
1. Chapter 1

Summary for the Chapter:
Kaveh immediately puts his head into his hands with a long, much aggrieved groan.

“Statistically speaking,” Cyno says, backing up their lord with the loyalty expected of the right hand, while sounding like a passable imitation of the left, “it is not improbable that eventually one of these situations will prove true rather than false. It is not impossible for Al-Haitham to be transformed into an animal, and it is not impossible for this animal to be a cat. Just because something was not true before does not mean it cannot become true later under different conditions.”

“Besides,” Nahida continues, “there’s extremely strong evidence to suggest that this cat really is our Grand Scribe.”

Kaveh, keeping one hand covering his face, gestures at them both to lay down their proof.





The land of Sumeru is known throughout modern Teyvat as the land of scholars, the land of erudition and wisdom; research, science, and dedication to the overall development of the body of knowledge shared by those in possession of even the most barely of cognizant sapience.

This often, in Kaveh’s experience, leads to a very large misconception of the people of Sumeru as a whole, especially those with any form of tie to the Akademiya, be that of the Akademiya’s sterner, governing arm, or its more curious outreached hand. It is a misconception shared even among those who take shelter in the Divine Tree itself, walking among her scattered green-robed scholars.

The misconception that most people have about the people of Sumeru, and Sumeru’s leaf-green scholars, is that they are a rational, boring bunch.

In the minds of others, the scattered leaves of the Akademiya’s scholars are just that. Leaves. Uniform to the vein, all with singular dedicated purpose to drawing in information to feed the body they came from. All of them aiming towards one direction with unity and harmony, gracefully conceding to others when their time is done, and providing shelter for those underneath.

They imagine the elegant green-robes and possibly even some neat looking spectacles. They imagine tidy notebooks with immaculate pages of wonderful insight written out in a steady march, like the movement of ants, across the page. 

They imagine someone of perfect elocution, who’s speech could have been played from a recording; not a single stammer or use of filler words to keep things rolling.

This is a very pretty presumption. Almost flattering.

In reality, if one were to examine this tree and its leaves closer, one would find a rather disparate mass of leaves pointing in any direction they can, striving to outdo the others that they’d managed to sprout over. They would see harmony in the form of leaves joining together to beat out other collections of leaves; thinner, newer branches sometimes failing to make their way through the older, denser boughs of established groups that hog the light.

They would look at those elegant green robes and see tears and stains and patches and worn out parts from the toll that scientific rigor and passion can take. They would see that those neat looking spectacles are smudged up from fingerprints, dust, and oil. They would see those notebooks crammed with extension sheafs, or with pages ripped out or stuffed in between other pages—well loved and well grieved over with tears, stains, giant scribbles, and the wear of time. 

The writing, like ants really are, would probably be rather wobbly and flow around like streams following streams.

The chances of someone stumbling upon the one scholar with perfect elocution and put-together responses is actually that person stumbling upon the one scholar who’s memorized a script for any and all questions because they’re fresh off of their thesis defense or they’re right on the cusp of launching a funding campaign. Not even the most elite members of the Haravatat are that smooth—except for maybe Al-Haitham, who’s more likely to just not answer or give them the most baffling run-around of their lives than give them any form of useful response.

The people of Sumeru, her scholars in specific, are not nearly so neat, so logical, so put together as most people would assume. It’s an excellent facade for getting outside funding, for some, though.

Sumeru’s scholars, be they born of her roots and soil or transplants from different lands, are incredibly varied and strange in their own ways. Passion for learning and edification is often not as neat, as tidy, as professional as most would imagine.

Sumeru’s scholars are, by and large, eccentrics all rocketing off on their own uncharted paths, occasionally bumping into each other along the way.

That is to say, that most people are very surprised when they talk to Sumeru’s scholars and realize that they’re all just barely sane collections of flesh and bone with their brains wandering about half in a dream that they won’t acknowledge as dream, and half in some sort of ongoing competition with the rest of their fellows to prove their dream as reality first.

They’re an eccentric bunch who get into a lot more trouble of the unique and often unprecedented sort more often than some traveling adventurers.

The higher up you go the convoluted and perplexing hierarchy of scholars, the higher the chance the scholar has of having that trouble tacked onto the name. It’s practically part of the advancement. The better you do in the Akademiya, the stranger your experiences get.

There is, somewhere, some school of Rtawahists joining hands with Vahumana scholars as they attempt to distill this fact of life into a formula to once-and-for-all pin down the long-acknowledged subjective truth into objective black-and-white fact. Godspeed to them.

So when Kaveh finishes up his office hours, ceding the room to the other professor he’s sharing the temporary space with to start comforting one of the students she’s guiding through his dissertation, seeing off his own students, and sees one of Cyno’s matra awkwardly waiting for him in the hallway, Kaveh can’t say he’s very surprised.

It feels like he’s overdue for something like this to land at his feet. Recently all of his problems have been entirely of the mundane, domestic, civil variety; things like managing his personal finances, attempting to find work-life balance, and the like. Boring stuff.

He’s overdue for something out of bounds.

Does Kaveh know what’s wrong? No. He’d have no way of knowing what could have possibly gone wrong. The ways in which something in the world can go wrong and become the problem of the matra are near infinite in scope. 

People often say that Cyno and his close hands are paranoid with the range of training and drills they’ve implemented as part of the matra’s introductory training, but this is a country that—in the very short span of a year—dealt with: an attempt to supplant god with a man-made being; experienced the unique and strange horror of dream-harvesting en-mass to create fuel and a super-computing machine to use that fuel; a hive-mind that was attempting to latch itself onto the Akademiya; a sleeping-sickness that drew people into utopia; and a diadem that had the impression of a man’s long dead psyche.

Frankly, Cyno and the matra’s new training programs are just the start of them trying to catch up to the new scopes and extremes that have been touched upon in the past year.

In any case, Cyno sending down a matra to Kaveh is proof enough that something is, if not wrong, then afoot, and Kaveh is in some form involved or about to be.

And the fact that this is a rather low ranked matra officer and not one of Cyno’s more senior, trusted hands, or Cyno himself, just means that it’s not Kaveh directly in trouble or danger. And, hopefully, it means that the trouble isn’t a full scale problem.

Kaveh, resigned to doing his civic duty and not giving Cyno more trouble than what’s already been given to him, just sighs and gestures for the matra to lead him to the mouth of the trouble.

What was the use in worrying about what could possibly be wrong? Chances are he’d be worrying in the wrong direction anyway. 

Now isn’t this a sign of great maturity? This new sense of calm and acceptance? Kaveh thinks to himself as he calmly follows the matra who keeps shooting him nervous glances and fidgeting. Kaveh smiles in a way he thought was reassuring but the matra officer just goes very pale and turns forward so fast that Kaveh feels his own neck twinge in sympathy.

“I don’t suppose you can give me even a little hint for what’s to come,” Kaveh asks for the third time, just to have something to say so that the poor man assigned to guiding him wouldn’t have some kind of silent stroke.

“I’m sorry, Master Kaveh. The details are classified. The General Mahamatra will inform you personally once—“

“We’re at a secure and approved location, yes. Alright. Alright. Are you quite alright? I’ve been to the matra headquarters on campus enough times that I can head over myself if you need to…do something else. I’m sure that there’s someone there who could escort me to the exact room needed, too. It’s quite alright. I promise I won’t go running off. I would hope that I don’t seem the type to be derelict in the carrying out of duty.”

That last part was meant to be a lighthearted joke. Normally people would laugh at the idea of Kaveh, of all people, shirking responsibility. It’s as laughable as the General Mahamatra overlooking a breech in the Cardinal Sins, or the Grand Scribe permitting the submission of a half-heartedly filled out material-release form. 

But upon saying that, even with the man’s back turned, Kaveh literally watches all of the blood draining from the man’s face, ears, neck, all the way down behind behind the collar. The officer gulps rather loudly. If Kaveh had Tighnari’s sharp hearing, he’s sure he would be hearing a textbook example of tachycardia.

Kaveh reaches out, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder. “No, really. Are you alright? I’m sure the trouble isn’t so urgent that we can’t stop for you to catch a breath. Your lips are blue.”

The officer’s eyes, wide as saucers, look up at Kaveh with something like horror. Something like dread. Something like someone staring down the wrong end of the General Mahamatra’s spear itself. Hardly appropriate for talking to a part-time professor.

“The secure and approved location is not in the matra headquarters, Master Kaveh,” the officer says, knees shaking like a newborn foal’s. 

The two of them are standing in the entryway of the House of Daena at this point, where all of the doors leading to the different main administration branches of the Akademiya create a large circle.

The officer turns his head slowly, like his head is resting on a gear in great need of a good grease.

Kaveh’s eyes follow the officer’s turn, straight through the open doors of the House of Daena to the elevator in the central portion. And then up. And up. And up.

“Oh.”

The officer swallows loudly, but agrees very weakly. “Oh.”

“Shit,” Kaveh swears, the echo of his voice thankfully swallowed up by all of the other sounds of the entryway. Kaveh claps his hand to the matra’s shoulder again. “Well. If it’s any consolation, I’m familiar enough with that place, too. Why don’t you sit here and watch me go and…well. Consider your duties done. Relieved and relief, as our General Mahamatra might say.”

“That’s not really how it’s supposed to work, sir.”

Kaveh looks down at the man’s shaking legs. “You’re very new here, aren’t you?”

“Sir?”

“Nothing ever works how it’s supposed to work,” Kaveh informs him. “Especially not when it comes to god’s favorites. Don’t worry. None of us ever take it personally.” Or gracefully, but Kaveh’s saving that implosion for when he’s behind closed doors and possibly closer to the source of the trouble, now that the list has been narrowed down to a mere handful of persons.

So Kaveh turns and starts walking towards the elevator that’s going to take him to the seat of the land, the highest level of chaos in Sumeru, and the root of what this trouble is about to be. Such is Kaveh’s fate, as it were. Typical.

He keep this expression pleasant, stride brisk but relaxed, and his temper under firm control until the moment that the elevator doors close and it begins the long, smooth glide up to the crown of Sumeru City.

Kaveh turns his eyes up towards that crown and says, knowing that the bearer of that crown can hear him, “I am not being paid enough for this. I’m still an independent contractor, you know? Shouldn’t there be some consideration towards…something, here?”

The head of Sumeru turns her gaze upon him like light through leaves in firm and whole-hearted agreement.

“Do I at least get a hint as to which one it is?”

The feeling of light through leaves shakes, like laughter. Guess, the rustle and whisper of leaves and branch seems to tease.

Well if she’s reacting like this, it’s not much of a guess to make. Less of a leap in intuition or jump to a conclusion and more of a resigned looking down just as the pitfall falls open.

“If I guess do I get the much-coveted prize of not being involved?”

That doesn’t get him an answer. But Kaveh wasn’t expecting one anyway.

The key to never being disappointed is to keep the bar on the floor, that way you can only trip on it through your own mistakes.

-

There is a cat sitting at Lord Kusanali’s desk.

Kaveh does not often come to the highest seat of the land, in fact, he can count the times he’s been called up here on one hand. Well. Both hands, but he’d still have a finger or two left.

He’s not like Cyno or Al-Haitham, who work within the guts of the Akademiya and report right up to her. He’s not even like Tighnari, who works closely with his master and the Sage of the Amurta on matters of vital importance that would give him reason to be called up here to speak of such important matters to Sumeru’s lord in a closed session.

Kaveh works for the Akademiya on contractual terms. He doesn’t have any official seat on any Kshahrewar board or committee. And he certainly has no official seat within the Akademiya’s overall governance.

He just happens to be someone connected to several other people who do and he also happens to be someone of relative renown, which has landed him—somehow—firmly in the exclusive circle of people who can say that they’ve spoken with and gotten to know God, Herself, on more intimate, personal terms than professional ones.

In other words, they’ve had meals together. They’ve had snack foods together. They’ve had tea time. They’ve enjoyed rounds of friendly hypothetical back-and-forth regarding philosophical ideology as well as more tangible experimentation. 

They’ve gossiped—light heartedly—about this, that, and that other rumor that’s happened to made it to their ears sounding fantastically strange after being twisted up by the grapevine of gossips that make up the Akademiya.

They’ve gossiped—usually light heartedly, and definitely with their hearts in a good place—about their own shared circle of friends and how they keep their days busy. They’ve also gossiped—less kindly, and a little more critically—about other people and rumors heard that are of a touch more concern.

Kaveh has had the privilege of listening to both Lord Kusanali and Nahida’s complaints regarding Sumeru’s conflict with progress, which are both a very separate series of complaints that still stem from the same careful heart.

But most of this happens outside of the office of the Archon of Sumeru. These things happen in her private quarters on the Akademiya, or at more familiar locales like Lambad’s, or even at Cyno or Tighnari’s house.

When Kaveh is called up to the Archon’s seat, it’s usually for some matter of business that’s gone sideways. And it’s not even Kaveh’s business! It’s someone else’s business that just happened to reach out and snag Kaveh up into things, because with this crowd, isn’t that just how it always goes?

Anyway, from the few times that Kaveh has been called up to Lord Kusanali’s office, Kaveh is somewhat used to the place. 

There’s always some minor changes—a new plant, different arrangements of documents with the different colored bits of paper or ribbon and the like that indicate where they came from, their priority, so on and so forth. There’s a large map of Sumeru  on one wall of her office that has different colored pins, ribbons, and notes tacked up to it that’s always in flux.

But the overall shape and gesture of it remains much the same.

In the times he’s come here he’s also been witness to some incredibly unusual things, which are usually part of the business of the unique trouble that’s caused him to get called up like he’s some troublemaker being sent up to see the house master for a strict talking to.

He’s seen strange looking fungi that clearly have mutated away from the normal Shroom-kin variants that float and bobble around Sumeru. Kaveh has seen the strangest looking of items that he’d had to beg Nahida never to let Al-Haitham or Cyno lay eyes on because the first would get ideas and the second would tell Al-Haitham out of some miss-guided sense of friendship. Surely Cyno and Al-Haitham have ways of bonding with each other that don’t involve them failing at comedy and earnestly discussing aesthetics.

He’s seen the quartet of trouble-makers missing their fourth, reduced to a trio, in the form of Cyno, Dehya, and Al-Haitham, looking various shades of almost repentant. Kaveh has seen Tighnari flopped down on one of the overly plush couches with all of his fur changed to a disconcerting shade of blond and brown, like he was a fox on the wrong side of the Wall of Samiel. He’s even seen the Traveler and Paimon looking contrite at having become the source of something all without trying.

The cat though…The cat is new. In the handful of times that Kaveh has been here, there has never been a living creature that wasn’t bipedal—except for that weird mushroom creature.

The cat looks like a normal cat, which doesn’t mean much when Kaveh considers all of the things that he’s lived through. 

After all, the diadem also looked like a normal—if not ostentatious and gaudy looking—headpiece. Forbidden Knowledge capsules also looked like regular Knowledge Capsules. That one extremely expensive, rare, and serial-numbered Genius Invokation card looked about plain as dirt in his eyes, too.

Something looking normal does not equate to it actually being normal—especially considering that it is not in a place where it normally should be, and that Kaveh was called up here by a matra ready to spew their guts out of dread.

Cyno is also there, having a staring contest at the cat, who is not returning the staring. The cat, when Kaveh entered, looked up at him from where it was seated on top of a cat carrier placed on the chair in front of Lord Kusanali’s desk. Then, deciding Kaveh was not very interesting, the cat returned to looking like a soft loaf in the way that only cats and slimes can act as both solids and liquids at the same time.

Lord Kusanali is perched on the edge of her desk closest to the cat, chin in one hand.

“Did you guess correctly, Master Kaveh?” She asks. The cat’s tail flicks irritably.

“Why don’t you tell me what you think’s going on and then I’ll tell you what I thought was going on?” Kaveh replies, having Mehrak pick up one of the big armchairs in the informal seating area to the side and levitating it over so he can join the God and the cat in their sitting, while Cyno surveys the scene with the resignation of man who’s spent too long at the job.

The short of it is that they’re fairly certain that Al-Haitham has been turned into a cat.

In return, Kaveh says, “Well you’ve said that quite a lot of times before and it was never true. So I’m not sure why you’re so certain about it this time. Have any of you heard of the little tale of the boy who cried wolf? In this case, the people who cried the Grand Scribe has been transformed into a creature?”

