stuck staying home as a result. Normally he’d be tolerant of bed-rest and the like, except his head feels so packed and his eyes are so irritated that he can’t read. Lying down makes breathing a chore. Sitting up and looking at things makes his eyes sting. He can’t concentrate enough to listen to audio recordings. And it feels like he’s sneezing on some sort of schedule that his body has calculated using a formula unknown to his mind.

As a result, Al-Haitham finds himself in the front room, with one of the windows open to get in some air, watching the chickens.

That Nuisance has already gone off to terrorize some lizards elsewhere, but Jewel and Drumstick are merrily pecking away at the grass they’d managed to grow in the yard and the other potted plants they’re able to reach. A few other birds—finches, he thinks—have come along to join the birds in their foraging through the grass, hopping around the larger birds and chattering away as birds do.

It is not an unpleasant way to pass time considering all of his other options have failed thus far.

It’s pleasant enough that Al-Haitham almost nods off, if it weren’t for the sneezing and the pressure in his head.

Kaveh returns later than he normally would, calling out before he unlocks the door, “Al-Haitham, I hope you rested enough to be in a tolerable mood.”

Al-Haitham turns to see Kaveh standing in the doorway holding another chicken. Al-Haitham squints at the somewhat blurry image, wondering if maybe he’s somehow gotten a fever between this morning and now. He thinks that’s something he would have noticed.

The chicken is pure black. Feathers, beak, feet, and all. The chicken’s feathers shimmer a little under the light as she examines them and her new surroundings through the bars of her cage.

“Yes, I know, no chickens in the house,” Kaveh says before Al-Haitham can say anything. “Except if they’re for eating.” Kaveh holds the chicken’s simple cage up. “This one is for eating. She’s a gift. You’re not the only one out sick at the Akademiya. But you are one of the higher ranked ones and I guess the Amurta feels bad enough about getting you sick, on top of having you take care of their extremely rare chicken, that they’ve sent you this other chicken to eat.”

Kaveh looks down at the chicken who fluffs her feathers up at him in response.

“These are the sort that are…medicinal, or something. I think. They’re good for sick people. A delicacy. Supposedly. They raise them at the Bimarstan to feed to people in the recovery halls. Or so I’ve been told. I wasn’t inclined to question it, because the last time I asked questions about a chicken we ended up with three of them having a permanent residence in the yard.”

Al-Haitham vaguely remembers hearing something like that somewhere once. He may have even eaten one of them once. He thinks that one of his grandmother’s friends came to feed her some, when she was at the trailing ends of her life. She didn’t eat much of it. Al-Haitham thinks she ended up just giving it to him. 

The taste must not be too different because he certainly doesn’t remember a distinction.

But he’s never actually seen one of the black chickens live.

“Do you know how to butcher a chicken?” Al-Haitham asks, knowing that that he already knows the answer to that. But who knows? Kaveh picks up skills like trees shed leaves. 

“I know how to prepare one after it’s been killed,” Kaveh answers. “But I’ve never actually done that killing part before.” Kaveh lowers the cage to look at him. “Are you up to walking me through it or no?”

Right on time, Al-Haitham sneezes three times in a row, rapid-fire. His head feels like it’s spinning on top of his spine afterwards.

So that’s the answer there.

“Tomorrow,” Al-Haitham says, waving Kaveh off towards the kitchen, feeling another round of sneezes creeping up to squeeze his skull like a vice. “You have a half day tomorrow? I’ll show you then, for tomorrow’s dinner. There’s more than enough food already prepared for tonight.”

Except tomorrow rolls around and the black chicken is nowhere to be found. 

“Do you think That Nuisance scared her off?” Kaveh asks, sounding incredibly put out. He had seemed curious to actually learn how to properly kill and dress a chicken. And Al-Haitham would readily admit that he was curious about the supposed taste and health benefits of the all black chicken now that he’s old enough to consciously appreciate it.

“Well, that’s some amount of work spared from the both of us,” Al-Haitham says. He feels a little better than the day previous, or that could be him getting used to the arbitrary schedule of sneezing and the constant pressure on his sinuses. 

Al-Haitham manages to do some reading. Between Nour Aunt foisting her extra food onto them and their own cooking, there’s plenty enough without the black chicken to be had. As curious as they both might have been, at least it isn’t an outright loss.

The other three chickens in the yard look as they normally do. That Nuisance is already hopping up to fly over the roof to seek out the neighbor. Jewel is happily preening her feathers. Drumstick is doing her morning walk around the perimeter. No sign of the fourth chicken at all. Not even a stray black feather.

Except, that night, as they’re locking up, Kaveh comes back from checking the coop, looking like he’s been on the receiving end of a very bad joke.

“The chicken,” Kaveh tells Al-Haitham, “came back. That clever creature actually came back. She’s in the coop right now, in between That Nuisance and Drumstick. What timing, hm?”

What timing indeed.

And thus, tomorrow’s dinner remains Tomorrow’s Dinner, leaving every morning before they all wake, only to return well into the evening after dinner’s been had.

-

That’s how it started. And now, here they are. Thirteen hens and one useless rooster later.

After the first four (if they can even be counted as four chickens considering Tomorrow’s Dinner’s escapades) word rapidly circulated that the Master Architect of the Kshahrewar and the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya had gotten a new hobby.

“Hobby,” Kaveh scowled into his cups when Senior Faruzan relayed that rumor to him, “as if this was voluntary and done for enrichment.”

“A good chicken is very enriching,” Senior Faruzan said in response, sounding incredibly serious, “have you never had a good chicken biryani?”

“Drumstick would be good biryani,” Al-Haitham said causing Kaveh to start laughing into his palms while Al-Haitham and Senior Faruzan discussed the best cuts of meat for biryani. Senior Faruzan unexpectedly had some incredibly good advice for picking cuts of meat.

Kaveh, now, keeps receiving offers of chickens as gifts or bribes in various circumstances. He’s managed to refuse most, but not all of them. Some of them are show chickens, much like Jewel although certainly not as rare or under as much protection as she is. 

As a matter of self-defense, Kaveh has studied up on show-chickens and various chicken breeds. Kaveh’s come away from his research well-informed but astounded at the fact that there was so much to research.

“They’ve got names for all the feather patterns,” Kaveh told Al-Haitham one evening, leg bouncing up and down as Al-Haitham flipped through Kaveh’s notes. 

Kaveh’s notes on the subject are thorough and take up an entire standard sized Akademiya journal. Al-Haitham has always known Kaveh’s notes to be succinct in terms of fact, and longer in terms of theory and opinion. But the notes here are pure facts with the occasional diagram or sketch to convey a point that wouldn’t serve as just words.

Al-Haitham couldn’t tell if he was impressed about this dedication or not. He also couldn’t tell if he was impressed by the sheer amount of information, effort, and detail that goes into chicken breeding and show-chickens in general. So Al-Haitham settled with saying, “And now, between us, you’re the expert on chickens. No need to seek out my opinions, based on half-remembered childhood experiences, any further.”

“Except,” Kaveh said with a quick growing grin, “in how to prepare them for cooking.”

“I can show you with Tomorrow’s Dinner.”

Kaveh snatched his notes back, slapping Al-Haitham’s arm with them as he laughed. 

Their flock of chickens has expanded such that they take up the entire courtyard, which was not very large to start with, but now is inexplicably the roost for thirteen hens and one rooster.