The end of the latter story involves the Grand Scribe himself coming along to be disappointed and lord over everyone’s strange jump in conclusions when a much more logical, rational explanation was at hand—an explanation he would proceed to give all with that wretched look of disappointment that makes Kaveh’s skin crawl.

It’s never even Kaveh’s fault. It’s not like Kaveh’s ever bought into any of it. It’s everyone else who’s making the false claim, so why is Kaveh getting the “I’m very disappointed in you” look with all the rest? At least send it his way for something he’s directly responsible for. Then they can have an actual discussion.

“Now look,” Kaveh continues before Cyno or Nahida can explain any further, “I’m not saying that you’re jumping to conclusions. But this is what you said the last time—with the bird. The hawk.”

“Eagle,” Cyno corrects.

“The bird. This is what you said with the bird. And then, later on, this is also what you said with the fish. And the rabbit. And the hamster.” Upon reflection, most of the times that Kaveh has been called up here was because of these false alarms. Typical. Stereotypical, even. “And you were wrong every time. It was never actually him. And I recall telling you this every time before, as well. If we look towards the existing pattern of cases where Al-Haitham is believed to have been transformed into some creature, it’s never been true, and I’ve always been right about it being patently false. So why are you even entertaining the notion now?”

“Master Kaveh,” Nahida answers very pleasantly, “I know that you and I, as well as you and Al-Haitham, have had multiple discussions about the challenges that the rationality of empirical research faces as posed by a strong, critical examination from the viewpoint of one keeping the problem of induction in mind.”

Kaveh immediately puts his head into his hands with a long, much aggrieved groan. Philosophical thought exercises being put to practice in real life. His favorite.

“Statistically speaking,” Cyno says, backing up their lord with the loyalty expected of the right hand, while sounding like a passable imitation of the left, “it is not improbable that eventually one of these situations will prove true rather than false. It is not impossible for Al-Haitham to be transformed into an animal, and it is not impossible for this animal to be a cat. Just because something was not true before does not mean it cannot become true later under different conditions.”

“Besides,” Nahida continues, “there’s extremely strong evidence to suggest that this cat really is our Grand Scribe.”

Kaveh, keeping one hand covering his face, gestures at them both to lay down their proof.

Al-Haitham had gone on vacation about a week ago. 

This is not news, Kaveh lives with the man; he’d even helped Al-Haitham with some of his travel plans and with his packing. Al-Haitham has been planing this little excursion for a few weeks now.

This is also not very unusual or shocking.

Most everyone was content enough to see Al-Haitham go even, for once.

The man has spent too much time stationary in Sumeru City with no extracurricular activities to occupy his mind. Al-Haitham’s mind is not one meant to be kept idle or caught up with mundane busy-work. If he doesn’t have a mystery or a puzzle or a challenge to pick and bother at he gets…more of himself than is tolerable.

Look, the last time Al-Haitham went stir crazy he decided to independently pick up the thread of investigating Divine Knowledge Capsules. Just because that turned out into what it did doesn’t mean it wasn’t, objectively speaking, absurd in nature and scope.

Kaveh’s not going to argue against the result of a more free, relatively more progressive and balanced Sumeru. He’s benefited from it too much to be that hypocritical.

But he can be critical of how all of this came about.

Al-Haitham getting annoyed and then bored with the previous Sages breathing down the back of his neck to observe him while cluttering up his desk with annoying requests to add this-or-that to the Akasha’s regulatory systems and investigate this-or-that little snag that could’ve been handled by literally anyone else, deciding to relieve some stress by pondering over the supposedly entirely theoretical intricacies of Divine Knowledge Capsules, leading into him being assigned into practically hunting one down and investigating it, eventually guiding him on a path of revolt against the state is just an incredibly strange story no matter how anyone looks at it.

He might not have started the trouble but he sure threw in once he found it. The man just has the strangest fortune to walk into the oddest, most extreme situations and not be able to walk back out of it. Usually against his will.

Even the Sages and rest of the mahamata that make up the back-end administration that keeps the Akademiya’s multiple departments and squabbling heads going were all in agreement that letting Al-Haitham go off to do whatever it is that his strange mind and heart desired now, while he was going through the official channels of asking them for permission, would be better than all of them later coming around to ask for forgiveness from the universe when something blew up in their faces.

The illusion of permission granted, Al-Haitham left to investigate a lesser studied series of mechanisms in the Great Red Sands. The ruins he was going to weren’t newly discovered, and had been mostly picked through by Vahumana and Kshahrewar ages ago. They weren’t exactly popular as forms of research topics either though, so it wasn’t entirely out of possibility that he would either find something new and interesting to puzzle over, or that he had already come up with a theory while here in Sumeru City and was simply going out to test it.

Anyway, Al-Haitham had a thread to pull, permission to get to the pulling, and Kaveh saw him off bright and early, excited to have the house to himself for a few weeks and the possibility of some interesting notes being brought back for the two of them to discuss while Al-Haitham complained about whatever insignificant changes Kaveh might have done to the house in his absence.

With Al-Haitham gone, there was even a significant portion of the Akademiya who were excited to see if they could slip some things through without him forcing them to stick to the proper protocols and forms that they had come up with themselves. 

Al-Haitham had gone out to the Great Red Sands. Candace confirmed that she had seen him go through Aaru Village, so did Dehya and Rahman. In fact, Dehya and her Blazing Beasts went with him because they had a job that happened to be somewhat along the same trajectory as where Al-Haitham was headed. 

Dehya confirms the two of them parting ways near the ruins Al-Haitham had set out to investigate, and then she and her crew went on their way. They returned a few days later and because Dehya knew Al-Haitham’s plans and she was familiar enough with the ruins, she and her crew swung by said ruins to pop in on him.

The ruins were already previously explored and rather well known, if out of the way and ultimately deemed insignificant to most current research. 

Mostly those visiting the ruins were using it as a rest-stop on the way to and from other more interesting places. There was clean water, the ruins were intact enough to provide abundant shelter from the elements, and they weren’t infested with creatures who would make things uncomfortable. 

In fact, while on the Dharma Forest side of things, those ruins weren’t of any particular importance, on the Great Red Sands side they were considered an important waypoint close to multiple well known travel paths.

Tribes of eremites or bands of merchants were known to stop by there to rest, sometimes leaving behind other items other travelers might find useful or replacing things they’d taken from whoever had left things there last before moving on their way.

Dehya and the rest of her men arrived at the ruins entrance and found it undisturbed. They went further in and found signs of where Al-Haitham had set up his camp. But they could not find Al-Haitham, and it appeared as though his things had been left there for at least a day without being touched or used.

No one else had been through that they could tell.

They went to investigate further into the ruins, past where most travelers would go into where researchers and adventurers would try their hand. Dehya, having remembered what Al-Haitham had told her previously of the purposes of his trip, navigated her way to where she thought he might be easily.

And there, in the center of one of the rooms which was lit up by the automated lighting mechanisms that would stay on as long as life was present, was a pile of items. Not old items that belonged to the ruin. 

Al-Haitham’s items.

A pencil and a broken piece piece of graphite were on the ground, along with several scattered pieces of paper and a notebook. The notebook’s last page had about half a sentence of Al-Haitham’s musing written in his habitual cypher before the pencil mark careened wildly off and across the pages. Some of the pages had been torn.

His sword, his earpieces, his boots, his cape, and all of his clothing—yes, all of it—were also on the floor nearby.

And in the pile of clothing, curled up—asleep but weakly breathing—was a cat with Al-Haitham’s dimly glowing, but definitely pulsing, Vision tucked underneath its chin.

The cat barely stirred when Dehya went to pick it up, as she went and gathered everything she could find there. 

A slight case of dehydration and probably exhaustion, the member in charge of taking care of the group’s hounds said when Dehya came back to the main entryway to the rest of her band, cat and scattered belongings in tow. Not too bad, nothing rest and water wouldn’t fix.

Now, Dehya—also thinking very much along the same lines as Kaveh—didn’t immediately jump to this cat is Al-Haitham even though finding the cat in a pile of all of Al-Haitham’s clothes and personal belongings made it rather suspect. Dehya, remembering the time with the bird, the fish, the rabbit, the hamster, decided to wait on this a little to see if Al-Haitham, himself, would show up to explain things or if some other clue would be found.

Dehya might not be a formal scholar of the Akademiya, but she’s sharp and most importantly knows how to wield the weapon of common sense.

While the cat was resting, Dehya looked over what clues were available to her. Al-Haitham’s camp site had not been disturbed for at least a day. There were no signs of someone having gone through to riffle through or steal anything. His belongings looked like he had put them down, gone off to do whatever it was he had meant to be doing for the day, and simply not come back.

There was water in a pot with a lid and some cutlery drying from being washed. Al-Haitham’s larger travel pack was not fastened closed, and when opened revealed its contents somewhat out of order in a way that looked like Al-Haitham had reached down and rummaged around to just pull out whatever he needed before leaving the rest for later. His sleeping roll had been made up, but not put away. More papers with his personal cypher were much more neatly arranged around the inside of his tent.

In conclusion the only tampering and messing around here done was by Al-Haitham’s own hand.

Dehya went back to the room they found the cat in to try and parse more of it, but aside from some fading elemental energy that she couldn’t quite pinpoint the source of, she turned up nothing.

Meanwhile, while Dehya was investigating that and trying to come up with something—anything—the cat had woken up.

The cat, at first, lashed out. Then after a little it calmed, but only after returning to the neater pile of Al-Haitham’s clothing that they had folded and put aside. The cat curled up on top of the folded cape and went still, watching everyone somewhat reproachfully—ignoring them when they tried to coax it, and then turning to stare holes into their heads whenever they tried to give it space.

When Dehya returned the cat switched its focus to her, deigning to allow her close enough to pet it once before it lay its ears back, swatting at her wrist.

Dehya didn’t want to leave the ruin, but they couldn’t just hang around and wait in that ruin forever. 

Meanwhile, the cat had started to warm up to some of her crew by alternating between watching them from a distance or scaring the life out of them by suddenly appearing at their heels or jumping onto one of their shoulders to investigate whatever it was they were doing.

In other words, the cat was starting to really act like Al-Haitham.

(“Well what is that supposed to mean? Al-Haitham, himself, is just a giant hairless cat most of the time,” Kaveh points out, earning nods from Cyno and Nahida. “I once watched him sun himself for an entire day, moving only to follow the light. I’d never been so insulted by someone else’s languor.”

“Listen with charity in mind,” Nahida replies.)

Dehya still wasn’t quite sold on Al-Haitham being turned into a cat, despite mounting evidence that was saying that it was a very strong possibility. Still not believing it, but not not-believing it, Dehya took the cat, who squirmed around in her arms before going limp as an over-cooked noodle and giving her the hardest time of things by acting as both liquid and solid to slip through her arms while also getting caught on every single piece of fabric and metal on her person.

The cat proceeded to make similar trouble the entire trip back to Aaru Village, wanting to run off here, there, everywhere, and acting like a true escape artist when they even attempted to fashion a make-shift harness for it. The cat chattered and hissed its complaints at being held back, turned its nose up at most of their rations and attempts at making a comfortable cat carrier, and was generally a prissy pain in the ass.

Except, sometimes, it would be quiet and lay over Dehya’s shoulders at night for a few minutes at a time, looking up at the stars or just watching the night with her, keeping her company in a very quiet, pleasant, affable way that made her think of the nights she had spent with Al-Haitham. 

And then the cat would meander off to poke its nose into what other people were doing, or settle somewhere warm to curl up and doze, content with the amount of interaction it had allowed for now.

And then, when they arrived at Aaru Village, the cat proceeded to be the exact picture of well behaved to Candace who was also extremely dubious about the idea that their Al-Haitham had been turned into cat. In fact, Candace said—

“Is this not what we all thought with the hawk?”

“The eagle, yeah.”

“What about the lizard?”

“No, he hasn’t done that one, yet. It was a fish after the eagle.”

“The hare?”

“If one of the nerds from the Akademiya were here, they would correct you by saying rabbit.”

“And the rat?”

“It was hamster after the rabbit.”

“So why now,” Candace said after they hammered out the order of animals Al-Haitham has been accused of becoming, “this cat?”

“Well,” Dehya began, and said nothing further because really she didn’t have much evidence other than finding the cat literally in Al-Haitham’s clothes, with his Vision, and also being a little shit like the man himself, and also the real man’s absence.

“It’s not…not-compelling,” Candace admitted later on as they watched the cat make itself quite at home in the her house, leaping up onto the table to inspect the food available and then turn green eyes at Dehya as if to say, “And where’s mine?” 

They then eyed the little dusty paw prints and little bits of sand that had fallen off the cat in the process of its investigation of the house.

Thus Candace said, very reasonably, “Well. If this is Al-Haitham, I don’t think he’d appreciate being filthy. And if it isn’t…well. No harm in a clean cat.”

The cat was, actually, rather worse for the wear—between the dust of the ruins and the sand, the cat’s coat had probably seen better days.

And thus, the cat was taken for a wash and a check to make sure it didn’t have fleas or any other pests. 

The cat was, much to the cat’s annoyance as it tried to squirm out of Candace and Dehya’s combined tangle of arms and hands, confirmed to be male so that was probably one more point in the favor of the cat being Al-Haitham. Probably. 

If the ruin’s unknown mechanism could turn a human into a cat who could say that the mechanism couldn’t also change the sex of the cat? 

Anyway, the cat was physically male. And the cat also did not have fleas. Two things that could be said with confidence even if the cat’s identity could not. Also two things that somewhat could be added to the tally of “reasons why this might be Al-Haitham” column if one was grasping at straws.

The cat tolerated the bath, but leapt out of Candace and Dehya’s grasp as soon as the most important parts were done, and then disappeared to sulk in privacy before returning perfectly groomed and behaved as though nothing had happened.

Freshly washed, the cat does have, everyone would admit, a resemblance to what Al-Haitham might have looked like if he were actually a cat. Even Kaveh would agree to this readily enough as he casts another look the cat’s way.

The cat’s green eyes meet his just as he turns to him, and the cat holds his gaze for a heartbeat before pointedly turning away again.

Distinct shade of green eyes aside, the cat’s fur is a warm grey very similar—if not the exact shade—as Al-Haitham’s hair. 

There was also something about the shape of the eyes on the face, and the gradation of the fur was also reminiscent of Al-Haitham that Kaveh can’t quite put his finger on, but has to admit does bear a resemblance. 

“All of the other creatures he’s been accused of becoming,” Kaveh points out, “also were said to have some form of similarity.”

The eagle was grey, although its eyes were not green. The fish was silver with a green sheen to its scales. The rabbit was a little too light to be the same shade of grey, exactly, but there were some similarities in the way it stared at people. The hamster was also grey with striations on its back that matched the gradient of Al-Haitham’s hair, following dark to light. 

Cyno and Nahida both nod to acknowledge that salient point.

“Yes, this is true, and it does throw some additional doubt into the equation to muddle up the numbers.”

“This is why we are not fully committing to saying this cat is our currently missing scribe,” Cyno says, “but at the same time, it cannot be denied that there is a strong likelihood that this can be our missing scribe. The chance that this is Al-Haitham cannot be fully ruled out. It’s a non-zero chance, which means there is still a chance.”

It was this doubt that had Dehya and the Blazing Beasts lingering in Aaru Village as they, along with Candace, Rahman, and Setaria puzzled over whether or not this cat was actually the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya. 

The cat’s attitude, as he started to relax, certainly started to sway them closer to “Probably yes?” Question mark included.

Ultimately, they decided that this was an issue beyond their ability to handle. Nothing of the sort have ever happened before and there were no records of anything even close to interesting happening in those ruins. 

Setaria sent an urgent letter ahead to the Akademiya alerting them of the Grand Scribe returning from his vacation early. But not being in the position to return to his duties, so they shouldn’t be getting their hopes up. Rather the opposite, actually.

Meanwhile, Candace and Rahman both sent own messages to their contacts in the traveling groups and settlements close to those ruins to see if there was any further information they might be able to find.

Dehya brought the cat, who seemed much more enthused about things as the Wall of Samiel came into view, followed by the brush of forest against the sky, to Caravan Ribat, where the General Mahamatra was waiting with a real cat carrier.

The cat, at first, was incredibly displeased to be in the carrier, and would not shut up about this displeasure while trying to claw his way to freedom. Also very Al-Haitham. 