The chickens are free roaming, most of them fluttering up and over the roof (using the poles, perches, and coops to get up high enough) to venture out into Sumeru City every morning. Their house has locally become known for it, just about a landmark. The house at the juncture between the start of the market district, the path up to the Akademiya, and just touching against the edge of a residential road, and at the epicenter of a flock of chickens.

It’s a good thing they’re free roaming, because there’s no room for all of them in the courtyard unless they’re all behaving and getting ready to go into the coop. And Al-Haitham still refuses them entry into the house. Tomorrow’s Dinner being the only theoretical exception, if they could just catch her in time to become today’s dinner.

Al-Haitham is quietly hoping that one or two of them will fly away in the morning and not return in the evening. He thinks that’s what Kaveh is hoping for, too, because they never mention creating any form of ceiling, fence, or barrier between the chickens and the open sky.

Sadly, it is not to be. The chickens, for all that they’re free spirited enough to roam and explore the area in the day, faithfully return to their coop every single night. As all of the birds of Sumeru return to their roosts in crowds of black against the darkening sky, so too do the chickens and the rooster.

It is something like watching a little parade. The flock has created their own order—a literal pecking order—and they follow it and the routines they’ve established quite faithfully. It’s a miniature society of chickens.

And this society of chicken’s rules and routines have become neatly stitched into Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s routines by default.

In the evenings, when they’re home, Al-Haitham and Kaveh watch the chickens trickle in one by one in an exact order, even if the timing between each chicken’s arrival might vary.

Jewel and Drumstick are the only two chickens who regularly stay close to the house. 

Jewel because it’s what she’s used to and she’s only bold enough to go to the roof during the quiet hours of the day, when there’s no one to bother her. And also because she can’t seem to bear to be parted from Drumstick, who spends most of her time hanging around the front of the house and occasionally wandering over to the grassy areas near the residential road to the left of the house.

That Nuisance is always the first to return as the sky starts to grow dark. She perches on top of the house, at the tallest point of the roof. Sometimes Kaveh or Al-Haitham see her there, waiting, when they return home from work, or from any errands they’ve run before returning to the house. 

Under That Nuisance’s watchful eye, the rest of the flock start to come in.

First in are Saturday and Sunday, a pair of chickens from Natlan that lay green and blue eggs respectively. They were given to Kaveh as gifts from a long-time client of his private business. Kaveh couldn’t refuse them without insulting one of his best clients. The client who gave Kaveh those chickens was one of the few that Al-Haitham actually respected because they actually paid Kaveh at the true market rate someone of Kaveh’s experience, reputation, and skill ought to be paid. And they have never once tried to complain about it or haggle down beyond what anyone might expect someone to try and haggle.

Accepting a pair of foreign chickens to keep that relationship is more than acceptable.

The birds are both tawny brown with tufts of lightly colored feathers underneath their eyes that spread out vertically.

“They had heard from their relatives that I’m dabbling in chickens now. And apparently these ones reminded them of me. I’m not sure how. Is that meant to be an insult? I can’t imagine what I’d done to earn that. But they looked very happy to see me when we were having dinner together. So I can only assume they’d meant something nice. I’ve decided I’m not going to consciously worry about that during daylight hours. Anyway, what shall we name these two?” Kaveh said. “Don’t say something like ‘Wings’ or ‘Scrambled’. Have a care.”

Al-Haitham watched the two birds interacting with the other three. Tomorrow’s Dinner had not yet returned and most likely would not until long after the cooking fire in the kitchen had gone cold. Al-Haitham wasn’t sure how the two small chickens could remind anyone of Kaveh. Not even Kaveh could act so demure and polite when working with clients.

Jewel and Drumstick were politely eyeing the new chickens from across the yard. Meanwhile, That Nuisance had fluttered in to start aggressively making her way over. The smaller chickens started to hurry away from her, causing That Nuisance to speed up. And then one of the newer chickens turned around, looking incredibly peeved, and ran at That Nuisance, small wings flared, dark eyes narrow.

With the color of her feathers, and the attitude she was giving off, as well as the particular arrangement of the tufts underneath her eyes, the chicken bore a startling resemblance to the man who’d acquired them.

“Ah,” Al-Haitham said. “I see it now.”

“See what?”

And thus noticing that her companion had abandoned the strategy of avoidance in favor of standing her ground, the second of the two chickens also turned about to provide support in the conflict.

“This client has a good eye,” Al-Haitham decided.

“What?” And then Kaveh looked between Al-Haitham and the chickens, who were now in a stand off with That Nuisance backing off now that she’d determined her new flock members weren’t utter pushovers. “No. Whatever you’re thinking, stop thinking it. Forget it and keep forgetting.”

“I might have been thinking something flattering,” Al-Haitham said before gesturing towards the first chicken, “Saturday.” Then the second: “Sunday.”

Kaveh looked like he wanted to argue very much against the names, but he looked at Al-Haitham’s face and thought about whatever he thought Al-Haitham might have been thinking, and held his hands up as he faced the sky, “Lord Kusanali, how do you put up with this man?”

Then Kaveh paused, as though listening, before he muttered, “We have to get Lord Kusanali better company. Her sense of humor is too much like Cyno’s for comfort. Alright. Fine. Fine. The new chickens are Saturday and Sunday.”

Following in on the nightly parade after Saturday and Sunday is Tuesday, who immediately goes into the coop to see if there’s any eggs for her to steal. 

Tuesday is a show-hen bred in Sumeru, but who’s breed hails from Liyue. The bird is pure white with long feathers that cover her entire head and body, down to her feet. The bird’s eyesight, as a result, is abysmal. And the bird is clearly annoyed by this, as well as everything else that moves.

Kaveh tried to find someone well versed in grooming chickens to do something, but somehow that made her even more irritable so they’ve both decided to just leave her be.

Tuesday lays approximately three eggs a week, and keeps trying to steal Drumstick’s. Saturday and Sunday are willing to fight Tuesday off. Or rather, it’s rather easy for them to hide their eggs from Tuesday, who can really only go after things that move. Drumstick, meanwhile, is used to Kaveh, and now Mehrak, taking her eggs and doesn’t mind it at all.

Mehrak had taken over Kaveh’s egg collecting duties because there were now three main egg layers, and Saturday and Sunday built their nests in hard to reach corners of the coop. 

This is a good thing—Mehrak’s taking over—because the next three chickens who usually arrive all at once—Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday—are absolutely besotted with her. 

Wednesday and Thursday are, as Kaveh’s notes would describe them, silver pencil patterned, with Friday being a gold pencil type. The three lay an abundance of eggs that Al-Haitham has taken to giving to the neighbor aunt, who in turn disperses them to her own neighbors.

Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday leave the house around mid-morning every day to parts unknown. Sometimes when Al-Haitham is returning home or in the area he thinks he can spot one of them, but they move very quickly and are rather small.

The three of them, inexplicably, are incredibly good at finding things. They don’t always bring them back in places easy to reach, but they do find—in their daily adventures—an odd assortment of items gone lost. They’ve returned with keys, mora, bits of machine parts, and other small items in their beaks to litter the yard. 

The three of them, when they notice Kaveh, will go after him. Or more accurately, they will follow after Mehrak.

After the trio of foragers and finders returns to the house, Brunch scurries in under That Nuisance’s unimpressed gaze. Brunch is the smallest chicken in the entire flock and is named so because even if they killed her Al-Haitham and Kaveh are seriously doubtful as to whether she could account for a full meal for either of them.