And then the cat realized he could just lay down in there and nap the travel away while enjoying the shade and cooler temperatures and also no one actively touching him, and calmed down. Incredibly Al-Haitham.

And now, here’s Cyno finishing the delivery.

“The cat,” Cyno says, “somewhat, mostly, acts like Al-Haitham.”

“Those are very uncertain words.”

“The cat,” Nahida says, “somewhat, mostly, thinks like Al-Haitham.”

“Those are also very uncertain words. Nearly the exact same ones entirely. Would it not be more accurate to say that Al-Haitham, himself, thinks like a cat?”

“Yes, that’s rather the problem here,” Nahida agrees. “Now either this is a cat that just happens to be incredibly similar to our scribe, and just happened to be in the wrong place at the right time landing a jackpot on a series of very unlikely statistical probabilities, or this is our scribe and the mechanism has not just muddled up his usual shape but also muddled up his mind to further match the new shape he’s in.”

“So you’re saying that this might be Al-Haitham but he’s actually a cat.” 

Kaveh turns to Cyno, hoping for some support in voicing how outlandish this sounds, but Cyno has returned to his one-sided staring contest with the cat who—looking a lot like Al-Haitham—has turned away to lazily inspect the map on the back wall, the tip of his tail lightly twitching.

“Is it not often found that the simplest solution is the correct or, at least, most likely one?” Nahida points out. 

“What part,” Kaveh asks, incredibly dubious, “of Al-Haitham’s body and mind being…transfigured into that of their cat-equivalents in the middle of a completely mundane ruin in the desert is the simple part here?”

“And what part,” Nahida replies evenly, patiently, “of a cat that just happens to look quite a lot like Al-Haitham, act like Al-Haitham, think like Al-Haitham, appearing in a pile of all of his belongings, with Al-Haitham, being nowhere in sight, in the middle of a supposedly mundane ruin that Al-Haitham was investigating because he was curious do you think is simple? That’s quite a lot of coincidence to line up, compared to just the one.”

“The statistical chances are not in your favor,” Cyno says, eyes narrowing as the cat turns to look at him, and then away again. “Which is another point in favor of this cat potentially being the missing scribe. Is it not in character for him to present to us a problem such as this one?”

This is, unfortunately, true.

“Alright,” Kaveh says, “you’ve got a cat acting like Al-Haitham, but tell me this, does the cat respond to the name?”

As befitting a problem involving Al-Haitham and a cat, the answer is yes. And no.

Sometimes the cat has responded to the name, depending on who called. For example, when Candace called him, supposedly he deigned to pay attention and somewhat behave. Dehya had about a fifty-fifty chance of getting the fur-ball to listen. Cyno has barely any success at all, and only when he uses his strictest, most solemn General Mahamatra voice—the one that usually comes before either a joke or a strike.

Rahman, Setaria, and various other persons also attempted it but had very little results to the point of insignificance. As to anyone else—well. Al-Haitham probably wouldn’t have responded to most anyone else at all anyway, so what was the point in anyone else calling out?

The cat does respond to Nahida, but Nahida admits this isn’t very helpful of an answer as most living creatures tend to respond to her as long as she’s thinking of them with intent. It’s not something she can really turn off. 

Such as it is, being god, and a god with such a direct touch to the mind.

(Nahida was also reluctant to directly probe the mind of the cat, because—well. Things could get tricky and she’d rather not scramble things up further than they already might have been.)

Thus, the test of answering to the name has been very inconclusive. 

It’s all been very confusing for everyone involved, except perhaps the cat, who knows exactly what he’s doing. Which would be, also admittedly, very Al-Haitham in nature.

“Al-Haitham,” Kaveh calls out to the cat currently occupying himself with snooping through the contents laid out on Lord Kusanli’s desk. The cat doesn’t even bother to turn towards him, winding himself between two large stacks of scrolls to start bothering at one with the black Haravatat ribbon until it unfurls for his perusal.

“That could be entirely because you’re the one calling him,” Cyno points out. “Non-reaction can potentially be considered a valid reaction when it comes to you.”

This is very true.

Kaveh contemplates the cat that is probably not Al-Haitham, before calling out again, in a way that Al-Haitham can’t possibly ignore.

“Haithoomi.”

At the same time Kaveh wants to scrub his tongue with a stiff bristled brush—both Cyno and Nahida making strained, complex faces and averting their eyes from both him and the cat—, the cat’s spine arches, hackles raising as he retches. Something lands on Nahida’s desk with a loud, slightly echoing, splat.

The three of them stare at the desk as the cat jumps off it, tail held high, as he goes to investigate the rest of the room, back towards them.

Now, whether or not the cat hacking something up had to do with the nickname or whatever the contents of the scroll the Haravatat managed to get to Nahida’s desk without Al-Haitham around to filter through the drivel is unclear.

But, it is undeniable that this is very much an Al-Haitham response, as put through the filter of a cat’s natural behaviors and instincts, to either situation.

“Alright,” Kaveh concedes grudgingly. “It’s a non-zero chance. Now what?”





2. Chapter 2

Summary for the Chapter:
“I’m fairly sure,” Nilou admits to him, “that this is just a normal cat.”

Oh, thank god, Kaveh thinks. Sometimes the ones with the most sense are the ones who don’t get it beaten out of them by the Akademiya and its myriads of ways of ruining sense with its eccentricities. 





The “now what” should have been obvious. Why else would Kaveh have been called up?

Just as it was before when it was the bird, the fish, the rabbit, the hamster, Kaveh finds himself in the position of observer, caretaker, and researcher all rolled into one.

Now, the question of Al-Haitham and the cat becomes Kaveh’s question. He’s to take the cat home, observe, and take care of him while Nahida sends scholars out to investigate these ruins and try to find more evidence to sway things one way or another.

Al-Haitham’s notes on the ruin had been all scrambled up and partially damaged by the cat when the cat—which apparently couldn’t get out of the room, the ruin’s sensors couldn’t quite pick it up—tried to escape. They wouldn’t be of much use to anyone being dispatched as they were all written in code. Kaveh would have to read through those as well, putting them back into order and decrypting them to send over to whoever gets dispatched to the ruin.

“Shouldn’t this be going through the Amurta? Or perhaps the Spantamad?” Kaveh asked, even as he warily approached the cat, who warily eyed him back.

“I don’t think our scribe would be very happy to be in their care, if this cat is truly him. It would be best to get him comfortable,” Nahida replied, helping Kaveh coax the cat back into the carrier while Cyno passed Mehrak all of Al-Haitham’s belongings.

Well. The cat with the non-zero chance of being Al-Haitham doesn’t seem very comfortable anyway. 

Unlike how the cat had reportedly calmed down and relaxed on the trip back to Sumeru City from Caravan Ribat, the cat that Kaveh brings through the city on the very, very short walk from the Akademiya to the house is very much not calm. The carrier jostles and jerks from the cat inside, hitting against the sides and trying to escape, and then huddling and burrowing very far in the back.

The carrier gives a particularly sharp jerk in Kaveh’s hand when it seems that the cat uses all of the momentum of its small body to hit against the wall of the carrier when a particularly loud bang! echoes up the walkways from someone dropping a heavy load of cargo down below, followed by the raised voices of people arguing.

For this, Kaveh does pause to try and get a glimpse into the carrier, just to make sure the poor thing hasn’t driven itself into a complete state.

The cat, inside, is barely visible in the dark shade of the carrier’s interior which is broken up only by pin-sized shafts of light from gaps in the carrier’s weave. The cat is curled up against the far back, ears back, fur bristled, the picture of discomfort.

Kaveh can’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy for the creature. Whether the cat is Al-Haitham or not, the poor thing looks, well. Poor. Discomfort is too cheap a word for this cat’s current state.

“Not a fan of loud noises, are you?” 

The cat, inside, hisses.

If anyone else where with them, they would say that this is another mark in favor of this cat possibly being Al-Haitham, raising that non-zero chance closer to a statistically relevant percentage. 

Kaveh, however, would very reasonably point out that a cat in an unfamiliar environment with several things it has never experienced before would react very much the same.

Kaveh hurries the rest of the way home, doing his best to keep the carrier level while Mehrak hurries on behind him carrying the heavier and less-fraught load of Al-Haitham’s belongings. 

Upon arriving, Kaveh rushes to get the cat carrier in the door, trusting Mehrak to close things up behind him as he toes off his shoes and makes his way into the house. When he peers into the carrier again, the cat is still pressed flush to the back of it, eyes flashing in the low-lights as he lets out another low hiss. Kaveh can’t really see into the carrier unless he tips it up which would undoubtedly piss off the cat that is unlikely to be Al-Haitham, but might possibly be Al-Haitham off even more.

As good fun as it can sometimes be to nudge Al-Haitham off his game, Kaveh’s not the sort of wretch who would do that in this situation to a creature already in so much distress. Even in the unlikely situation in which this cat really is Al-Haitham, it would be poor and cruel of him to push things even further.

So Kaveh takes the cat towards Al-Haitham’s room.

On the incredibly, astronomically low, chance that this cat is truly Al-Haitham—discombobulated sense of self, memory, and rationale and all—Kaveh supposes that he might appreciate returning to the most familiar and intimate of spaces, kept so private that not even Kaveh knows with any certainty what the interior of that room is like.

Kaveh has caught glimpses of that room from the open doorway, usually while yelling at Al-Haitham through his own open door or pacing to-and-from down the hallway in the middle of a rant. But he has never been inside and he has done his best not to stare overly much when his gaze has been directed, and thus permitted, inwards.

But this part, Kaveh is used to. Kaveh opens the door to that room, feeling the cool air from the shut up space that’s always kept quiet, dim, tranquil—like some hidden space in the arms of a willow. 

And there is always a moment of breath, upon walking past or opening this door, that is just as cool, just as tranquil—even though cool and tranquil are not truly descriptors of scents.

There is—right now—the stronger smell of residual camphor that has managed to cling to the drapes, the rug, the bedding, from the bug-repelling coils. But underneath it is a sweeter, subtler smell of jasmine incense that has also pervaded and sunk into the room—the very wood of the walls, even. 

Kaveh enters the room, walking into that serene, shaded copse. 

The disparity between his and Al-Haitham’s rooms couldn’t be further apart. And Kaveh isn’t talking about the size.

Kaveh’s room is always lit up—curtains drawn, windows open to let in the daylight, and lamps and candles and electric lights flickering and humming away to join him in the night. 

Al-Haitham’s room is strictly regulated—this is a place for winding down, for sleeping, for relaxing. This is not a place that welcomes or encourages hectic thought. This is a room with one dedicated purpose and everything in it has been tailored for maximum effect.

(Yes, even the rather clumsy and out-of-place looking figurines sitting on the shelf across the bed are here with purpose. Purportedly relaxing one, according the person laying on the bed and looking at them.

Well, as long as Kaveh doesn’t have to look at them. To each their own. In theory.)

The bed is neatly made up and the curtains are thick and long, forcing light into a thin little strip across the floor.

All of Al-Haitham’s clothes are neatly tidied away. His dressing table is also kept neat, everything with its own place and everything in place—even if, at a glance, Kaveh has to admit he doesn’t quite understand the rhyme or reason for those places. The mirror is covered.

There is no desk in this room. That’s what he has an entire study for, after all. 

The books on these shelves are kept there due to favoritism, and are few in number—separated and broken up by little knickknacks and boxes for other sentimental items, Kaveh would guess. Or maybe just more strange oddities that Al-Haitham seems so fond of.

Kaveh’s room, in contrast, is an entire life packed between four walls. His work, his personal projects, all the things collected in the course of living a life while trying to get all of its potential in every shade and shape, have been packed into it. Kaveh tries to keep it neat, but there’s only so much arranging and rearranging of the same items in the same space one can do before things start to cross and overflow.

And overflow they have, into the hallways, into the other rooms. 

The table at the back of the front room is basically Kaveh’s at this point. There are multiple editions of the same books on the same shelves, distinguishable only when opened to see two different hands writing very different comments and questions in the margins and around the print. Kaveh’s own little nicknacks and various other items that contain something not-quite-sentiment have found their own homes within this house.

There is the blanket that his mother sent him after she learned to crochet—lopsided and charming in its imperfection that shifts from one side to the other in proof of slowly-building proficiency. There is, also, a pale dutar that sits at the back of the front room that accompanies one of a darker veneer.

There are pictures of them—not just them, but others, taken using Al-Haitham’s kamera, but Kaveh’s hand. Kaveh’s paid for all of the film and costs of development. Of course. But now there are pictures of them, as well as the strange circle of people who they both mutually call their own that pop up here and there in the house.

But even with that overflow of life, there is no denying that the heart of it sleeps in Kaveh’s room, with all of the tangled up things that feed it. 

It is very much the same with Al-Haitham’s room, following a different trail of life-veins to a different heart. For all that the house is Al-Haitham’s, it is this room that contains the truest echo of him.

Kaveh carefully sets the carrier down in the center of that room.

If this cat is Al-Haitham, he hopes that there is enough of the regular Al-Haitham in this room to bring some form of comfort. And he hopes that once Al-Haitham is back to his normal self he’ll forgive the intrusion of Kaveh into this space—although he’s not going to be holding his breath for a thank you.

If this cat is simply a cat as Kaveh strongly suspects he is, well then—even before he entered this space—Kaveh knew that Al-Haitham’s room was probably going to offer the most peace in the entire house. It’s enclosed, dark, quiet, cool, and very inviting. 

It also doesn’t have that much that can be ruined. Everything important is neatly tidied away and secured. Kaveh’s double checked. Unless this cat has working thumbs and the dexterity to work complex handles or locks, in which case they’ve got other mysteries to be thinking about over here.

But ideally the cat won’t make a mess of it and calms down while in here. And when Al-Haitham returns to give them all that signature look of disappointment, he’ll forgive Kaveh releasing a cat into his room. Or at least, be mad in the way that allows Kaveh to figure out a way to earn forgiveness.

Kaveh unlatches the carrier, opening the door wide, going around to wait near the door. He’s not quite sure what to do now.

All of the other times that various animals were accused of being Al-Haitham, they never made it so far as to being brought back to the house.

The bird was caught out by Nahida just as Kaveh got there, along with Al-Haitham quickly after him. Kaveh managed to stall long enough on both the fish and the hamster that Al-Haitham appeared to put everyone back on the right track before things got too far along.

The rabbit…well. The rabbit situation did go on for a day or two. But at the start of that Kaveh wasn’t there to take the rabbit back. He only joined in on the rabbit fiasco towards the last few hours of it, just in time to get caught up and lumped together with everyone else who managed to trick themselves into things as Al-Haitham also returned. Unfortunately for Kaveh.

So what happens now?

Kaveh can literally feel the tension in the room, spilling out from the cat carrier. Him staring at the thing probably isn’t helping, although the cat would have no way of knowing Kaveh was there and staring.

For several long, increasingly tense and worrisome minutes the there is no sound or motion from the cat carrier.

So Kaveh, as quietly as he can, opens the bedroom door and slips back out of it. Perhaps it’s best to leave the cat alone. If the cat is Al-Haitham, maybe he’s being uncharacteristically shy. Or maybe those new cat-senses really have done a number on his thoughts.

Kaveh closes the door on the cat with a soft click. He’ll leave the cat to things for a few hours. In the mean time…well. He’s got the rest of the house to cat-proof to the best of his limited ability and some notes to start looking through.

“If you notice something…” Kaveh starts to instruct Mehrak, keeping his voice low. But he has to stop and pause because he’s not quite sure what to say here.

Something strange? There’s a cat in the house who probably isn’t, but doesn’t have a completely zero chance of being the home owner, Mehrak’s second favorite person in the entire world, Kaveh’s…person in the world. Yes, there’s already something strange here to be noticed.

Suspicious? Alarming? Same issue with the strange.

“If you think something inside might be broken…” Kaveh starts over and then pauses to pinch his brow again.

By Mehrak’s standards, a cat being where it shouldn’t might count as broken. So is someone not Al-Haitham being in Al-Haitham’s room, cat included.

“If you sense that the cat might be hurt or in some sort of danger,” Kaveh settles with saying, “let me know. Stay outside for now.”

Mehrak tips forward in acknowledgement of the new order, setting herself down on the floor, tipping to lean herself against the door. She enters standby mode with a small beep, all of her passive sensors switched towards monitoring Al-Haitham’s room and the cat inside of it.

Kaveh then spends the rest of the afternoon going around the house, tackling things in pieces. He starts up dinner, then remembers that this is going to be a dinner for one and hastily puts that on hold. He quickly goes out to run over to the houses on the residential street that their house overlooks, going to ask the good sister a few houses down on the street about cats and what they eat. 

He returns with a lot of things to think over, some cat food, and and cat toys that her own cats never took a liking to, but the warning that they might still smell of her cats so his cat might not be very enthused about them.

He then returns to preparing his dinner for one, as well as smaller different dishes for the cat. While that’s cooking, Kaveh starts putting away anything the cat might knock over that he’d miss or otherwise regret.

After a lot of deliberation on whether or not he’s as charitable, considerate person as he’d like to believe he is, and how important it is, Kaveh even puts away the little figurines and bit and bobs that he’s been trying to get Al-Haitham to either throw away, let Kaveh alter just a little bit, or keep to his room and study. Al-Haitham better thank him for this when he returns—whether he was somehow actually the cat or not.

If Kaveh were acting true to his own heart, he’d throw these figures away while he has the chance, or give them to the cat and hope the cat decides to take to them as toys to claw and chew at. With the way things are going, some love-marks from a cat would actually make some of these things look better.

Kaveh makes sure that the doors to his room, the study, the storage closet, and all of the windows are securely shut. 

He double checks against the list that the sister gave him and starts moving the dangerous plants out of the house, to the back courtyard. 

The entire time, Mehrak remains quiet, display dark, leaned against the door. If Mehrak, with her enhanced sensors, isn’t picking up anything, Kaveh’s own human senses have very little chance. But when he passes Al-Haitham’s room on his way between moving this-or-that, he can’t help but slow just a little, turning all of his focus on trying to hear something that may or may not be happening.

Curiosity gets the better of him, as it usually does, once he’s got most of everything fragile or otherwise important secured away, most of the plants moved, dinner going, and Al-Haitham’s notes spread out over the kitchen table for him to skim through as he’s going here and there.

Kaveh slowly opens the door, just a crack. 

He doesn’t immediately see anything disturbed, or hear anything. He risks opening the door just a little bit more.

And then Kaveh sees the cat. Right on top of the bed, on Al-Haitham’s pillow, curled up like a smaller, strangely shaped grey pillow, himself. In fact, the cat looks like the odd-shaped cushions that Al-Haitham would have procured for himself anyway.

The cat has, somehow, managed to shove the thick, light-blocking curtains aside just enough that a narrow ray of light falls right over the place where he’s curled up to sleep.

Non-zero chance, Kaveh thinks to himself, this time leaving the door open just the smallest crack. He taps Mehrak awake and signs at her to keep watch on the cat.

-

Non-zero chance is something that Kaveh keeps reminding himself over the next several days of living with the cat, trying to go through Al-Haitham’s notes, while also trying to study the cat, himself.

The cat is actually an incredibly well behaved cat, considering that there’s a very high chance that this is just some random cat that just happened—through a series of bizarre chances—to be found in the same place Al-Haitham was.

The cat hasn’t broken anything beyond repair. The cat has left some scratches on the furniture, picked at threads on cushions and curtains, and has left his fair share of light pink lines on Kaveh’s arms and calves. But those are, he’s sure, accidents. The cat hasn’t drawn blood and has only scratched when annoyed or startled. The scratches and pulled threads are mostly because the cat is bored and are contained to specific pieces of furniture the cat has found himself fond of.

Kaveh had gone asleep that first night not having seen the cat at all. When he had checked in again the cat was no longer on the bed, but Mehrak confirmed the cat was still in the room. According to Mehrak, the cat was underneath the bed. And then, later on, the cat was investigating the shelves, or behind the curtains.

The next morning, when Kaveh woke, Mehrak was no longer outside Al-Haitham’s door and the cat was found to have wedged himself on the very top of a shelf in the front room, the grey curve of his hindquarters barely visible when Kaveh was standing next to the shelf but slightly more apparent from a distance.

The cat made himself scarce while Kaveh was around, and after a lot of deliberation, Kaveh left Mehrak behind for the first time in a very long time to monitor the cat. 

After seeing the cat’s poor reaction to Sumeru City’s streets, Kaveh was reluctant to bring the cat with him, but also equally reluctant to leave the cat entirely alone and unsupervised. 

Kaveh didn’t leave for very long. He didn’t have classes that day, only two client meetings.

Upon returning, Kaveh opened the door and saw the cat in the middle of tussling with Mehrak mid-air. Mehrak beeped upon seeing Kaveh, and the cat looked up at Kaveh just as surprised at being caught as Kaveh was surprised at doing the catching.

The cat, half-curled over Mehrak, stared at him, wary. Mehrak took the opportunity to gently rotate forward, causing the cat to slip onto the ground with a thump. Then Mehrak projected a bit of light onto the ground and the cat was distracted by trying to swat at the light that Mehrak made jump like a cricket.

Cat behavior, but not Al-Haitham behavior, Kaveh thought as he shook his head, giving the pair ample space as he walked into the house. Once he was done putting his things away and sorting himself out, Kaveh returned to see that the cat has once again managed to leap upon Mehrak, but this time Mehrak was floating with her display parallel to the floor and the cat was settled on top of her like a grey round of bread upon the tray ready to be plopped into the oven to finish.

Regretfully, Kaveh couldn’t leave Mehrak to be the cat’s playmate and called Mehrak over to him.

Mehrak tried to tip to set the cat down, but the cat stubbornly used all of the agility and dexterity that cats are naturally gifted with to persist in clinging, climbing, and curling around Mehrak like a floating piece of climbing equipment. The cat, even, gave Mehrak’s display an irritated swat for the disruption—complete with a somewhat scolding sounding “mrow.”

Another point to add to the pile of not-not-Al-Haitham.

Other points that are slowly adding to that pile of evidence that might fool the lesser, less familiar man into thinking this cat might stand a chance at being Al-Haitham include, but are not limited to:

The way that Kaveh will glance over at the cat who, despite his fondness for Mehrak makes an escape every time Kaveh gets into arms length of him, and see him doing something like batting at a tassel, threatening to unravel the thing into scattered threads and a mess for Kaveh to clean up. And upon Kaveh glancing over, seeing the mess in the making, and giving the cat a warning sound, or an outright command to knock it off, the cat will do one of two things.

One: turn to look directly at Kaveh while momentarily pausing his actions, and then, while still looking at Kaveh, proceed to continue while maintaining eye contact.

Two: ignore Kaveh entirely will still doing exactly as Kaveh warned him not to do.

This, of course, usually means that Kaveh has to go over there and stop the cat. Kaveh getting up and moving in the cat’s direction is usually enough.

It is unlike Al-Haitham to back down and retreat, but sometimes even that stubborn man will concede to Kaveh when the stars align just so.

And the way this cat retreats is strangely reminiscent of the way Al-Haitham does, when the occasion just happens to happen.

Or. Well. Almost reminiscent. Not exactly the same, but similar enough. If one were to squint very hard—hard enough to get a small headache—while running their memories of Al-Haitham through multiple softening filters. Then yes. And only if one is examining the action that occurs after the initial parts of the escape.

Upon realizing that Kaveh is approaching him with intent, the cat will bolt from wherever he’s causing his mischief in an impressive flash of grey, until an acceptable distance is re-established. Then, the cat will come to a slow, gracefully adjusting to appear as though this was entirely on purpose due to factors that did not involve Kaveh at all, as he makes himself comfortable elsewhere to entertain himself in some new way.

It’s almost cute.

The way that the cat sometimes watches Kaveh is also, if Kaveh doesn’t think too hard on it, similar to how Al-Haitham, occasionally, watches him. Usually when he’s bored or when Kaveh is in the middle of pacing and half-arguing to the air about something, and Al-Haitham will track his progress from one side of the room to the other, offering a comment here and there when Kaveh has to pause to breathe.

The cat, from his various lounging spots around the house—be they from the top of the shelf, from underneath furniture, or comfortably settled in a perfect patch of sunlight—will watch Kaveh as Kaveh goes about his business.

Sometimes, when Kaveh looks back, the cat will turn away like he did the first time in Lord Kusanali’s office. But sometimes, the cat will continue to look back in the same unabashed way Al-Haitham sometimes does, expression seeming to convey the challenge of, “What? Am I not allowed to look? You’re right in front of me acting ridiculous. If you didn’t want to be looked at, why are you making such a spectacle?”

This is, admittedly, a lot for one look to be saying. But Al-Haitham is very expressive if you know how to pay attention and Kaveh’s spent several years paying attention whether he likes it or not, as a matter of self-preservation and pride. 

You can’t win an argument you’re only hearing half of, after all.

Sometimes Kaveh can even hear Al-Haitham responding in that infuriatingly familiar and dry way he does when Kaveh looks over and sees the cat seeing him and Kaveh can’t help but go, “What?”

And the cat just stares back at him and Kaveh hears dozens upon dozens of memories overlapping at once in Al-Haitham’s voice in this exact situation, as he responds, “You’re the one trying to make a groove into the floors while taking up all of the air in the room, you tell me what.”

It does not help that the cat seems to be fond of lingering in the same places that Al-Haitham tends to do. Is this because Al-Haitham, is predisposed towards the behavior of an overly large cat? Or is this cat just…very similar to Al-Haitham?

Kaveh will look over towards the center divan where Al-Haitham normally chooses to while away the lingering hours of daylight, and there’s the cat taking up a lot less space but happily picking at loose threads with a claw, making a faint skrtch-skrtch sound on the cushions, or sleeping with his back turned towards Kaveh, stretched out like the entire divan is his territory even though he barely covers an eight of it.

The cat has been mostly good about doing his cat-business outdoors, when Kaveh has tentatively let the creature out to the back courtyard under Mehrak’s watch and strict instructions for her to keep the cat away from certain plants no matter what. Kaveh has watched through the kitchen window to see the cat curling up on one of the wooden chairs that they have crammed out there—Al-Haitham’s chair—, looking particularly pleased as he tips his face towards the light and basks. Or the cat will wind his way through the potted plants, finding the few little decorations tucked in amongst the pots to entertain himself with.

As the sister Kaveh asked advice from said, the cat is unenthused about the toys that he had brought over. The cat has entertained himself with trailing after Mehrak and using her as his main toy, and creating other diversions to entertain himself with throughout the day.

Much to Kaveh’s despair, part of these self-made diversions involves some of Al-Haitham’s things. Namely, the little odds and ends, the little collection of strangeness that Al-Haitham has an inexplicable fondness for.

The cat has taken to batting the more sturdy ones around (the wooden figurines that would give any child nightmares and have way too many holes carved into them to be eyes, noses, mouths, or whatever else Al-Haitham claims they are), or nosing and what Kaveh has to call cuddling the more malleable and softer ones (that one oddly shaped cushion that might be a star, a jellyfish, or even a cactus, the color of the fabric really doesn’t help in determining what it is but it is admittedly very soft and comfortable for the lounging upon).

The cat having Al-Haitham’s sense of strange aesthetics is admittedly a rather hard to ignore point in favor of a conclusion Kaveh still feels shouldn’t have any legs to stand on. 

But as the rational voice in Kaveh’s mind (the one that usually sounds like Al-Haitham when Kaveh least likes the rational answer that the universe tends to try and shove in his face) reminds him that it doesn’t matter what a person’s feelings are, it’s evidence and facts that weigh the most in determining the conclusion.

If feelings were enough to sway an empirical study then there would be a lot less merit and challenge to being a scholar, and they would both be out of jobs.

To which Kaveh must remind that rational voice that Al-Haitham being turned—mind and body—into a cat through the unknown workings of a ruin that’s been known, studied, and well-traveled without incident for several decades worth of people passing through, be they scholar, eremite, or adventurer of any sort, would require quite a lot more hard evidence and fact than the strange feeling of similarity between cat and human. 

Where is these facts, these solid, tangible, unassailable pieces of proof?

Similarity in affectation and appearance, as translated between two different species, can hardly be considered to weigh the same as objective fact. Aren’t these subjective feelings, too?

So while it is true that this cat is similar to Al-Haitham, similar does not mean the same and Kaveh refuses to be swayed into falling for this. Absolutely not.

Any day now, Kaveh is sure—even as they days go on—, Al-Haitham himself will appear to set everything to rights and evict the cat from his room and give Kaveh that disappointed look about entertaining this—cat, god, the General Mahamatra—for even a second.

In the meantime, Kaveh can’t help but passively notice and find himself becoming endeared to the cat.

These observations of his are an entertaining and interesting reprieve from trying to sort through Al-Haitham’s notes. Working on decrypting them isn’t that hard. The code is simple and familiar enough for Kaveh to recognize and translate into something that’s useable for people who aren’t Kaveh or Al-Haitham. 

It’s just that they’re all out of order and several of the pages have some form of damage, removing entire portions of whatever thoughts Al-Haitham was working through from the puzzle.

The cat, when it was stuck in that room (apparently the ruin’s mechanisms couldn’t register the cat trying to escape, which may or may not be a good thing) damaged several pages in his scramble to figure out the what’s-what of suddenly being somewhere different than where he was previously.

And during whatever process occurred in that room, all of these notes were dropped and scattered, which already put them mostly out of order. 

But then the cat tore some, smeared others, possibly chewed on different parts of it, too while kicking up his fuss. Some of the pages are smeared against each other from contact, and when Dehya bundled them all up together again it wasn’t as though she was meticulous about the order or even direction the pages were facing. 

Not that Kaveh’s casting any blame in her direction, of course.

It doesn’t help that Al-Haitham’s personal notes tend to jump around, moving between different topics and diagrams, sometimes even within the same page. And Al-Haitham’s notes are mostly short-hand ways of reminding him of thoughts he wants to return to, or references to other things that just happened to cross his mind as potentially related to what’s on hand, rather than any solid conclusions and thoughts being expressed or pinned down. After all, Al-Haitham has the conclusions and the theories all in his head, why would he need to write them down for himself?

It’s a personal study in which he was trying to find his own answer to a question posed by himself, to himself. Who else was he expecting to read through these? If he was ever going to share what the question or answer were, it wouldn’t have been through sharing these notes.

Most of Al-Haitham’s notes are scattered fragments of sentences, leading or referring to notes he must have made elsewhere, or things he didn’t write down at all. Entire portions of his thought process are omitted between one section of notes on the page and the next—the process of determining why he jumps from one thought to another is as much a mystery as the question of what happened.

Not to brag, but normally Kaveh wouldn’t be having such a hard time of sorting these notes out. The two of them have practically lived half-in, half-out of each other’s minds—for a great portion of time, somewhat against their own wills—for years.

Kaveh knows the twists, turns, and aerial dives Al-Haitham’s thoughts can take when given free reign in the same way that Kaveh knows that Al-Haitham knows the contortions Kaveh’s own mind can take to work around and through a problem that’s deposited itself in the most inconvenient place, at the most bothersome time, in the most frustrating way.

But normally Kaveh also knows what Al-Haitham’s starting point was to puzzle through the rest.

It feels like Kaveh’s been dumped into taking over a debate after it’s started, without being briefed prior as to what the topic is, which side of the argument he’s supposed to be taking, who’s currently at the advantage, and no information as to the methods already used on either side to bring them to that moment in time.

Kaveh dives into these glimpses and snatches of Al-Haitham’s thoughts, constructing the bridges and roads from one fragment of the man to another, often feeling like he wants to bash his head against a wall in the process, which he should be used to by now. 

If Al-Haitham were here he’d be shaking the man by the shoulders with such familiar frustration that it almost circles around to fond.

Kaveh sometimes even forgets Al-Haitham isn’t here (which is the entire reason why he’s doing this to start with) and finds himself walking into an empty study to snap and complain at an empty room, or turning to look at the rest of the front room or kitchen to bemoan the headache he’s been wading through without the relief of even being able to put face to headache.

Instead, when it isn’t empty air, it’s the cat, who sometimes looks back at him and sometimes doesn’t.

The surprise of it is utterly disarming and Kaveh will find himself taking a moment or more to sit and watch the cat being a cat, reluctantly being charmed by the strange cat that’s wound up in his care through stranger circumstances.

But over the next several days, the cat appears to be doing his own looking from closer and closer, until the cat is almost in arm’s reach. Kaveh hasn’t purposefully reached out to test this growing tolerance, himself, yet.