Brunch immediately seeks out Monday, who also mostly stays in the yard. Monday is the main egg layer of the entire lot. And she likes to linger in the house or in the yard because she has a strange talent and fondness for catching spiders. 

The last of the chickens to return in the immediate series are Breakfast and Lunch, who are both the same type of chicken. Lunch is the second largest hen in the flock next to Drumstick, and much like Tuesday steals other chicken’s eggs. But at least she isn’t going around with an attitude like the other bird is.

Breakfast is the much beleaguered rooster of the flock, who’s been pecked into submission by That Nuisance, who—upon spotting him—immediately flutters down from her high perch to give him the sternest and most disparaging look Al-Haitham didn’t know chickens were capable of, watching him slink off to a quiet corner to mind his own business away from the rest of her girls.

And of course, to close out the parade, somewhere in the evening hours just before Kaveh goes to close up the coop is Tomorrow’s Dinner, who the other chickens leave entirely alone in favor of each other’s company and society.

Speaking of societies—having chickens has inexplicably brought Al-Haitham and Kaveh closer to their neighbors, as though some invisible wall was torn down. Their neighbors come up to talk to them more often. By which Al-Haitham means they come up to talk to him, instead of Kaveh. And they seem entirely unphazed by his lack of interest or response.

“It’s because having strange chickens makes you approachable. Like regular people,” Nilou tells Al-Haitham when he brings it up with her. If there was anyone who could explain the strangeness of strangers and chickens, it would be Nilou who’s never met a stranger who would stay a stranger for too long.

“But we are approachable, regular people,” Kaveh says when Al-Haitham relays Nilou’s assessment to him.

Al-Haitham frowns, not sure if Kaveh is joking or not, before realizing the answer is “not”. To which Al-Haitham’s answer can only be, “Debatable.”

Kaveh’s brows raise in amusement, eyes bright, mouth twitching up at the corner. “Well. I suppose you were the former Acting Grand Sage for a while. And might be a topic of local legend for even longer. Unfortunately for you. How are you handling it, being recognized on sight?”

Al-Haitham shoots Kaveh a flat look because there are some questions that don’t need asking when their answers are so plain.

Kaveh’s laugh escapes him at that.

“It’s not such a bad thing, being known,” Kaveh says once he’s done laughing, leaning back in the divan and stretching out his long limbs as he relaxes into the evening.

“Debatable,” Al-Haitham says as he finishes sorting their mail. He tosses Kaveh’s over, the stack of papers hitting Kaveh square in the face and sliding down to his chest.

Kaveh’s smile continues to linger, knowing and glad of the knowing for once. He picks up the letters, tapping the edge to his smile when he says, “And don’t you love a debate?”

“Would it not depend on who’s involved?”

In any case, it turns out that there is a benefit to being known—if only through word of mouth about bartering and trading with one’s neighbors with chickens and eggs.

Al-Haitham has never cared for the poor opinions of the scholars and various members of the Akademiya who’ve had their documents rejected by his own department. Whether that rejections as due to some technicality of improperly submitted form or just outright failing to meet Akademiya standards, Al-Haitham’s taken the blame and the grudges of many disgruntled scholars as though Al-Haitham had personally denied each one of them.

As though Al-Haitham wasn’t one among many in an entire department dedicated to the archiving and maintaining of official documents. He does sometimes wonder what people must think he does all day and how he does it, because not even he could review a nation’s worth of daily documents in a standard work day and walk away from that with any form of sanity intact.

In any case, the blame has always fallen onto him and Al-Haitham has never cared one way or another about it. Al-Haitham does his job, and those in his department do their jobs so Al-Haitham doesn’t have to do their jobs for them, too. Why bother bearing a grudge about that? What a waste of energy and time.

Sometimes those with grudges against him try to make things hard on him by being belligerent, or otherwise maliciously resubmitting the same rejected proposal without the corrections needed multiple times. As though, at the fourth or fifth submission, the rules would suddenly change. Like they’re things to be negotiated with.

That sort of spiteful tenacity would be better applied toward actually working on something interesting.

Al-Haitham is used to this sort of behavior. Sometimes he can even guess who might fall into it. It’s a skill a person picks up working in this department. 

So Al-Haitham, at a glance, as he’s walking out of his department’s main offices to head up to take the minutes of the weekly meeting of the Sages, the General Mahamatra, and Lord Kusanali to discuss the week’s ongoing matters, sees a trio of scholars scuffling at the main administration desk for his department. 

The person stationed at the desk doesn’t look alarmed. Two of the scholars are trying to pull the third away and are attempting to pacify him and get him to leave peacefully before security is called. The situation looks in hand and no one else in the area looks concerned.

Al-Haitham fully intends on walking past this without comment but as soon as he’s spotted the trio of scholars immediately start to make their way over.

But rather than the deluge of complaints he’s come to expect, the two scholars force the still fighting third into bowing, the two of them bowing along with him.

This is curious enough that Al-Haitham stops walking and lowers his noise cancelling to pay attention. This is a new tactic for trying to get a paper passed through.

“Grand Scribe, sir,” the one on the left, with her hand pushing down hard on the middle figure’s head to keep him down, “I’m so sorry. My cousin Hadeer and I heard about what his friend, Wissam had been doing to try and get his mentor’s research filings through after missing the application deadline. We brought him over to apologize and try to help him with alternative methods for application.”

Al-Haitham doesn’t have a single idea as to what they’re talking about and he’s not going to ask.

The girl and her cousin force the man in the middle, Wissam, to bow even further. The cousin, Hadeer, reaches around and pinches over Wissam’s ribs.

“Apologize!” Hadeer hisses, “Or I’m never going to hear the end of it from Nour Aunt!”

“And I’m never going to stop hearing about it from Saif. You know Saif’s mother is in-laws with Zeina.”

Ah. Several things click in Al-Haitham’s head at once, although he doesn’t quite understand the picture they’re making.

Al-Haitham nods at the trio and turns to return to making his way to take the minutes. If he shows up late there will be a discussion as to why and the entire meeting will be pushed off schedule, and Al-Haitham isn’t staying overtime just because several busy bodies are overly invested in his personal wellbeing.

While taking the meeting minutes, Al-Haitham thinks back to the interaction. Nour Aunt did mention that she has a nephew in the Akademiya. Spantamad or Vahumana, he thinks. It’s good to know that the woman’s reach does extend as far as the thought it might based on force of personality alone.

The names and the relationships mentioned by the other girl also stir faint memories. It takes some thinking, tracing along the lines of names connected to Nour Aunt and Hadeer and those Al-Haitham recognizes in the area. But Saif, if he’s recalling correctly, is a Spantamad pre-enrollee. 

Kaveh had mentioned him a few times. Supposedly, he has an unmatched mind for figures and formulas, but has an unfortunately unsteady hand that causes in more pyrotechnics than should be expected for most Spantamad practical lessons. His mother lives on the residential street next to Al-Haitham’s house, several houses down. She’s a game hunter. 

She’s given Nour Aunt fresh pheasant and rabbit before. That’s how she and Kaveh met—she’s also given Kaveh a few of her extra catches. Usually already taken apart.

Kaveh’s traded her some of Breakfast and Lunch’s chicks on the few occasions that the pair have hatched some. She takes as many as she can because…

Al-Haitham focuses on the memory, pulling on the thread to see how all of this comes together.