The only times he’s touched the cat so far have been on accident, walking too close to one of the cat’s hiding space and getting a startled swipe at the ankle or calf, or when he’s blindly reached out for something, not expecting the cat to be there and the cat not expecting Kaveh to dare reach out and touch.

By this point, Kaveh has learned—observed—a few other things about this cat.

Aside from the looks, the attitude, the taste in the strange, fondness for the same space, and aversion for loud noises, the cat also doesn’t like most of the same smells Al-Haitham is averse to.

The cat makes his entertainment in the same way Al-Haitham does, when Al-Haitham doesn’t have his nose in a book or five, taking up an entire table or semi-flat surface with whatever dazzling array of written words has his attention.

(Kaveh recalls more than one occasion in which he and Al-Haitham have ended up fighting over the same space when there was plenty of free space around, because neither of them wanted to concede to the other and have to relocate. Even if relocating might have saved more time in the end, and would only have required one of them to move over a foot or so. 

But these clashes usually end up with the two of them crammed together with all of their things spilling over each other, and sometimes their own limbs tangled as they reach over each other to determinedly keep going with whatever they were foolishly committed to doing.

And sometimes these entanglements end with Kaveh…relaxing into the feeling of working parallel someone else, leaning his shoulder or leg or back against whatever limb is closest and feeling a reciprocal weight of a body against his own.

The feeling found in these moments is, Kaveh’s thinks, a sibling of the satisfaction found when a strange arrangement of objects is found and they all manage to defy gravity in perfect harmony, even if it is only for the most fragile of moments.

There is something astoundingly good for one’s concentration, or maybe just Kaveh’s, about listening to someone else grumble, huff, get annoyed, feel triumphant, or otherwise puzzle through from one side of a separate mystery from your own to another at hand. 

It’s like…companionship on along the figurative road of erudition. 

All the roads of knowledge are traversed alone, but there’s nothing that stops a traveler from looking to the side and seeing someone else on their own road making their own progress and drawing strength and inspiration from it.

Sometimes Kaveh will turn and look at Al-Haitham and the tangled up knots of their roads and feel the inexplicable comfort of…well. Something.)

Mehrak hasn’t been completely regulated towards cat-watching duties. That’s only when Kaveh’s out of the house or otherwise so dedicated towards focusing on something that he can’t spare even a moment for a cat. 

Such as it is to be four jobs at once: private business owner, professor, notes decryption expert, and cat-watcher. Sometimes one of those has to drop in favor of the other and it just so happens that decrypting these notes is a greedy gobbler of Kaveh’s time and focus.

They’re all quite lucky that his current private commission works are a little slow and are also slightly ahead of schedule for once, and that the current topic of Kaveh’s class is easy enough to shift away from anything that requires him to do any read-overs or real grading and instead turn towards student-lead discussion.

In any case, Mehrak’s probably the one working the hardest in all of this. When she’s not managing the cat she’s working on trying to catch up on the work that Kaveh’s put off for her to do for him because he simply doesn’t have the time for it, either. At least Mehrak doesn’t sleep or eat to take away valuable working hours. And she requires a lot less scrap paper than he does to visualize something and find the critical detail that undoes the entire schematic.

Without Mehrak or Kaveh to entertain the cat, the cat has taken to finding his own—creating—his own entertainment without much in terms of complaint.

Kaveh will emerge from a fugue of numbers, symbols, and fragments of clauses, vision swimming, light headed, and look upon the cat having some good fun of his own.

The cat has a particular fondness for the uneven blanket that Kaveh’s mother made, getting tangled up in it and kneading at the lumps with his paws. The cat likes certain textures, apparently, and has a fondness for worrying at them—interacting with them just to feel. 

It reminds Kaveh a little of Al-Haitham, when the man’s sunk so deep into this thoughts that he’s abandoned the body to figure things out on its own. When Al-Haitham is deep in the mysteries of his own mind, Kaveh’s caught him out worrying at the corner of a book, a page, or rolling a smooth stone between his fingers, his palms. Al-Haitham will wind and unwind a stray bit of string around his finger over and over again, the movements becoming so steady, building their own tempo and setting a rhythm so consistent that you could use them as a marker of time.

Sometimes, even when he isn’t so buried in the thoughts—when he’s reading or eating, Kaveh will still catch him at it. A thumb running over the same edge of the table, a portion of one of the looser components of his own clothing being worried or wound around wrist, palm, finger, over and over again—that glowing cord of his earphones is a common enough victim of absent fiddling.

The cat has also decided that, for whatever reason, Kaveh is now required to take a somewhat more active role in his enrichment.

When and how much more of an active role varies. But the little menace, in an echo of the larger vexation everyone claims that this cat is meant to be, seems to be doing his own experiment to see how much he can annoy Kaveh and how Kaveh will respond to said annoyance.

More than once Kaveh has set something down and left, or simply turned his head to do something else, and upon returning to pick up where he left of seen the cat. Waiting.

Once this took the form of Kaveh having left a bottle of ink—thankfully closed—on the table at the back room, and the cat sitting at the edge of that table, contemplating the bottle. One paw was placed next to the bottle. And then, as Kaveh entered, the cat’s ears twitched and down went the bottle.

Thankfully the bottle did not crack or shatter or otherwise release its contents all over the floor and rug, but Kaveh almost had a small stroke fearing that it would in the split moment of a moment in which he processed what was happening happen.

The cat then simply turned to examine the bottle rolling on the floor, then left to find something else to do. But not after looking right up at Kaveh with purpose.

On another occasion, Kaveh had left his seat on the divan, leaving a semi-circle of Al-Haitham’s notes spread out around where he was sitting like a strange outline. When he left his seat the cat had been on the center divan, the one it had taken a liking to and was most often on or around. The one that Kaveh had resigned to getting the most damage because the cat liked to pick at the wooden carvings with his claws and knead at the cushions and get all of hair on it.

When Kaveh returned the cat had migrated from his favorite lounging spot to where Kaveh had been sitting in the center of the sprawl of pages, equally sprawled out—stretched out—as to take up as much space as possible.

The cat stared up at him, defiant, when Kaveh approached.

Kaveh got so close that he might have even touched his finger to the cat’s head if the cat didn’t hiss at him.

Kaveh looked at the hissing cat, his neatly spread out notes, and then the divan with the cat hair, and resigned himself to taking the whole operation and moving across the room. Go figure that no sooner had Kaveh done that, the cat gracefully got up and came to the other side of the room and plopped down right there, looking up at Kaveh in a way that clearly said, “What now?”

And for all that the cat isn’t fond of being touched or approached, the cat has an excellent way of making himself—quite literally—underfoot.

Kaveh will literally trip of the cat walking around the house, earning raised pink lines on his legs and feet for the trouble, and scolding hisses or meows as though Kaveh’s the one at fault for the cat deciding to do its best imitation of a starfish in the middle of a room, or half-in-half-out of underneath a piece of furniture. 

Sometimes the cat will turn itself into a roll of grey fluff right in front of a door that Kaveh needs to open and then he’s stuck in a five minute long contest of wills that either end up in him having to take a deep breath and go in to move the cat—scratches, hisses, complaints and all—or the cat deigning to consider that he was done loafing about here anyway.

Worse is when the cat will do this on the other side of a door that Kaveh is trying to open. He ends up pushing the creature across the floor with the door and then the cat will follow after him complaining with just the eyes. 

Did Kaveh, at any point, force the cat to not move out of the way? No. He was even moving the door very slowly. The strange creature chose to lay there and let it happen.

Kaveh will admit that sometimes he appreciates these strange antics of the cat. Especially when his thoughts are so…much of what they are and he’s in need of a distraction from himself and the whole mess that it seems he’s inadvertently landed himself into just be living as he does.

It’s relief from a large annoyance via smaller one.

Although there are just as many times where the cat seems to genuinely just be doing things himself, rather than to annoy Kaveh. It appears that the cat, like most creatures born and bred under the sheltering leaves of Sumeru’s forest, is a scholar at heart.

Kaveh’s walked into the aftermath of more than one of the cat’s experiments in causation by now to know this.

“You sure you don’t want to have a go at one of the actual toys meant for cats?” Kaveh asks the cat when he walks in on the cat having knocked down a bowl of fruit from the kitchen table onto the floor. The cat is now swatting apples and mangos into rolling across the floor. It must have been a particularly forceful push that sent the basket down. It was heavy with the fruit in it, which is why Kaveh thought it would be alright to leave alone. It was also in the center of the table, not the edge.

This was no obstacle to the cat with a mystery to solve, a point to prove, and the time to spend on it.

Casual property damage, especially when it makes such a mess, really aren’t Al-Haitham behaviors. But the cat’s nonplussed reaction to being caught out causing trouble certainly is. 

The man and the cat certainly have a way of getting themselves caught up into something, usually of their own making, then looking at whoever found them in the middle of their mess like that person’s the interloper who’s caused everything to go wrong, and what are you doing here anyway?

And if Kaveh’s being very generous towards this ludicrous and specious theory that the rest have become illogically attached to, then if you were to run Al-Haitham’s logic when he’s bored enough through the filter of a cat’s limited capabilities and though processes, then maybe—just maybe—these little adventures in testing the boundaries of cause and effect are in-character.

But thus far that Kaveh has seen, the cat’s reaction to getting caught out in the middle of his mischief by the half-blind aunt who lives down the road is the biggest point in favor to this cat being, possibly, not quite a normal cat.

Kaveh had taken the cat out during one of the rare hours of the day in which Sumeru City was quiet. 

They say that Liyue Harbor, birthplace of mora is a city that never sleeps, but Sumeru City, land of scholars who habitually burn the candle at both ends, would be a good rival to Teyvat’s trade capital. 

Kaveh set Mehrak to watching the cat closely because the cat scratching her up for daring to move him about was different from the cat scratching Kaveh up, and took the opportunity to do as much laundry as he physically could. 

The sun was nice and the wind was favorable. And with the cat distracted by Mehrak hopefully he wouldn’t end up accidentally tossing the cat into the wash basin, or finding the cat tangled up in the clotheslines.

He also had several scarves and shirts and dark trousers that he needed to get the hair off of without the cat deciding this would be a game between them, winner take all.

The cat hair was really starting to get to him at that point. Some of the blankets and cushions in the house looked more grey than their original jewel-deep tones of greens, blues, and yellows. 

Things went well for a little. But between Kaveh moving furniture around to sweep and then mop the floors of cat hair and hidden hairballs and such, and going out to hang up rugs to beat to cleanliness, the cat must have wandered away with Mehrak in tow.

Kaveh wasn’t too concerned. When he stretched his senses out he could still feel the trace of Mehrak’s unique dendro energy which is partially his own dendro energy. And if Mehrak had to go very far she would have surely made a noise to alert him. Kaveh wasn’t so focused on the cleaning that he wouldn’t have heard it.

Mehrak and the cat were somewhere down the street. Maybe they had found another cat to make friends or enemies with. Or perhaps they were chasing some rodent or small bird. At least the cat was getting exercise, Kaveh thought.

Later, after several more hours of exhausting work that left Kaveh feeling rather accomplished, Kaveh checked in on them again and was surprised to find Mehrak and the cat in pretty much the same place as before.

Naturally, Kaveh went to investigate.

The cat and machine were in the clutches of the half-blind Nour Aunt. The pair were easily visible through her opened front window, where she was sitting at a great collection of wooden arms and frames and magnifying lenses, working at her embroidery. 

The cat looked rather cross. Mehrak looked like she was unsure about what she was meant to be doing.

Upon spotting Kaveh, the two perked up and immediately ran towards him. Mehrak with a cheerful beep, the cat with a plaintive and slightly drawn out “mee”.

Much to Kaveh’s shock, the cat curled around his legs, winding himself through in several tight circles before hunching down behind him, ears flat, eyes pointed at Nour Aunt like he was facing down a great danger. 

Kaveh admits to finding the cat’s reaction hilarious.

It reminded him very much of Al-Haitham, in the way that Al-Haitham also tries to escape Nour Aunt’s clutches and will, when the opportunity presents, throw Kaveh in to take his place while he makes his selfish getaway. 

And also, it would seem that not even cats were immune to the stringent snap of Nour Aunt’s well-meaning ire and fussing.

“Now what did you do?” Kaveh asked the cat, “Unwind all of her thread? Knock over one of her prized herb pots? Bully her nephew in a way she didn’t previously give permission for?”

The cat looked up at Kaveh balefully, meowing again as he tucked himself into Kaveh’s shadow to make himself a smaller target. He almost looked pitiful. Kaveh wanted to tease him, just a little bit, and was tempted to step around the cat and nudge him forward again.

Well. Kaveh wasn’t very amused for long. 

Nour Aunt turned her ire on him for being foolish enough to lose his cat. What was the point of a pet if he wasn’t going to mind it? He couldn’t just foist the responsibility off onto his machine. What if someone stole both the cat and the machine? The cat didn’t even have a tag to say where he was meant to be. What would he do if the cat got himself into trouble?

Kaveh, in between her taking a breath to keep going, interrupted as politely as possible to let her know that this wasn’t actually his cat, he was just watching over the cat for now.

Which got Nour Aunt asking him what idiot was trusting him with their pet cat when he clearly wasn’t up to snuff, and how that fool also didn’t tag their cat, which got to Kaveh explaining that the cat wasn’t anyone’s cat, the cat was part of an experiment, which had Nour Aunt all up-in-arms and ready to storm the gates of the Akademiya for that.

He was tempted to let her. Al-Haitham and Kaveh have been trying to figure out ways to get Nour Aunt unleashed on the Akademiya for years now and they’ve never figured it out. But they’ve spent many an hour sitting and musing on ways to get her there and all of the havoc she could wreak upon some of the people they liked the least with just one withering stare.

Kaveh was also tempted to lie and say that the cat was actually Al-Haitham to see if this would return her attention to the cat. Archons would know—and Nahida could come and testify to it in more detail herself—that Nour Aunt’s not taken Al-Haitham to task for anything in recent weeks. Surely he’s overdue for some kind of scolding, and who better than Nour Aunt?

But Kaveh had an equally strong feeling that giving into either of these temptations would turn around to bite at him.

Kaveh managed to escape, cat and briefcase at his heels, to return to the house to finish up the cleaning and start in on dinner.

Since the cat’s abbreviated taste of freedom, the cat has gotten bold, bored, or simply curious enough to want to explore further. Kaveh has seen the cat fussing with window latches, the lump of the cat’s body visible against curtains or casting shadows against the floor.

After weighing the pros and cons of it all, Kaveh’s attempted to acknowledge the cat’s cabin-fever by opening the windows a little for him. The cat, in typical cat fashion, leaves the windows as soon as Kaveh does this, as if to say, “Well now that wasn’t the point of it all, and now you’ve ruined it.”

The cat, on the occasions Kaveh lets him out into the back courtyard, does now climb onto the slope of the roof to get the best and most consistent access to asking in the sunlight, and only protests a little when Kaveh sends Mehrak up there to bring the cat back inside.

Kaveh has now taken to cracking open the windows in the front room for the cat to stick his face out of. But the cat has yet to actually do so, only cautiously peering out of the glass and ducking back to where he can’t be spotted when someone passes by.

What’s the saying? Once bitten, twice shy?

The cat is curious enough to look, but not yet ready to venture out and risk another encounter with someone like Nour Aunt just yet. 

Now Kaveh isn’t leaving the cat alone with the windows cracked open, wary cat or not, but when he returns from doing things that aren’t puzzle over mysteries of notes he does see glimpses of the cat’s silhouette in the window. And when he is home attending to various matters of business, he often sees the cat poke his head out the window before retreating like the world’s fuzziest turtle. 

He wonders if the cat is turning this into a little game—this business of hiding not-hiding, exploring not-exploring.

Almost one week of Kaveh wrangling work, a cat, and the question of cats and their thoughts and their potential identities later, for all that the cat seems to have gotten used to some form of routine in the house and Kaveh has almost gotten used to there being a cat. Almost, but not quite.

But the two of them and Mehrak have started falling into the beginnings of what might become a routine, given some time, and Kaveh is somewhat used to the cat’s peculiarities. At least, used to the cat enough that he’s not getting startled every time he lays eyes on the cat and remembers the exact situation Al-Haitham has gotten everyone tangled up into without being around to deal with the consequences of it himself.

The cat’s wariness of venturing outdoors after getting such a talking to by Nour Aunt is one of these peculiarities, which is why Kaveh is very surprised that when he returns from a quick go down the road to return the cat toys that the cat has been ignoring as well as get more tips on how to deter the cat from scratching up the furniture, he sees Nilou and the cat seemingly having some sort of interaction.

He’d left the window open just a crack for the cat because he wasn’t going to be gone for long and he wasn’t going very far. He didn’t expect anyone coming around, either.

Nilou turns towards him when he approaches, smiling, attention split between him and the cat.

“Hello Nilou, I’m guessing you’ve heard the latest strange theory to be floating around in our strange circle of friends. Who was the tattle?” Not that it was much of a secret.

Nilou nods, turning back towards the cat who’s being remarkably good about staying present and not turning around to face away from her or Kaveh, for once.

“I heard from Candace, actually,” Nilou says. And then she explains that she was out in the Great Red Sands on one of her training trips to practice her footwork and gather some inspiration from the night sky. She was returning back to Sumeru City just as a flock of scholars were leaving Aaru Village, while the rest of the village was all stirred up like the bottom of a pond.

At first all Nilou understood was that a cat was involved in some sort of trouble. But why this would be causing such a fuss to the village and an entire flurry of scholars she had on idea. 

She was starting to even wonder if “cat” had become some sort of code word for a big problem at the Akademiya. It was Candace who told her of what Dehya found in the desert: the cat and no Al-Haitham.

Then Nilou was given some messages to bring with her to Sumeru City, since she was already on her way, and she was much faster than most couriers and could get information to the right people with much more ease.

It did not hurt, Candace mused, that Nilou was a much more pleasant person to hear conflicting news from. Even the strangest of tinctures becomes tolerable enough with a lovely enough vessel.

“Do you have a strange tincture?” Kaveh asks, letting Nilou into the house because he can already hear the echo of Nour Aunt’s chastising about him not inviting a guest in for tea and refreshments after they’ve come to do you a favor.

“Well,” Nilou replies with a smile that causes Kaveh to heave a tired sigh. “I don’t have a terrible one, if that helps?”

What Nilou has is more recovered items from the ruins that may or may not have been part of Al-Haitham’s research, as well as extracted samples of machinery and more detailed information of the ruins themselves in the form of photographs, energy read-outs from various Spantamad machines, and some jotted down rumors that Candace and Rahman gathered by word of mouth that may or may not have anything to do with the cat and Al-Haitham and the ruin at all.

Kaveh and Nilou both get rather excited when she hasn’t even finished laying down the recovered items onto the floor before the cat leaps down from the windowsill to give everything a very enthusiastic and curious series of sniffs. The cat even bats around a few of the items, turning them this way and that. The cat is thorough with his examination, ears pricked forward, tail upwards.

The cat, in the process of his investigation, even comes close to Nilou as she’s arranging things, giving her hands and fingers a tentative sniff—going so far as to try and pry items out of her hands when she isn’t doing it all fast enough. 

Kaveh tries to hold the cat back to let Nilou actually finish laying things out. The cat, shockingly enough, accepts Kaveh holding him, tail batting against Kaveh’s arms as he stretches his neck out to examine everything new that Nilou pulls out of her bag and sets onto the floor.

Once done Nilou holds her hands out to the cat, fingers spread out as the cat investigates, giving the cat a quick stroke between the ears before he turns away from her to go back to the items on the floor. 

The cat even revisits certain items more than once, which seems very promising.

Kaveh already has Mehrak recording and is making his own mental notes on possible significance. He doesn’t recognize anything as being obviously Al-Haitham’s, but it’s not like Kaveh’s memorized the entire inventory of the house.

Then, much to their disappointment, the cat turns away from everything to resume staring out the window and being affronted by everyone who dares to stare back.

Nilou, Kaveh, and Mehrak, all crouched and huddled around the collection of items the cat has decided aren’t very interesting at all, and are most likely not going to prove to be of any use to the humans investigating the case, all turn to look at each other and sigh.

“Well. At least we all know now,” Nilou points out as she gathers up everything again.

“We do know now,” Kaveh agrees. “Did you come straight here from Caravan Ribat? Do you want something to eat?”

And that’s how Kaveh and Nilou end up talking over lunch, eating in the front room as they go around talking about Nilou’s practice (she refuses to reveal any hints about what performance she’s got planned next), Kaveh’s work (Kaveh refuses to bog Nilou down with the dozens of little gripes and pains he’s dedicated to enduring to earn his checks), little threads of gossip about their shared circle, and the question of the cat and Al-Haitham.

Nilou even offers to help him with more of the cat-hair cleaning and Kaveh takes her up on the offer but only for her and Mehrak combined to watch the cat while he gets work done.

That’s how they find themselves at the front of the house, Nilou sitting on a fold-out chair with a drink in hand as Kaveh returns to moving things around, the both of them talking through the open window. 

The cat has been coaxed out by Mehrak’s careful and calculated application of a construct of bright green light in the shape of a mouse, although the cat is pretending to be very casual about it all.

Between Mehrak, Nilou, and himself, the cat is unlikely to go very far.

“I’m fairly sure,” Nilou admits to him, “that this is just a normal cat.”

Oh, thank god, Kaveh thinks. Sometimes the ones with the most sense are the ones who don’t get it beaten out of them by the Akademiya and its myriads of ways of ruining sense with its eccentricities. 

“But,” Nilou continues, putting a damper on Kaveh’s tentatively renewed hope for the future of Sumeru, “it’s not…not possible. There was that time with the falcon—“

“Eagle.”

“And the frog.”

“Fish.”

“And the weasel.”

“Rabbit.”

“And the guinea pig.”

“Hamster.”

“Al-Haitham does get busy, doesn’t he? Anyway, I do have to admit that there is a similarity. If he were actually this cat, then he’s become a very handsome one. Ah, look, Master Kaveh, the cat has drawn a crowd.”

Kaveh sticks his head out the window and sees that the cat and Mehrak have indeed drawn over two more cats. One of the cats is much more enthusiastic about trying to catch the projection of the mouse. The other seems to be curious about the grey cat that everyone seems to think may be Al-Haitham.

Said grey cat ignores the other two cats in the same way he’s been ignoring most of the other things that he’s decided aren’t worth the effort of granting his attention. Like Kaveh when Kaveh isn’t being interesting enough.

Kaveh recognizes both cats as strays that get fed by some of the houses down the street. They’re friendly enough, and they chase birds and lizards away from the flower beds and vegetable gardens. And they give some of the stray dogs a good knocking-down or two when they’re acting up. 

Kaveh has seen both cats come around to bother at Al-Haitham now and again. Not here, at the house. But elsewhere in the city. Cats, in general, seem to like Al-Haitham well enough.

Kaveh’s spotted Al-Haitham reading or listening to music in one of the many public gardens that dot the city, with a cat or two watching him from close by, or trailing after Al-Haitham from the narrow walk of a fence or series of rooftops as he goes about his business.

Nilou, he remembers, takes care of some of the stray animals that wander around the denser parts of the city close to the theater. She’s also probably seen Al-Haitham being accepted as one of the cat’s own whenever she’s run into him.

“Just because the cats are interested in their fellow cat doesn’t mean that this cat is necessarily more than he is,” Kaveh protests.

Apparently tired of being gawked at and interrupted, the cat leaves the other two in order to come back to the house. He doesn’t come to Nilou or Kaveh at the window, but makes himself comfortable a few feet away, eyes closing as he prepares for a nice sunbathing session.

The two of them watch the cat while Mehrak distracts the other cats from bothering him by waving around the projection of the mouse to middling success.

“Al-Haitham,” Nilou calls out to the cat. The cat’s ears flick towards her then away. “Candace says he responds to the name. You don’t think he’s forgotten his name, do you?”

Now there’s a worrisome thought.

“No, he’s only been iffy about it the entire time,” Kaveh replies. “Cyno barely got him to react at all.”

“Haitham?” Nilou tries next, earning nothing. “Scribe?” More nothing. “Haithoomi?” That one is said with some hesitation on Nilou’s part. But all that gets is a sneeze, which is a few steps above vomiting, and probably because Nilou’s the one saying it and not Kaveh….which only makes sense if this really is Al-Haitham as a cat. Damn it.

Or maybe the cat just happened to need to throw up right then and there the last time. And doesn’t this time. It’s not impossible or improbable compared to…Al-Haitham being changed into actual cat.

“To be fair,” Kaveh concedes as Nilou tries a few more names and only succeeds in getting the cat to move further away from her coaxing, “he doesn’t react to most of those normally. Scribe, yes. The rest no.”

Nilou looks surprised at that. Kaveh shrugs. “No one calls him any nicknames to start with. Scribe is the title and after several months of fighting to get back to it from Acting Grand Sage of course he’s going to be appreciating it all the more.”

“No one?” Nilou repeats dubiously.

“Who do you think would?” Kaveh points out leaning his elbows on the windowsill. “I think the closest to a nickname he’s got is Lunatic of the Akademiya and the people who’re using it aren’t exactly friends. And isn’t it that nicknames are normally given by close friends and family to start with? You have to admit that it is not unkind, but simply truthful, to say that he’s not got an over-abundance of those.”

“That seems a little sad,” Nilou says turning towards the cat. The cat is now being pestered by one of the other cats and looks moments away from breaking out the claws for some peace and quiet. “Everyone should have at least one nickname. One that they like.”

“I think he rather likes the sound of his own name as it is. It’s a lovely enough name. His parents gave it to him and everything.” It’s one of of the very few things they were able to leave him before they…well. Left him. “It’s the upfront truth, too. You can’t say it doesn’t fit him.”

Nilou turns to look at him with something a little sharp, a little pointed—but not necessarily unkind—that makes Kaveh feel like he’s half his age, height, and intelligence in the worst ways possible. 

What’s with it with the younger generation of Sumeru being so up and coming? Kaveh doesn’t ever remember being that sharp at Nilou’s age. Shouldn’t he at least get a go at being wonderful before the next generation is sweeping him out the door? He’s not that old.

“You’ve been around him for a long time, more than anyone else. Surely you’ve given him one by now. A nickname. Something his, something yours,” Nilou says, voice deceptively even and affable as always, although she’s purposefully directing them towards something not very even, not very affable, not very…always.

Kaveh, as prompted, finds himself immediately thinking back through years upon years of knowing.

The knowing hasn’t always been good or at hand—there are years in between where the knowing is done through paper, through word-of-mouth, through echoes and ripples.

Al-Haitham, in Kaveh’s mouth, has been transformed into other arrangements of ink and sound, all referring to the same person with slightly different touches of flare.

His junior, for one. His partner, for another. Kaveh has referred to Al-Haitham as both in different tones, with different meanings over the long years. He has also called Al-Haitham a menace, a vexation, a downright pain in the neck, side, and head. He’s called Al-Haitham that stubborn Haravatat ox, a problem and a troublemaker, a brute and a conundrum. 

Kaveh’s most familiar and intimate stranger, consistent even with every variation of appellation thrown at him.

Do any of these count as nicknames? They don’t seem like they should. But Al-Haitham responds to all of them with return fire of the same kind. And Kaveh responds to that return fire in a specific way he never would if it was anyone else calling him in such a manner in such a tone.

They both have their many ways of referring to each other without ever saying the names they’ve grown as their own.

Sometimes all they have to do is go “You” in each other’s general vicinity and they’re off.

“No,” Kaveh answers Nilou. “Besides, he wouldn’t appreciate such a thing from me, of all people.” That’s just not their speed.

“He wouldn’t from you?”

“Especially not me,” Kaveh insists. He probably wouldn’t react very favorably to Al-Haitham returning to him with some kind of…strange nickname that isn’t spoken with a twist of something sharp or bitter to temper the intimate familiarity that can only come from knowing someone for almost half your life, either. 

“If he doesn’t react especially to you,” Nilou reasons, “then isn’t that, in itself, a reaction of its own?”

Kaveh opens his mouth. Closes it.

“Well,” Kaveh finally settles on saying, moving aside just as the cat gets fed up with the shenanigans of the other two cats nearby and calls it quits for the outdoors for the day.

The cat, jumps through the window, body warm from sunlight, walking past him and slapping Kaveh’s face with his tail as he does so.

Nilou leaves Kaveh with that soon enough little revelation soon after, going on to report the cat’s indifference to the things she brought back to Nahida at the Akademiya.

Later that night, as Kaveh has part of the new photographs from the ruin on the table next to some of Al-Haitham’s and his own notes, while also eating—if Al-Haitham could see him now, they’d be bickering over how many times they’ve disagreed about working while eating at the table—the cat jumps up onto the seat across from him.

This is not new for the cat. Somewhere around day two or day three of their new living arrangements, the cat started joining Kaveh by sitting on Al-Haitham’s seat. Sometimes the cat sits up, paws on the table, head peering over the edge to investigate what Kaveh’s doing. Usually the cat just loafs on the seat, the tip of the tail or ears barely visible over the edge.

Sometimes the cat lays underneath the table, doing whatever it is the cat does when Kaveh can’t see or hear him.

Tonight, the cat has decided to watch Kaveh and the notes, reaching out to touch the papers closest to him until Kaveh pulls them away.

“Hey you,” Kaveh calls out to the cat. He can’t quite shake the conversation he had with Nilou earlier. He’s not sure why. Maybe he’s going loony from being stuck with a cat that everyone seems to think is more than he really is. “You’re not going to give me anything new to worry about, are you? You’re exactly as you appear to be—frustrating fur-ball and all?”

The cat turns to look at him. And then he chirps, head tipping to the side. Now because Kaveh isn’t fluent or even passable in cat, he can’t tell if that’s a yes or a no. 

Living in Sumeru really does make one strange. Here he is starting to actually question the possibility of a cat being a man, a man being a cat…

Think, Kaveh reminds himself, of the prior encounters. Despite the straightforward simplicity of the answer, it was never that before. There’s surely another explanation.

And yet, as the cat’s green eyes stare at him out of that furry grey face, Kaveh feels his resolve, his rejection, feel the first true buckle of doubt.

Non-zero chance, the voice of the rational scholar reminds him in an almost amused tone of voice. Of course Al-Haitham would be amused if all of that precedent got established then dashed away like so.

How very typical of him to defy expectations when it fits him best.

Kaveh feels something in the back of his mind waver as he sighs, resting his cheek on his knuckles as he watches the cat watching him.

The cat chirps again when Kaveh doesn’t respond, leaping up onto the table even as Kaveh protests, reaching out to try and grab the cat and put him down on the floor. Every time Kaveh scoops the cat up, the cat performs feline gymnastics to get a paw back down on the table or on paper. And every time Kaveh manages to get the cat off the table, the cat leaps right back up again.

“If this is a new game I’m not quite sure what enjoyment there is in it,” Kaveh informs the cat. “Don’t you have free reign of enough of the house just yet? Let me at least have my dinner fur-free. There’s no nutritional benefit. The taste actively removes itself. Not that you’d know. I suppose it’s all the same to you. What does the taste dinner of the man responsible matter to you, hm?”

The cat sidesteps the food, climbing over Kaveh’s arms and the papers and the photographs to slip into Kaveh’s lap, looking up at Kaveh with big green eyes.

Kaveh stares back down, resigned to something he’s not quite sure about. All he knows is that he’s resigned to it.

“Alright fine,” Kaveh says as the cat makes himself comfortable over Kaveh’s legs. “But I’m not feeding you by hand if that’s what you’re after by trying to look cute.”

The cat settles his weight like a warm, unevenly distributed blanket over Kaveh’s thighs, head at the bend of Kaveh’s elbow, in response.

After a few moments of the cat being still and seemingly content, Kaveh rests his hand on the cat’s back. The cat remains still and calm, tail lightly curling around Kaveh’s arm.

“You,” Kaveh sighs, “are quite determined to be strange to me, aren’t you? Always keeping me guessing.”

Another point in favor of a conclusion that Kaveh wishes weren’t starting to make a little more sense than silliness.

In response, the cat digs a paw into his gut and then uses the pressure to launch himself out of Kaveh’s lap and arms, to land on the chair next to Kaveh. The cat then curls up, back to Kaveh, fed up with the personal contact for the day, but content enough to remain close.

Company without company, solitary without being solitary.

Kaveh shakes his head, trying and failing to shake off the strangeness that’s been going on for the past several days as he turns back to dinner and the notes. 

“After this is done I’m the one who’s going to be needing the vacation. Or perhaps I’m too far gone for the saving.”