Ah. The in-law, Zeina, runs a restaurant. The chicks are raised on a farm for use at the restaurant as either meat or egg layers. The restaurant is a fairly popular one along one of the back roads that goes from the Akademiya dorms towards the main market district—especially popular among students for having a to-go window just for carry out, as well as low prices.

This is a very interesting series of connections that Al-Haitham didn’t think might ever come up, let alone in his own work.

But he does suppose, that theoretically if one were to upset a person who’s previously supplied materials to the owner of a popular and often frequented restaurant, it could prove to be trouble down the line for the person doing the upsetting.

Now, isn’t that an interesting power dynamic he’s never had the opportunity to study closely? How unexpectedly advantageous.

Something of his thoughts must show on his face, somehow, because after the meeting Lord Kusanali beckons him over with a curl of her hand.

“You’re distracted by something interesting.”

“Are you talking to me because I was distracted and you’d rather I wasn’t, or because you’re curious about the something interesting?”

“Your notes on the meeting and the meeting minutes you’ll have archived by the end of the day, I’m sure, will be as top quality as they always are. Nothing to scold about there,” Nahida says, leaning forward with her chin on her palms as she looks at him, expectant and excited. “Tell me about the something interesting, Al-Haitham. You’ll have your Archon’s pardon for falling behind on any work. Besides, isn’t part of your work helping me stay informed?”

If one is being very, very vague on the terms of his job scope, then that’s one way to look at things.

Who is he to deny the Lord of Wisdom?

“What do you know about chickens?”

It turns out that Lord Kusanali knows a lot about chickens, but not the sort of things that Al-Haitham and Kaveh have learned about chickens.

In fact, Al-Haitham and Lord Kusanali go down an completely unrelated tangent of possible relationships between lizards and birds before Lord Kusanali realizes she’s late for a separate meeting with Cyno and Al-Haitiham’s going to have to put actual effort into finishing the day’s tasks in time to leave at his usual hour.

After work, both Cyno and Lord Kusanali show up at the Akademiya exit he normally uses.

“Chickens,” Cyno says in explanation for their presence.

Al-Haitham shrugs a shoulder, the three of them in in step together as they make the short trip to Al-Haitham’s house. “Chickens.”

Kaveh returns to Al-Haitham, Cyno, and Lord Kusanali eating dinner without him. If he’s surprised by the guests he doesn’t show it. Instead Kaveh looks at the platter of fried chicken between the three of them, then immediately goes to check the chicken coop.

“If it was Drumstick,” Kaveh promises on his way past Al-Haitham, “we’re going to be having words. That was the one normal chicken in the entire flock.”

It was not Drumstick. Or Tomorrow’s Dinner. Unfortunately.

Al-Haitham, Nahida, and Cyno started talking about chickens. Or rather, Al-Haitham explained the chickens to Cyno—who had known about the first four, but didn’t know about the rest.

They ended up discussing chicken prices and market economy. Then the new cuisines coming in due to the opening of national borders and encouragement of new trade deals from the other countries. This moved into them talking about the moving pictures from Fontaine and how apparently there’s going to be one based on the Genius Invokation novel series, which everyone gathered had different opinions on.

Cyno, of course, thinks that the novels are novel. He appreciates the use of the various card’s lore and the various trends and deck teams being integrated into the plot.

Al-Haitham thinks said plot is cliched and predictable. The writing is lacking and the characterization is weak. But it’s not the worst thing he’s ever read, and there are genuine moments that do capture his interest now and again. The world building could flourish if the author would quit trying to force the growth of interpersonal relationships between characters that never go anywhere or come up as relevant again.

Nahida thinks that both of them are speaking truly, but also that the book itself has hidden potential if only it weren’t based on Genius Invokation and the author had free reign to write whatever they’re thinking.

While this was happening, dinner was not, so they ended up ordering out from a nearby restaurant to eat back at the house. After talking about chicken and Fontaine for such an extended period of time, they ended up ordering fried chicken.

Kaveh returns after he does his count of the chickens, picking feathers out his hair.

Brunch has a habit of flying up to try and get Kaveh’s hair for her nest, or trying to nest on his head directly. Either Brunch has no idea of the reason why she’s been spared from their dining table and is thus ignorant of the fine line between “too much trouble to eat” and “too much trouble to keep alive” she exists upon, or she’s more brazen than either of them thought.

“At least it isn’t one of the larger chickens,” Cyno says as Kaveh sits between him and Al-Haitham, pushing over the portion they’d set aside for him. “Imagine if it was Drumstick or Lunch.”

“I’d rather not, thanks. I’d pull a muscle trying to dislodge them,” Kaveh says, sighing as starts to eat. “So what are we talking about and why are we talking about it?”

As Kaveh has never read the Genius Invokation novels all the way through because he couldn’t get through the opening chapter without cringing and critiquing every other sentence, his opinions on the novels are immediately discarded, much to Kaveh’s amusement.

“Alright, but why are we talking about Genius Invokation novels? I know both of your opinions on them,” Kaveh gestures to Cyno on his right and Al-Haitham on his left. “And they’re not complimentary. And I can only assume that Lord Kusanali—“

“Nahida,” the three of them chorus. Because titles are for work, and discussing the merits of the Genius Invokation novels certainly isn’t work.

“—Nahida’s are a whole new sort of different.”

This causes them to retrace their steps back to chickens.

“Alright, so why were you talking about chickens?” Kaveh asks, in the middle of licking grease off of his fingers. “I mean. I know we have a truly baffling amount of them, but I can’t imagine that coming up in conversation. Do you talk about the chickens to people? I don’t. I keep hoping people would forget we have them and stop trying to give me more of them. I mean. Surely by now people would figure that we have more than enough. I’m surprised we don’t have any complaints coming our way with our…unorthodox chicken raising methods.”

“You mean just letting them run around the neighborhood like stray children?” Cyno says dryly.

“I think comparing them to children might be underestimating at least four of them,” Kaveh replies. 

“Al-Haitham was distracted during the meeting today,” Nahida says, turning back towards him, expression turning cross. “You’ve thoroughly distracted me away from that. Shame on you. What was it that was distracting you earlier and what did it have to do with chickens?”

“It had everything to do with chickens. I didn’t distract you. You distracted me first,” Al-Haitham corrects before relaying to the three the peculiar events that had happened on his way to the meeting.

“Now that’s certainly a fascinating network of interconnected persons,” Nahida says, bringing a small hand up to her chin as she thinks. “You’re not the sort to care about those sort of influences, but those around you are. I didn’t realize the trade of livestock could establish such a firm and unintentional bond—strong enough to even sway Akademiya student’s behaviors. This is fascinating.”

Al-Haitham nods in agreement. “The ownership of chickens is having an unexpected social benefit that I would be interested in exploring the extent of.”

Kaveh groans, “Don’t make trouble with it now.” Kaveh turns to Cyno. “Is there a rule or regulation of some sort against using livestock and commercial ventures into bullying others into certain patterns of behavior?”

“There are, but I’m entirely sure they wouldn’t apply here,” Cyno says, crossing his arms on the table, entirely amused and intrigued. “But there are rules against running social experiments without consent from participants. I would strongly advise, Scribe, against attempting to push and pull on the situation.”

“That would be unwise,” Al-Haitham agrees. There are simply too many factors at play for him to get an accurate understanding of this situation clearly enough to do anything productive and quantifiable with.

“But there’s nothing wrong with passive observation,” Nahida says. “And then considering hypothetical situations based on the information gathered through said passive observation.”

“Observation has never been a crime,” Cyno agrees as Al-Haitham nods. “Nor has hypothetical musing. It would be most unwise and impractical to attempt to police thoughts in such a way.”

“The three of you,” Kaveh gestures around the table with a chicken bone, “are somehow terrible news in conjunction with each other.”

He points at Cyno, “Don’t give them loopholes to play with.”

He points at Nahida, “Don’t encourage them into acting on their curiosity.”

And then he points at Al-Haitham, “Don’t encourage them into coming up with strange questions to act upon.”

“As though you aren’t also curious,” Al-Haitham says, catching the chicken bone Kaveh tosses at him. 

“You can’t manipulate the Akademiya with fourteen chickens and some eggs,” Kaveh says. “That is not how you are going to affect change. What change would you even want to put forward? No. You’re all being ridiculous. Start dreaming with things closer to the ground and build up from there.”

“That sounds entirely unlike you to advise, Kaveh,” Nahida says.

“Ah, but isn’t it entirely fitting for me to advise, considering my experience and background?”

Kaveh said all of that, but a few days later, Al-Haitham returns from attending a show at the Zubayr Theater with Lady Dunyarzad, Cyno, and Layla to see Kaveh lying down with all the lights off in the front room.

“What did you do now?” Al-Haitham asks, divesting himself of his boots and his cape before walking over to see if Kaveh’s actually in some sort of state that requires some sort of attention.

Kaveh’s eyes slowly open as he moves his head to look at Al-Haitham.

“The chickens,” Kaveh says lowly, “are actually useful.”

“Yes, I know. I said as much a few days ago. You were disapproving.”

“I had been struggling on working out a formalized program to support the children I’ve been long-distance teaching in Port Ormos,” Kaveh says, head thumping back against the cushions as he stares at the ceiling.

Al-Haitham knows. Kaveh’s written multiple appeals to the Kshahrewar’s governing board and various committees, requesting assistance in terms of personnel and materials. He’d worked out multiple program types and budget plans to keep the classes self-sustaining. He’d tried to use his reputation as one of their foremost masters and as the winner of the Inter-Darshan Competition. 

The assets Kaveh won were, in part going towards the funding of the children and their classes, but those funds were also split up among various scholarships, charity groups, and Kaveh’s several other causes.

What Kaveh needed wasn’t really money, what he needed was more people and the establishment of some sort of infrastructure to help him keep it up. Kaveh is only the one man, after all. He might have the ambition and drive to outshine half his Darshan, but there are only so many hours in a day and he only has the two hands and one floating machine.

Kaveh’s Darshan, for all that they were abundant in hands, was (and as far as Al-Haitham’ is aware, continues to be) unwilling to commit anything. 

He’d been getting “maybe” and “check in with…” and “try again in a few weeks” for months now. All the while, Kaveh was busy trying to pencil in time to actually check in on the students in person while also handling his official students in the Akademiya, on top of his work as a private contractor, and all the other things he’d managed to pick up along the way.

Kaveh blindly fumbles to the side, reaching into the cushions to free a file that he’d stuck between the back of the divan and the cushions. He waves it in Al-Haitham’s direction.

It’s the rough outline of a program schedule, listing the criteria of mid-to-upper level students in the Kshahrewar who were aiming for teaching positions or various forms of work-study, and how the program could be integrated into that. The program goes through the unit evaluations, the professors who would volunteer to oversee the thing, the student to tutor-teacher ratio, approximate markers for student progress, so on and so forth.

It is not unlike Kaveh’s other proposals, except in the sense that it has more specific names, terms, and guidelines listed out. It also has supporting signatures.

Al-Haitham vaguely recognizes the name of the main writer for the proposal as a Kshahrewar Professor who’d managed to escape the purging of the ranks from the old corrupt guard, but just barely and by technicality.

Kaveh folds his hands on his stomach, still staring at the ceiling lights.

“About a week ago, I was picking up take out from that one aunt who runs a take-away shop out of her kitchen—you know, the one good one with the pear raita that I like? She only does pre-orders for weekdays? Always tattles on me to the next door neighbor if I pick up food two or more days in a row?”

Al-Haitham is familiar. Every time Kaveh gets a temporary ban from ordering take-out, he gets one too by proxy. Al-Haitham as attempted to appeal these demands based on the logic that he shouldn’t be punished for Kaveh’s poor behaviors, and it’s not like Al-Haitham was ordering for Kaveh anyway. But no, the bans continue to hold.

“Anyway, that was right around when I had to hurry off to Port Ormos right? So the aunt asks—Kaveh, where are you running to now like your heels are on fire? It’s a Friday, aren’t you off work? And I tell her that I’m late for the caravan out to Port Ormos and I planned on eating on the go. We get to talking—or rather, she holds my takeaway hostage while I explain to her about the tutoring I’ve been doing long distance and why I’m not getting any Kshahrewar support. The aunt lets me go, gives me some extra naan and a wrap to go, and an entire bag of dried slightly stale jalebi for my troubles and I think that’s that.”

Kaveh sits up, gesturing for Al-Haitham to sit with him. Al-Haitham does so, intrigued as to how one thing leads to the other, although he knows that the common thread is chicken. 

“Now, I didn’t know this, but apparently that aunt is very good friends with both Nour Aunt and an uncle down the street. Never met him, but he’s supposed to be a retired accountant. So the three of them get to talking, I guess. And the three of them figure that this my running about with lack of Kshahrewar support is some sort of foolishness that they can’t abide for reasons that would surely fly over my head as reasonable on a different axis from my own. So what does the aunt do? Apparently,” Kaveh reaches over and taps the first name on the papers in Al-Haitham’s hand, “this one here frequents the aunt’s takeaway shop. And the next time he showed up she held him hostage like she held me hostage. But this time she lectured him on being uncharitable in front of the entire lunch crowd on a weekend for almost half an hour.”

“And how does this relate to chickens?”

“Well. If that wasn’t enough of an embarrassment, apparently the man was with his family. And his wife, wouldn’t you know it, happens to like buying the Saturday’s eggs and has been buying them from Dori pretty much ever since I started leaving the sale of them to her. So now the man’s gotten a public shaming on one side, and a private shaming on the other.”

Kaveh pulls the papers from Al-Haitham’s hands and gives them a flick with his fingertips.

“All of this ultimately achieved because of Saturday. I have spent literal months on trying to get this and other similar programs officially passed and supported through the Akademiya. Appeals to the schools of rhetoric don’t do it, mentions of morals and money fail. But what succeeds it? Saturday’s green eggs being a rare commodity. Can you believe that?”

“I can believe that you’d have eventually come to see things my way eventually,” Al-Haitham says. “And that our nations’ fondness for the color green, in general, would be a weak point. And aren’t you all the more fortunate for the absurdity of it?”

-

With thirteen hens, even with some of them barely laying anything at all—and in Tomorrow’s Dinner, contributing absolutely nothing and unrepentant about it—they have an abundance of eggs to deal with.