3. Chapter 3

Summary for the Chapter:
“A new approach, as you said,” Tighnari answers, eyes narrowing, ears trained towards the cat who mimics the action, the both of their tails twitching at the ends. Kaveh catches Collei looking between her master and the cat like she’s considering whether or not it would be disrespectful or disruptive of her to laugh at this specific moment before he leaves the room. “There’s been no progress with the ruin so far.”

“And I’ve had no progress with the notes. Not for a lack of trying, I assure you.”

“No one’s suggested otherwise. It’s more progress than any of us might have ever made. I’ve been called over to see if I can find a more definitive tie between this cat and Al-Haitham, or rule it out more firmly.”

“Bring the non-zero chance up to a statistically relevant fraction or eliminate it entirely.”

“Well. There’s no such thing as completely eliminating chance, is there?”

“Oh, don’t you start with me. Since when were all of you such theoretical scholars? And Collei? Do we need two Amurta stars to determine if a cat is a man or a cat?”





“I take it that we’re trying a new approach,” Kaveh says upon opening the door and seeing Tighnari and Collei on the other side. “Don’t you have class? And don’t you have…an entire unit of Sumeru’s environmental wardens and research arms to keep on task? Why are you suddenly always in Sumeru City?”

“Don’t you have buildings to build?” Tighnari retorts. “Where is he?”

“Don’t tell me you think the cat is Al-Haitham too. Aren’t you supposed to be the most sensible and clever of us all? Al-Haitham included?” Kaveh groans, waving the two of them in even as Tighnari laughs at him.

The cat had long bolted from his place at the window before the knock on the door came. In fact, the cat had come to scratch and complain at the closed door of Al-Haitham’s study, where Kaveh has taken to working on Al-Haitham’s notes. He’s made some progress, but not much in terms of anything worth reporting back to Nahida or Cyno.

The notes Kaveh has been successfully able to decode are from the more organized and undamaged portions that were at Al-Haitham’s base camp rather than stuck in the room with the cat. Kaveh’s put those notes to the side for now, figuring that if he knows more of the rest of it, it would help him parse them with the context.

But so far, the notes Kaveh’s gone through are all about trade routes, material compositions, and fragments of thoughts regarding wartime strategies during the fights for dominance that occurred after the Scarlet King’s demise. And while it’s all rather interesting as light reading, none of it has anything to do with any engineering or scientific theories that would have to do with a supposedly mundane and thoroughly researched ruin turning a man into a cat, or…whatever it is they’ve got on their hands here.

Kaveh’s been checking through the books that were already open or tagged in Al-Haitham’s study, but the man works on a mix of projects at once—rotating mysteries in his head whenever he gets stuck or bored of one to start picking at the other like a palate cleanser. Kaveh can’t tell if any of the books or materials or notes that he’s found here are relevant to this ruin or if they’re red herrings.

Al-Haitham has history books from the House of Daena regarding the entire area of the desert where these ruins are. But he also has copies of documents recovered from the area that are diaries, trade manifests, various other mundane ledgers or methods of information storage and recording.

Al-Haitham also has several versions of the same maps that he’s repeatedly drawn over, tracing the historical records of trade as well as former rivers, city-states, so on and so forth.

Those all seem in line with things. 

But Al-Haitham also has several books and notes and mathematical formulas where it looks like he was trying to run calculations for approximate mass to energy conversions littered about. He’s been modifying the calculations based on some variable Kaveh can’t figure out because of course Al-Haitham didn’t write it down. Kaveh even went so far as to poke through the trash bin at the crumpled up scratch papers and it was just more of the same along with a list of supplies Al-Haitham was gathering before he left.

And it looks like Al-Haitham was sketching out and working on schematics for something. Kaveh can’t tell the what. There are too many pages missing and the changes and progress seen from one image to the other are too much of a jump for Kaveh to understand without some form of context or at least a hint as to their purpose. Al-Haitham was also too far back in the initial concept for it to be clear. 

For all Kaveh knows all of these things are connected and he’s just missing one sentence out of Al-Haitham’s mouth to point out to the obvious. Or they’re all completely separate and he’s just missing one insult out of Al-Haitham’s mouth to make him feel like an idiot for even thinking he could see a ghost of a thread connecting an of it.

Kaveh had been thinking about beating his head against one of the books to see if that could knock together some thoughts into sparking a whole new universe of possibilities that he’s yet to explore.

And then, just as he was half-jokingly considering which book would hurt the least to hit against his head but also still at least do something, Kaveh heard the now-familiar sound of scratching claws at the door and the cat chattering in complaint.

That’s a new thing the cat does. Chatter. 

Cyno and Dehya had both said that the cat was vocal when they were bringing him back towards Sumeru City—chittering, meowing, hissing, spitting, and all. The cat only started to calm down once he was on the Dharma Forest side of the wall, with the cool, the damp, and the luxury of being carried like a little prince in the care of the General Mahamatra’s dependable shadow.

Once in Kaveh’s care the cat’s main vocalizations were hisses and startled meows, and all of these were in response to something. Now, the cat has relaxed enough to start chattering at Kaveh in the way that some cats do. 

Not all the time. The cat still remains mostly quiet. But now and again—usually at the most inconvenient of times—the cat will decide that he’s in the mood for some one-sided conversation. This is, Kaveh is fairly sure, just another way for the cat to make his own entertainment. 

The cat usually vocalizes in response to something, but it’s not usually an immediate grievance like Kaveh almost stepping on him now. Sometimes it’s the cat not liking the look of a specific shadow and deciding that Kaveh has to come over and rectify this egregious affront to the senses right now.

Or sometimes the cat will sit near him and start meowing to let Kaveh know that there’s something the cat wants done but he’s not going to make the guessing easy. But also Kaveh is already wrong with the guess he’s not yet made. So he should get to it on making amends, and by-the-by it’s incredibly insulting and hurtful that Kaveh has somehow already guessed wrong, but hasn’t yet fixed it or made amends for it, or also sucked up a little to make the cat feel better.

“You,” Kaveh said to the cat as he slowly opened the door that the cat also refused to move away from, causing the cat to make a noise of further affront as he’s gently pushed aside, “used to be much more relaxed about things. Now what’s your problem? Can’t you go hide from it underneath a table or on top of a shelf?”

Then there was the knock on the door and now here’s Collei and Tighnari both staring up at the cat who’s taken refuge on top of a shelf like Kaveh suggested. The cat’s green eyes stare back down at the pair.

“So what brings you our way?” Kaveh asks as he goes to get some drinks from the kitchen. If the two of them are here he doubts it’s just to take a look at the cat then be on their way.

“A new approach, as you said,” Tighnari answers, eyes narrowing, ears trained towards the cat who mimics the action, the both of their tails twitching at the ends. Kaveh catches Collei looking between her master and the cat like she’s considering whether or not it would be disrespectful or disruptive of her to laugh at this specific moment before he leaves the room. “There’s been no progress with the ruin so far.”

“And I’ve had no progress with the notes. Not for a lack of trying, I assure you.”

“No one’s suggested otherwise. It’s more progress than any of us might have ever made. I’ve been called over to see if I can find a more definitive tie between this cat and Al-Haitham, or rule it out more firmly.”

“Bring the non-zero chance up to a statistically relevant fraction or eliminate it entirely.”

“Well. There’s no such thing as completely eliminating chance, is there?”

“Oh, don’t you start with me. Since when were all of you such theoretical scholars? And Collei? Do we need two Amurta stars to determine if a cat is a man or a cat?”

There’s silence from the front room as Kaveh gathers up the tray with the water, the glasses, and a pitcher of juice. That doesn’t bode well.

When Kaveh returns the trio are as he left them, but Collei is scratching the back of her head, looking embarrassed and Tighnari’s eyes have drifted towards the ceiling, mouth twitching at the corners in what might be either a frown or a smile.

“You did mention Collei’s classes,” Tighnari says, accepting a glass of water while Kaveh pours Collei some juice. 

“If you’re here to introduce her to philosophical quandaries…”

“No, we save that for when Cyno has an hour or two to spare,” Tighnari waves his hand, shaking his head. “I brought her here to check the cat.”

Kaveh looks between the three and then says, carefully, “No offense to either of you, but if Nahida can’t tell if this is a man or a cat through the powers of a god of minds, and if none of the rest of you can say with certainty—“

“Excluding yourself?”

“I’ll admit to the non-zero chance to humor you all, but I refuse to put more weight into this than that. If God, Herself, and most of the brightest minds of Sumeru are unable to confidently say this cat is a cat, why would Collei be able to? Again, no offense to you meant, Collei.”

“None taken,” Collei assures him. “I’m not here to say one way or another if this cat is a cat.”

“But you’re here for the cat.”

“Yes.”

“Now I’m the one who’s quite turned around and lost. Are we talking about the same cat? The one staring at us like he’s trying to pick who’s face to land on first?”

“That’s the one,” Tighnari nods. “I’m here to try and weigh in on whether that cat is a man or a cat. But Collei is just here for the cat.”

“Did you all switch to a new language when I was busy trying to parse through Al-Haitham’s unique one? What’s that supposed to mean?”

It means, Tighnari and Collei explain, exactly what it is.

Tighnari’s going to be here to take notes on the cat to see if there’s any possible biological link towards Al-Haitham with Kaveh’s help and the notes from Al-Haitham’s medial record. It’s possible that this cat may have traces of similar or same physical identifiers—possibly just translated to the body of a cat. It’s unlikely, but possible.

But Collei is here to be doing the physical assessment while Tighnari takes notes.

Apparently, Collei’s got a lot of practice with the veterinary medicine under her belt from her studies under her master and her work as a Forest Watcher. But there’s one area of veterinary medicine she’s fallen behind on and that’s…cats.

“We’ve got a lot of dogs and birds,” Collei says, darting glances up at the cat who’s decided to ignore them all. The only part they can see is a little bit of his fluffy rear end. “And reptiles and fish. But there aren’t many cats aside from the large ones like the tigers and lions. I’ve studied and assisted senior members of the Forest Watchers with them.”

“But Collei needs practice on smaller cats and hands on experience working with them when they aren’t sedated or otherwise ill,” Tighnari explains further. 

“There aren’t many domestic cats in Gandharva Ville. And they’re all extremely healthy.”

“So you wanted to use this cat as experience.”

“If this is just a regular cat like I think he is, then no harm, no foul. Collei’s just doing a regular check on a cat and I’m wasting decent paper by taking notes that won’t be relevant to anyone. And if this cat is actually Al-Haitham…” Tighnari turns back towards the ball of grey fluff, tail going still. “Then he shouldn’t be giving her any problems. Right? And I’m sure he’ll be grateful to be in familiar hands. Kaveh, can you get the cat down?”

Mehrak gets the cat down as Kaveh and Collei clear the coffee table to use as a work space. Tighnari pulls out a copy of Al-Haitham’s medical file as well as several notes. Kaveh doesn’t bother to ask how Tighnari got that file.

The cat hisses and chatters and complains, twisting and contorting in the air as Mehrak holds him in place. Collei looks appropriately alarmed at having to wrangle a cat that’s becoming an erratic ball of claws and limbs.

The cat even takes a swipe at Tighnari’s arm as he passes, almost but not-quite reaching. Tighnari turns and gives the cat a swift tap between the eyes. “Stop that.”

The cat does stop but only because he appears very shocked. In fact he’s so shocked that he twists around in the air to check with Kaveh if that really just happened.

“What are you looking at me for?” Kaveh asks the cat who immediately turns away to pretend like he’s been acting very dignified and composed the entire time.

The cat quiets, but remains bristled as Collei approaches. He certainly doesn’t make it easy for her to move him around and he tries squirming away from her multiple times. He does hiss and make various complaints, but he doesn’t try to scratch or bite her, much to everyone’s relief.

In contrast, he does continue to try and swat at Tighnari—claws sheathed—whenever he gets the chance. Although, none of them are sure if this is retaliation for the earlier tap or not because the cat does seem genuinely interested in trying to hit Tighnari’s ears or tail and this can just be a cat being a cat.

Kaveh’s honestly surprised the cat is tolerating things so well. The cat will now sometimes let Kaveh touch him or hold him, but only for a few moments at a time before he gets fed up and leaves. 

Although there have been a few times when the cat has voluntarily climbed up his legs, his back, to sit on Kaveh’s shoulders and complain at him from up close. This is only because the cat doesn’t think that his complaints are getting through enough, though, and require a more paws-on approach.

As soon as Collei lets go of the cat after she finishes up with him—the cat has a clean bill of health—, that’s what the cat attempts to do. The cat darts out of Collei’s hands, jumping to the floor, then starts climbing up Kaveh’s legs, clearly with the intent of getting to Kaveh’s shoulders to complain Kaveh’s ear off.

Tighnari is faster than the cat and catches him in a towel that he’d had Mehrak fetch him in advance. The cat hisses, spitting and returning to his original protests. But Tighnari calmly gets the cat swaddled as Collei goes to prepare the various instruments and tools for a more thorough, specific check on the cat.

“What have you been calling the cat, by the way?” Tighnari asks as he sets the swaddled loaf of a cat firmly on the table, hand spread out over the cat’s back while he directs Collei in how to arrange things.

“You,” Kaveh answers, causing the cat to turn his head to Kaveh, hope in his eyes that he might be getting some help, quickly followed by disappointment when he realizes Kaveh’s talking to his current torturer.

Collei starts laughing then stops. “That wasn’t a joke, was it?”

“No, it wasn’t. But he responds to it so it works.”

“You’re going to convince the cat that his name is you,” Tighnari says.

“Well his name isn’t Al-Haitham. If it works it works. Now what are you going to do?”

“You’re familiar with parts of Al-Haitham’s medical record, right? Maybe even parts that aren’t on the record. We’re going to go through the record and whatever you can remember in terms of identifying marks or features and see if we can find any similarities on the cat.”

“Now doesn’t that seem a stretch?”

“Better to eliminate it now than have any of this come around to bite us for not settling the loose end. Can you imagine if this cat really is Al-Haitham and he turns back to normal to point out we could’ve figured it all out if we just looked at his toe or something like that? I’m not going to risk that headache coming to pass, are you?”

The three of them work through the scant details of Al-Haitham’s medical record and the physical traces that would be noticeable upon the body of a cat. 

There’s appendectomy scar that the cat does not have, that Kaveh also only remembers as being incredibly faint on Al-Haitham’s own body, several years down the line. A slightly crooked right ring finger that doesn’t translate over to a cat’s paw—nor do the writing calluses on either hand or Al-Haitham’s double-jointedness. 

Al-Haitham also has a series of faded scars on his legs from when he was a young boy, learning to swim and choosing to learn at the worst possible time because he got thrown by a wave directly onto sharp gravel shore, and half-way dragged back into the water before he was able to miraculously crawl free of the ocean’s grip. 

And there is also a scar right above his left elbow that Kaveh put there by accident, years and years ago, before—well. Before. When they were, as the saying goes, boys being boys and messing around with somewhat volatile materials with less caution than they should have been.

These marks are also incredibly faded, only visible as slight sheens in certain lights, and impossible to find translated onto the body of a cat.

“It was a long shot,” Tighnari says. “Although his record says that he had hairline fractures along the ribs. I’m sure I could get Sage Naphis to sign off on emergency clearance with the radiology department to get us use of one of the new x-ray machines that are in prototype development.”

“For a cat,” Kaveh stresses. “You’d throw a signal up to Sage Naphis to pull strings for us to use cutting edge, advanced and still in developmental research phase machinery for us to check for hairline rib fractures on a cat.”

“But what if the cat really is Scribe Al-Haitham?” Collei points out as the cat turns onto her to try and get some sympathy. His eyes are not quite…plaintive, but they certainly are requesting something from her. Collei tentatively stretches her hand out and the cat all but shoves his face into her palm—the rest of his furry limbs still bound up and Kaveh still holding him in place like the world’s most energetic loaf of bread. “If it really is I think it would be important to use whatever we have to understand what happened and make sure he’s okay.”

“That’s all very well and good. But this is not Al-Haitham,” Kaveh insists. “Collei, don’t you remember all the other times that everyone thought some random animal was Al-Haitham and it wasn’t? This is the exact same situation. Resist the peer pressure of everyone else around you coming to poor conclusions. If everyone else says that Sumeru’s the Land of Pyro and the Amurta is the Darshan of…I don’t know, poetry, you wouldn’t about-face and start agreeing. You’d be calling them—in your very polite and well-mannered way—fools.”