Thoughts of bribery aside, as well as their regular egg trade with the neighbors, there are simply too many of them. After all, they’re not the only ones in the area keeping chickens and livestock. Sumeru City may be a city in name, but this is also the land of dendro. Most of the houses near the outer edges of the city have a courtyard like theirs, or some form of land attached that usually houses some sort of livestock: chicken, goat, pig, duck, pigeon. 

Al-Haitham and Kaveh aren’t special for having chickens. They’re special because they’re the ones who went above and beyond, as is their usual, and wound up with thirteen hens and a rooster.

Counting in the fact that Kaveh’s using Dori as a broker for Saturday and Sunday’s apparently incredibly highly sought after eggs, there’s still the eggs of Drumstick, Monday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Lunch, and Brunch to consider. 

Jewel, That Nuisance, and Tuesday barely lay any eggs at all, but adding their occasional one or two eggs to the lot barely makes a difference.

With seven chickens laying eggs at regular frequency, not even Nour Aunt is able to find people to take them. They can’t wholesale either because the eggs are all from a mix of different sort of chickens. And sometimes they let Breakfast and Lunch actually hatch some eggs to sell the chicks. The only constant with their chicken’s egg production is that it will happen. The number and type and frequency is variable.

“Do you not have friends who could use a good egg?” Nour Aunt comments, exasperated as she picks out the eggs she wants out of the very large basket Mehrak has commandeered for her morning duties of gathering the chicken’s eggs. “Don’t young things like you need a lot of eggs? Eggs are healthy eating.”

That comment is how they end up calling all of the people they know over and establishing something of a routine, where someone drops in every few days to collect a few eggs. Which is how the house unofficially gets added to the list of acceptable places for gatherings.

Al-Haitham would probably mind more if the people showing up weren’t who they are.

Cyno minds his own business and, very considerately, says nothing of the definitely questionably acquired books that Al-Haitham and Kaveh have amassed.

“Do neither of you know what the word moderation is? At all? Last I heard you only had four chickens, and one of them was specifically acquired for eating!” Senior Faruzan exclaims as she looks out into the yard to watch the chickens who remained behind for the day.

Nilou, in the middle over marveling how minuscule Brunch’s eggs are, turns towards Al-Haitham to say, “Four? Eating? When I heard about your chickens there were only three and there was something about government protection?”

Senior Faruzan has a rather impressive amount of knowledge on cooking and assessing animals for eating. After she collects a few eggs from them for the first time, she and Al-Haitham have a very enlightening discussion about ways to improve the flavor and texture of chicken while cooking it. And every time she’s come after since, she’s asked Al-Haitham and Kaveh about their plans for their chickens because fourteen really is too much.

“Fried chicken is always a classic,” she says, watching Drumstick and Lunch pecking about the yard, “but I think that one over there would be excellent boiled.”

Al-Haitham wrinkles his nose but she waves her hand at him, “Let me finish! Boil her. Then shred the meat fine. Mix with vegetables. Some sauce. You could make a very good chicken spread to eat with bread. Get me some paper, I’ll write the recipe down for you.”

“The two of you have one track minds,” Kaveh sighs when he checks in on them and sees the two of them going through the cabinets to review what spices they currently have available.

Once or twice, Senior Faruzan’s visits have overlapped with Dehya’s. Dehya is also firmly in the camp of at least two of the chickens being eaten. Dehya’s even told Candace about it, and Candace agrees. Al-Haitham now regularly gets letters by post in which Candace not-so-teasingly asks him if he’s eaten any of the chickens yet and offers recipes that he might be interested in.

The four of them, together, have come up with a list of dishes that would suit each chicken depending on what’s available, the time of year, and factors such as health, celebrations, and what liquor is available to pair with it. This is all almost in the territory of purely hypothetical, as Al-Haitham cannot say when any of the chickens will ever get around to being cooked.

Nilou and Layla also occasionally drop by, less because they want chicken eggs, and more because they like to hang around the chickens. 

Layla’s family are farmers. Apparently being near chickens reminds her of home and calms her down. The chickens also take a shine to Layla. Or at least, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday take a shine to the metal ornaments on her clothes and follow her as closely as they do Mehrak whenever they see her. Layla offers them advice on feed types and what sort of feed to use for the chickens depending on the purpose they want the chickens to serve. This, again, would be a little more helpful if Al-Haitham could get Kaveh to concede in letting him cook one of the chickens that isn’t Tomorrow’s Dinner.

Nilou mostly knows things about market price on chickens and various chicken items—who’s selling what in terms of feed or hay for what price, who’s buying feathers and eggs—and offers them tips from what she’s heard in her day-to-day working near Treasure’s Street and the market district. Nilou also takes some of the nicer feathers that can be found in the yard for herself and Lady Dunyarzad, who likes to use them as book marks after she’s cleaned them.

Dori, Lord Sangemah Bay, does not come to the house to get eggs, but she does have someone go over periodically to pick up Saturday and Sundays’ eggs, or to borrow Jewel and Tuesday to submit to chicken contests. Whether or not the two chickens win doesn’t seem to matter to Dori, so much as the word of mouth and publicity she gets every time the two unusual chickens are entered into a show.

The merchant has entered an ongoing campaign of trying to get Kaveh to enter the luxury chicken market now. He’s managed to fend her off for now, mostly because Saturday and Sunday make such a surprising (to them at least) amount of mora. The amount that Kaveh is making off of those two chickens eggs alone could pay for the rest of the chicken’s maintenance for the month. 

And if the mora wasn’t enough, the people to whom those eggs are being sold to, and are aware of the source of these eggs being Kaveh, are also giving Kaveh an eye-brow-raising amount of support and momentum within his own Darshan, when his own literally world-shaping works could not. This fact fills Kaveh with disdain whenever it’s brought up to him, which it is every time Kaveh looks at the cheques Dori’s sent over based on monthly totals.

Tighnari and Collei, whenever they’re in Sumeru City, are both helpful in checking the chickens over and offering advice on maintaining the yard and the coop. Not that either ever get too messy. The perks of the chickens being so free—now if only one of those chickens would take the hint and remain free.

“Just eat one of them if it bothers you so much,” Tighnari says, exasperated as Kaveh complains about the thirteen hens and one useless rooster once again. “Al-Haitham’s certainly on board with it. He’s got a whole list of dishes ready to go. It’s the new favorite topic for Dehya, Layla, and Senior Faruzan to talk about. And don’t tell me you don’t want to, either. That’s incredibly unlike you to be so impractical.”

“I know! It’s not that I don’t, exactly…but I have reasons for stopping him,” Kaveh protests. “I’m not stopping him out of attachment.”

Collei looks towards Al-Haitham and mouths, “Reasons?”

Al-Haitham lifts a hand and air quotes back at her, “Reasons.”

Al-Haitham is essentially ready to get rid of any and all of the chickens they have as soon as possible. The benefits of the chickens are interesting, but nothing he can’t live without. He lived the first several years of his life without them, he can go on without them. His life might have been enriched with them in it, due to various reasons, but he won’t suffer in their absence.

Kaveh much agrees, but is burdened with the self-created problem of assumed responsibilities that prevents him from letting Al-Haitham try out Layla’s family’s recipe for chicken vindaloo.

“Jewel,” Kaveh starts to list off for Tighnari and Collei, shooting Al-Haitham a look like Al-Haitham should pay attention when he’s reminded of these facts standing against him daily, “has government protection. Now, if the Amurta would just get off their asses and take care of this themselves, that would solve several of the other problems but here we are.”

“I did try,” Tighnari says, nonplussed, “and in their defense, re-homing her again could be poor for her health. Especially now that you’ve given her a whole flock.”

Kaveh ignores Tighnari, counting the chickens off on his fingers as he lists his reasoning.

Drumstick, according to Kaveh, is the only normal chicken they have and thus it would be a waste to kill her. She also has Jewel’s protection, as she’s Jewel’s best friend in the entire flock. Killing her would probably send Jewel back into depression. Once they took Drumstick to a veterinarian and Jewel was despondent the entire time she was away.

Tomorrow’s Dinner has the protection of time, as they just keep forgetting her during her absences. And thus, despite the fact that both of them are ready and willing to eat her to find out why her kind are specially raised by the Bimarstan, Tomorrow’s Dinner has earned herself perpetual pardons. Tomorrow’s Dinner remains, for the foreseeable future, tomorrow’s dinner.

Breakfast and Lunch are the only matched pair they have, and are used for selling chicks which does bring in a surprising amount of mora and good will from the restaurants and suppliers they’ve sold to.

Monday is their main egg layer, more so than Drumstick. She also has a very good talent for finding and getting rid of spiders, which is a talent Al-Haitham approves of and appreciates, but not enough to agree that she shouldn’t be eaten.

Tuesday, Al-Haitham and Kaveh agree, is more feather than food. But Al-Haitham would put up with that to get rid of one chicken.

Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday have poor timing, Kaveh argues. They came together as a set of three. Killing just the one and leaving the other two alive seems cruel. And why kill three chickens at once? 

As such, Al-Haitham is waiting for an occasion that would warrant him killing three chickens at once to get rid of them.

Saturday and Sunday pay back the cost of their feed and housing in a single week, and can pay for the rest of the flock in a month. Ignoring the Amurta’s financial support, these two chickens could also probably pay for a few of the smaller household bills. And again, the influence these two have within the Akademiya, much to Kaveh’s disdain, cannot be understated.

As for Brunch, Al-Haitham and Kaveh have also mutually agreed that she’s so small that it really would be more trouble than it’s worth to get rid of her. Although, Al-Haitham is willing to put up with the one-time hassle just to be rid of one chicken.

Tighnari’s expression is pained by the time Kaveh’s finished, and Collei is shooting Al-Haitham a sympathetic look.

“What about the one who keeps stealing your things?” She asks.

“That Nuisance?” Al-Haitham and Kaveh clarify the obvious just to make sure they haven’t somehow forgotten a fifteenth chicken.

“That seems like a chicken ready to go,” Tighnari muses.

“Can’t,” Kaveh says, sounding very sullen as Al-Haitham sighs. “She has Nour Aunt’s protection.”

“Who?”

And thus, Kaveh and Al-Haitham have to explain Nour Aunt and how the woman who lives several meters away has a tangible influence over their lives, their chicken’s lives, and the lives of many other people in the surrounding area.

That Nuisance has the protection of Nour Aunt, as she continues to assist the woman in keeping pests out of her garden. If they got rid of That Nuisance—as they would like to—Nour Aunt would be displeased. And about half of the reason why the rest of the chickens are granted amnesty while they wander around the area is because Nour Aunt likes That Nuisance, and that Nuisance is possessive over her flock. Thus, if anyone ever complains about the dozen or so odd chickens wandering around, Nour Aunt’s astringent tongue and sharp eye keeps those complaints silenced.

“Ah, I see,” Tighnari says, expression flat. “She’s made you into people. Well. Good for her, or bad for her. Whichever. Good for you and the rest of us, ultimately. You two could do with a blunt reminder now and again. A hard stop of sorts.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Why do people keep saying that, as though we weren’t people before? We’re just regular people with full time jobs and bills and groceries and all that,” Kaveh says, exasperated. 

Tighnari gestures around the house with its many questionably acquired books and items, the picture frame of Kaveh at the awards ceremony for the Inter-Darshan competition propped up on a shelf, and Al-Haitham’s demotion celebration in another frame a few spaces down. 

Collei pointedly looks out the window to where Jewel can be seen proudly standing atop one of the many wooden poles that they’d installed in the yard for the chickens to climb and perch on, and then towards the basket of green and blue eggs worth more than her entire month’s salary waiting for Dori Lord Sangemah Bay’s courier to pick up.

She does, Al-Haitham thinks, have a very keen eye.

“Well fed people with an abundance of chickens, but still people,” Kaveh insists, reaching over to push the basket of eggs further away from the counter edge.

Tighnari’s eyebrows raise and he hums, tail swaying with amusement, “Entirely debatable.”

-

Al-Haitham and Kaveh are sitting in their now crowded, but lively courtyard. 

Layla and Nilou ended up donating several chicken-friendly plants to them that are doing unexpectedly well, alongside the other meager plants they had been half-caring for whenever they had the time and remembered they existed.

Evening has begun to settle in. Al-Haitham, if he turns around and leans forward past the overhang of the house’s roof, can see That Nuisance has taken up her post to watch the rest of her flock return for the evening.

Jewel, Monday, and Drumstick are happily foraging around.

Their kitchen table has an over abundance of fruits from the year’s harvest, given to them for their ongoing trade of eggs and chicks. 

There are about half a dozen pomegranates waiting in a basket on the ground between them.

Kaveh and Al-Haitham are splitting them open, patiently picking out each seed to eat later or use in cooking now while they have the time and motivation to do so. Every so often they toss a few seeds at the chickens, who happily rush over for them.

The encroaching evening is not quiet. The chickens murmur amongst each other. Al-Haitham can hear the path in front of their house get busier as people move from the Akademiya towards the market district to get their dinners or finish up their shopping for the day, or taking shortcuts from the residential area to Treasure’s street. 

Insects buzz and chirr, and Kaveh has already complained about being bitten three times in two days; angry red welts swelling up on the sides of his calves because he won’t let them alone and keeps scratching at them. They’ve got coffee grounds burning to repel the mosquitoes, but Kaveh insists they should burn some camphor to really deter the pests. Al-Haitham refuses because the smell lingers for days. And it isn’t that bad yet. After all, Al-Haitham has yet to suffer even one bite.

“You never do. I’ll be covered from head to foot in bites and you’ll be perfectly untouched and still be telling me there’s no problem,” Kaveh complains. He glances over Al-Haitham’s exposed arms, the rolled up hems of his trousers—because the chickens keep coming over to pick at them. “The world is truly unjust.”

“If I’m not bitten then there’s no problem,” Al-Haitham points out. 

Kaveh flicks a seed at his face, before he tosses a handful of seeds at the birds who scatter and regroup, now with Tuesday in the mix as she roughly tries to bully Jewel out of the way and is in turn bodily moved aside by Monday and Drumstick.

“Do you think Monday would like a new sort of prey?” Kaveh muses, licking purple-red stained fingers. “Or maybe we should convince her to quit it with the spider hunting. Maybe that’s why I keep getting bitten. No spiders to catch the mosquitoes.”

“You’ll get bitten either way,” Al-Haitham points out. “Perhaps there’s something about your blood that attracts them more than everything else repels them. Have you considered applying to the Amurta to get that studied? They owe you for the chickens.”

Kaveh rolls his eyes, tossing the emptied husk of the pomegranate with the rest before reaching down to take another one to start the messy work on. Above them, they hear That Nuisance start to cluck and fuss as Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday flutter up and over the roof, looking for Mehrak to greet them. They don’t seem to have brought anything back today.

Their disappointment at not seeing Mehrak is offset when they see the other chickens feasting as they descend into the fray, combining their wits to push out Tuesday who squawks in outrage.

Al-Haitham tosses a few seeds further away from the others, but Tuesday can only tell that there’s something to be had due to the virtue of all the other birds crowding together and making pleased sounds. The other seeds are snatched up by Brunch, who’s darted away from Monday to get some gains of her own. He hadn’t even noticed her returning.

Saturday and Sunday peek out of the coop to see what that loud fuss is about before ducking back inside, more than willing to take the chance of there being nothing left by hoping to wait out the crowd.

“You know,” Kaveh says after Al-Haitham cracks open a new pomegranate of his own, “after everything, at the tail end of things, I can finally be glad that it is you. In this specific instance. Now that we’ve gone through it and all.”

“Is that not how it always goes with us?” Al-Haitham replies. There is no such thing as simple satisfaction when it comes to that which they share. If they were simple, they would not be themselves. Perhaps that is the simplest thing about them.

Kaveh laughs, wiping flecks of pomegranate juice off of his cheek with the back of his wrist. “As it should, really. And is it not the same with you?”

“I do not find it as troublesome to deal with as I might if it were someone else I was dealing with it with, no,” Al-Haitham agrees. “Although I think that if it were someone else, we would have stopped at three chickens or that I would have had the opportunity to eat one of the excess chickens by now.” Al-Haitham glances at Kaveh before continuing, “And yet, now that I think of it, I wonder if the ongoing anticipation and the constant struggle to get you to concede to letting us eat one of the chickens would add to the taste. Do you suppose, that after all of this, that the chicken we eventually eat will be appreciated and enjoyed more because of how long it took us to finally decide upon it?”

“You assume that I’ll capitulate to you.”

“And you assume that I’ll concede to you.”

“Ah, you are improbably difficult,” Kaveh grouses, fond. “Come on, you know I’ll not agree to any being done away with unless it’s Tomorrow’s Dinner, and that bird is simply too clever for us both. Don’t you get tired of losing an argument every day? And such an absurd one at that.”

“Is it so absurd to consider eating a chicken? And who are you to determine whether or not I should get tired of doing something for me? Clearly I do not, as I continue to have the same, as of yet fruitless, discussion with you every day.”

“Well, such as it is when one loves a debate so much,” Kaveh muses. “I do wish you could apply that headstrong nature of yours to something actually productive.”

“Again, who are you to determine for me what is productive or not? My chances of you agreeing to me don’t decrease. And a non-zero chance is still a chance. Unlikely as it may be, stranger things have and continue to happen.”

“We both know that ultimately I do agree with you, it’s just that I have more reason to disagree than to indulge myself. Do you think my reasons will change if you wear away at me like water on a wall? Won’t it make me more likely to resist? As you do say, I am sometimes contrary. And petty.”

“Only sometimes?”

“You’re the only one who says it, you know.”

“To your face, perhaps. Besides. If you really were so displeased and did not agree with me at all, you have plenty of ways of making this known as a topic you will not tolerate renewed revisits of. As you’ve not employed any of them, or shown any true irritation, I have no reason to consider stopping. I’m certainly not getting tired of it.”

“You do enjoy a challenge. Depending,” Kaveh’s eyes glitter under the mixture of lights of sunset, the house lights shining through the windows, and the lanterns they’ve brought out, “of course, on who it is.”

Al-Haitham hums, “Just so.”

“I could,” Kaveh continues, flicking a few seeds towards Tuesday who still can’t see them, “have done this without you.”

“You could.” Al-Haitham agrees. “You should have. You wanted to.”

Kaveh nods in confirmation of these three statements.

“But I did not,” he replies simply with a shrug of his shoulders. “And now that we are through the trouble and sitting neatly in the solution of it, I think that if I had proceeded in the way I had wanted to, alone, from the start, it would not have turned out nearly as well. And thus, despite the grief and pain it gave me and sometimes still does, I have to admit to myself and to you, that this outcome is probably the best one.”

It would have, they both know, saved Kaveh some of that guilt, that growing grief, that he tries to escape but somehow runs into at the end and start of every road. But if Kaveh had avoided that old ghost in this venture, they most certainly would not have end up sitting here as they are in their not-quiet, but peaceful evening.

“I did not,” Kaveh repeats again. “If I did, I do not think it would have turned out so strange—and if I had done it any differently, if I had not done this with you specifically, it would most certainly not be as it is now. It would have, of course, been resolved in some manner.”

“Of course.” Kaveh is a man of his word, after all.

“But I do not think it would have been as painful, nor as gratifying, or even as interesting,” Kaveh continues to explain. “And therefore, it would not be as satisfying as the current result before me now.”

“You,” Al-Haitham can only say, “do thrive in a challenge.”

Kaveh’s teeth glitter with his eyes, distinct against the shifting colors of the night, pleased. “I do.”

Kaveh most certainly would have managed to get himself out of the trouble of Jewel the First and everything that came with her, if he put himself to it. If he truly wanted to solve the problem on his own without bringing Al-Haitham into it at all, there is nothing Kaveh would not have done. Kaveh is unreasonably uncompromising with the very fabric of the universe when he wants to be.

They should change the term Pyrrhic Victory to a Kaveh Victory.

It may have taken Kaveh longer, and given the man more stress, more grief and frustration in a different direction, but he would have done fine eventually. Kaveh might have temporarily ended up worse off, too. But Kaveh would do what he set out do one way or another and call it a success by the smallest of margins at the end of it.

Because Kaveh is nothing if not an honest man, and a man of his word, for better or for worse.

It is what has brought Kaveh to where he is today and shaped him into the man he’s become. 

That man being a man that Kaveh is, in turns, both proud to be and deeply ashamed of becoming, holding each viewpoint in a separate hand and weighing them, balancing them, constantly in a way only Kaveh knows how.

They all learn to live with themselves somehow.

And they both learn to live with each other, somehow. In whatever way they can.

“It could have been much worse,” Al-Haitham settles on saying.

Kaveh, already knowing this, just continues to smile, in a good enough mood for flights of fantasy and playing games of probability. As well as pomegranates, chickens, mosquitoes, and meandering words that lay track down around everything, over nothing, on the way towards anything.

The night is not quiet, and it is entirely strange. Entirely pleasing.

“So it could, but enlighten me on your idea of what worse is, as you’re already upset enough that I won’t let you eat any of our chickens. What is the worse situation? Two dozen chickens? All of them being like Jewel? Goats instead of chickens? Geese?”

“We could have thirteen roosters that you don’t permit me to get rid of and only one hen.”


Notes for the Chapter:What Nahida said to Kaveh when he said “Lord Kusanali, how do you put up with this man?”: “Birds of a feather flock together.”

-

Jewel the First: Yokohama chicken.

That Nuisance: Vanaraja chicken.

Drumstick: Orloff chicken (name is Russian, but the breed is originally Persian).

Tomorrow’s Dinner; Kadaknath/Kali Masi chicken.

Saturday and Sunday: Araucuna chickens.

Monday: Giriraja chicken.

Tuesday: Silkie chicken.

Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday: Fayoumi chickens.

Brunch: Serama chicken.

Breakfast and Lunch: Cochin rooster and hen.