“But he’s normally shown up by now,” Collei points out, brow furrowing. “And the cat does…really look and act like him.”

This is true. Al-Haitham normally has shown up to rub it in all their faces that they’re incredibly wrong and of poor judgement by now. He’s normally shown up before the animal has even had a chance to be pointed in the direction of the house. But he hasn’t.

“Cyno says that he reacts to you being…affectionate in the same way that our scribe does,” Tighnari says. “And that Dehya reported the cat being just as…himself as Al-Haitham is himself.”

“Annoying once comfortable, and frustrating when not, you mean.”

“Any further explanation or comment you want to give from your end of things?”

“I have a feeling that even if I did feel like sharing, you lot would somehow manage to twist it up into more than it is. You’re all reading way too into things. Remember, the man—as a man—was very much…in tune with himself in the way that most animals are in complete alignment with their particular wants and needs. It’s just that Al-Haitham’s wants and needs tend to be slightly more complex than that of an animal’s, and he’s got the means to accomplish whatever he wants on his own. Usually.”

“Are you calling Al-Haitham an animal?”

“Are we not all animals?”

Anyway, the cat has taken to lingering close to Kaveh now and again—not in the way that causes trouble, but simply coming into the same room Kaveh is or putting Kaveh in his line of sight before curling up for a nap or to entertain himself with one of the various items that he’s decided are his from around the house. A few times now the cat has gotten close enough that the tip of his outstretched tail has skimmed along the back of Kaveh’s legs while he’s seated, or rested alongside Kaveh’s arm while Kaveh’s working on untangling Al-Haitham’s notes.

Kaveh has learned, that much like when Al-Haitham, the man, is present and not demanding any attention but simply there like a lump of coal, ignoring him is the right and desired response. Even turning to look or acknowledge Al-Haitham, or the cat, causes either to stare back, annoyed, before they get up and leave with an extremely exasperated air like they’ve just been dealt an uncalled for rudeness.

So when Kaveh almost startles into kicking the little grey fur-ball like a real child’s ball when he settles underneath Kaveh’s chair, warm body touching against Kaveh’s heels and ankles and toes, Kaveh uses all of the experience he’s gathered over several years of dealing with Al-Haitham to not respond at all. And the cat remains pleased, claws and teeth sheathed, irritation avoided.

Those specific occasions are outnumbered by the times the cat has come to complain at him, in the way that he came to complain at him about Tighnari and Collei for daring to approach the house.

“Are you really going to insist on calling the cat…”

“The cat. Or you,” Kaveh confirms. Collei and Tighnari exchange a very loaded look that Kaveh can’t parse and doesn’t think he’d be very happy about understanding, anyway. “What? He answers to both! Why are you all so hung up on this? This isn’t Al-Haitham and I’m not in the market for a new pet.”

Well. The cat doesn’t really respond to the cat, although Kaveh thinks the cat is starting to figure out that when Kaveh says cat he means…the cat. He certainly does respond to you though.

“Of course he does,” Tighnari mutters.

While the cat does not bear most of the physical markers both on Al-Haitham’s medical record or from Kaveh’s own memory, he does (by some strange statistical chance) posses the same little dot at the back of the neck as seen when Kaveh holds the cat down in a firm, towel-secure, loaf-shape while Tighnari parts the fur to look at the skin. The dot is faint, but present, as it is on Al-Haitham. Just one tiny little beauty mark that sits just to the right of the nape, like it can’t tell if it’s coming or going.

“You can’t,” Kaveh says as the three of them stare down at the little dot on the back of the cat’s neck, “consider actually using this as evidence counting towards the possibility. Don’t write it down.”

“Note it down,” Tighnari orders Collei, who shoots both the cat and Kaveh an apologetic look as she does, indeed, note it down.

The cat’s sensitive hearing is in line with being a cat, as is his sense of smell. And this can go any which way and Kaveh truly loathes that he can sense which way it’s going to go: foolishly. Ridiculously. Absurdly. 

“Any overlap in preferences that you’ve noticed?” Tighnari asks before possibly catching something in Kaveh’s face because he gives Kaveh a very stern look. “Just say it.”

“You’re all going to read too much into it. You’re already reading too much into a dot of pigment on the neck.”

“What is it?”

“He likes Al-Haitham’s room.” It’s true. Every night when the cat decides it’s time to close out the day he complains until Mehrak or Kaveh let him into Al-Haitham’s room, and then he goes to sleep right on top of Al-Haitham’s pillow.

Based on Kaveh’s experience as well as Mehrak’s passive notes, the cat—in the ways that cats do—doesn’t stay asleep the entire night. He comes out of the room to prowl the house. But when he sleeps he likes to sleep right there, on that pillow. And the cat likes to take his seat wherever Al-Haitham did most often.

The center divan. The chair across from Kaveh’s at the table. When Kaveh lets him out into the back courtyard he always picks the chair that Al-Haitham’s gravitates towards, too.

Kaveh has not yet let the cat into the study—Al-Haitham would kill him if he did—but Kaveh’s seen the cat sniffing around there, pawing at the gap between the door and the floor several times. The cat’s also complained about Kaveh not letting him in there, and has tried scratching at the door when Kaveh’s inside to be let in.

“That does sound—“

“Don’t say ‘like him’ or ‘compelling’ or anything close to it. Don’t. Don’t buy into it, Tighnari. I can’t be alone in the camp of ‘Al-Haitham is not a cat’.”

“Look. The longer this,” Tighnari gestures to the cat who makes a face at his passing hand but doesn’t hiss—clever boy—, “goes on, the more appealing the unlikely statistical chance of this cat actually being our missing Grand Scribe gets. The numbers don’t really change, but the perception does. You should hear some of the panic going around with the back-end administration staff at the Akademiya right now. They just got him back from being the Acting Grand Sage—“

“Just seems like an exaggeration. It’s been several months. Almost an entire year. In fact, that’s an anniversary worth celebrating. One year without Al-Haitham as the helm.”

“Several months of the current Sages at the helm still trying to convince Al-Haitham back so that he’s half fighting them off while half doing his real job. As much as they were ready for him to stretch his legs for a little, they didn’t think he’d just vanish. There are rumors that this is all part of a grand plan for him to go to ground so that no one can ever bother him again.”

Collei, Kaveh, and Tighnari fall silent at that.

If stressed or annoyed enough by the current situation, or possibly even enticed by a different situation, Kaveh would have to admit that it would be possible. 

It sounds like entirely too much trouble, but the payoff of not being pined over by administrative staff who desperately want someone with reading comprehension and two brain cells to string together in order to create the neural response required to take initiative to make any form of decision is also one hefty reward.

Also, Al-Haitham’s plotted out stranger, more circuitous routes towards getting something he’s wanted.

Al-Haitham faking his disappearance either by swapping places with a cat or purposefully getting himself turned into a cat to avoid work does have a more compelling ring of plausibility than Al-Haitham accidentally, through some freak storm of circumstance, getting turned into a cat while on vacation.

Kaveh quickly shakes his head before his thoughts start making sense. Absurdity and far-fetched scenarios are like colds in the Akademiya. You’ve got to give them to someone else to get rid of them, and they go around in waves. Or you’ve got to bully through it without giving a single inch.

“No, no,” Kaveh protests as Tighnari and Collei finish up, passing the towel-wrapped cat into Collei’s arms, much to the cat’s ongoing annoyance. “If Al-Haitham were going to abandon ship after all of the effort he put into making sure it didn’t sink he would have done it ages ago. He’s not the type to get roped into sunk cost fallacies. He would’ve cut and run right when they tried sticking him with the title to start with.”

“Well if you’re sure,” Tighnari shrugs, making sure to tidy up the medical file, securing it along with the notes taken in his satchel before he nods at Collei to release the cat.

“I’m very sure. Why are you using that tone of voice on me?” 

“What tone?”

Kaveh doesn’t get a chance to clarify because no sooner has Collie released the cat, has the cat leapt out of her arms, landing heavily on Kaveh’s arm and shoulder, claws out, to climb his way up to Kaveh to start complaining at length with passion about this mistreatment of his basic dignities and rights.

As Kaveh tries to appease the cat enough to pull his claws back, make sure the cat doesn’t catch skin or hair, or otherwise rip Kaveh’s clothes to shreds, Tighnari continues.

“If this goes on I wouldn’t be surprised if the Akademiya doesn’t show up to ask the cat to come to work for them.”

Kaveh and Collei both can’t help but laugh at that. Kaveh, for the insult at laughing while the cat is in a poor mood, gets an entire paw to the cheek.

Kaveh imagines the cat stuck in a chair with a stamp pad, slapping the left paw coated in red for denials and the right coated in black ink for approvals.

Ah, now there’s a good laugh to relieve some stress.

Kaveh wrestles the cat off of himself and into his arms.

“Al-Haitham applied for a full month of time off,” Kaveh points out as the cat tries to punch him the throat, the gut, anywhere soft. “So they’ve got some time to start preparing the little kitty-sized notebooks and the booster seats. And honestly, they might like the cat better because the cat can be bribed. And if he’s too annoying—Collei, can you get that window for me?”

Collei unlatches the window to the central courtyard as Kaveh walks over. Kaveh turns and whistles briefly at Mehrak to get her attention, tipping his head towards the window. Mehrak beeps in acknowledgement, quickly floating out just as Kaveh tosses the cat outside to work off the rest of his fury.

Kaveh closes the window just as the cat leaps back up, barely managing to adjust his trajectory in time to hit his side against the glass with a low snarl—shadow a menacing outline against the glass—before he jumps down to sulk peacefully—out of Kaveh’s sight and therefore no longer Kaveh’s problem—among the roses and climbing jasmine.

Kaveh looks down at his clothes which have several pulled threads and snarls and an abundance of cat hair, but overall isn’t totally unsalvageable.

“Defenestrating hapless animals, Light and Paragon of the Kshahrewar?” Tighnari huffs dryly, one ear turned towards the window and definitely trained to the cat even as Collei stares at the window with something that mixes astonishment and disbelief and also worry.

“Either this is a hapless animal I just threw out the window to land on his feet or this is Al-Haitham,” Kaveh replies, dusting cat hair off of his hands and onto his trousers. He just did a load of laundry and everything. “Pick one.”

-

Kaveh feels incredibly…

Not embarrassed, but some close enough cousin of it. Chagrined, maybe? Humbled, possibly.  Give Kaveh another two weeks and maybe he’ll have a more decisive ruling on that.

It has been almost two weeks since they had joked about sticking the cat into the seat of the Grand Scribe, and the possibility of the Akademiya actually doing this has developed into something very real, and very daunting.

The thing is that Kaveh has grown quite fond of the cat. The cat may or may not be fond of Kaveh in return, but he’s certainly very comfortable. He’s comfortable enough to chatter and complain. He’s comfortable enough to make himself a complete and absolute annoyance. The cat is comfortable enough to permit Kaveh to pet him for a few minutes at a time, although he immediately makes himself scarce afterwards.

The cat has taken to quietly entering whatever room Kaveh is in to quietly sit or nap, coming close to keep his side or tail or paw against part of Kaveh’s body; not demanding any specific attention so much as he’s reaching out for closeness. 

Once or twice, Kaveh has even caught the cat purring.

Meanwhile, Kaveh has started talking to the cat. More than he already was.

Kaveh has always had a habit of talking through whatever problem he’s facing out-loud, and whoever’s around him just happens to be along for the ride. It used to be he was talking just to himself, then he built Mehrak and he started looping her into his musings and rants to take notes or record parts he thought might be helpful so he could go through them later and fast-forward through the off-tangents to get to the meat of the thoughts.

And when Kaveh and Al-Haitham started acting more like mature (somewhat, mostly) adults who actually have known each other for a significant portion of their lives, living in the same space rather than adults pretending to be strangers cohabitating like they’re enemies on the food chain who got dumped into the same enclosure against their will, Al-Haitham also got looped into these one-person talk-shows.

Sometimes Al-Haitham just put up his noise-cancelling, stuck his nose into a book or whatever he’d decided to occupy himself with, and let Kaveh go at it, talking at air. Sometimes Al-Haitham would half-listen, half-not, supplying the appropriate noise here and there that would mean, “Yes, I’m listening. Yes, you’re probably still on the right track. Yes, you should keep going on that.” 

And sometimes Al-Haitham would actually listen, book or other occupation of the hands and mind set aside as Al-Haitham would watch Kaveh pacing or whatever he was doing while talking at air, and add his own commentary into what would become a discussion.

Kaveh does not think that it is a very great or shocking secret that those times when Al-Haitham is in the mood to create those discussions are some of the most helpful, insightful times that Kaveh finds himself turning towards in memory. He appreciates those moments. He even enjoys them.

Kaveh misses them.

It is true that those moments were not the majority of times when Al-Haitham was present for Kaveh’s muttering and musing, but they weren’t exactly once-in-a-blue-moon-rare, either. They happened enough that Kaveh has come to expect them. Wait for them.

But it has been now almost an entire month since Al-Haitham has left, and instead of the complete silence of an empty house to remind him that he is on his own, he’s got a cat that has a truly uncanny resemblance to the missed and missing man, an entire group of supposedly the best scholars in the land going “Well. Non-zero chances and all.”, and his own brain feeling like every day is monsoon season from trying to connect dots he’s not even sure are connected while going through Al-Haitham’s notes.

Kaveh will be sitting on the divan with all of the notes Al-Haitham left behind along with his notes on Al-Haitham’s notes sprawled around him and the cat will be at his back—close enough to sense, not close enough to feel. Kaveh’s head will be spinning with the thoughts of a missing man, and he’ll start talking, wanting to lean onto the presence that’s been keeping him company.

Now and again the cat will make some sound back, but will usually stay quiet before getting annoyed enough with Kaveh’s talking that he’ll leave.

But foolishly, before the cat leaves, once tired or fed-up enough, Kaveh will actually lean into it—forgetting that the presence at his back isn’t actually who he wants it to be and the cat will dart away, annoyed with almost being laid down on after being quiet and minding his own business. 

Or Kaveh would be in the kitchen, talking over the stove, absently calling for this or that to be handed to him, or for the table to be set. Mehrak will be doing the passing of this or that silently, but Kaveh would be missing the response of a familiar voice in a familiar situation. 

Disconcerted by the lack of response, uneasy with a silence that he’s no longer used to, Kaveh would turn and find no one. Not even the cat. Just…empty air.

(Speaking of cooking—cooking for one isn’t that easily done. The recipes of the people of Sumeru are meant to feed an entire family, an entire army of stomachs who’ve been hard at work thinking the day away, or actually working. You cook for a family or you cook for a week, but there’s no cooking for one meal for one person.

Kaveh’s really starting to get sick of eating the same two or three dishes on rotation for several meals in a row. He needs Al-Haitham’s stomach back, at least.)

Kaveh misses someone talking back. Even if they were talking back through the wall or windows, calling out across rooms to make sure Kaveh knows exactly how ridiculous he’s sounding or exactly how justified he is. Kaveh misses throwing something out into the universe and someone at the other side catching it, looking it over, and throwing it or something completely different back.

What he misses is someone talking back to him. What he misses is a specific person, with a very specific point of view, and a very specific delivery, returning to him.

It’s been almost a full month. Al-Haitham’s trip was scheduled for one month. There’s been no sign of Al-Haitham and the research team on location’s barely turned anything up. They’ve completely uncovered the ruin’s mechanism, they’re pouring over anything and everything they can find, and so far all they’ve figured is “the mechanism was recently used”. 

Meanwhile Kaveh’s staring at these notes that he’s fully decoded and he has no idea how they’re meant to be connecting. What the tone of these notes suggest is that the ruin was formerly a very important trading-hub. Maybe it was even an important seat of government. 

But that’s something everyone already speculated on before. There’s nothing special about this conclusion.

This is right around where Kaveh would start talking out ideas with Al-Haitham nearby to make sounds of “no (apathetic)”, “no (annoyed)”, “no (willing to argue about it)”, or “no, but interesting (possibly derogatory)”. Possibly even a “yes, obviously”, or “yes (enthusiasm and interest implied)”. And that’s when Kaveh’s thoughts will really start leaping together to crowd the foundation and start building something worth walking up to and knocking on.

But there’s no Al-Haitham to do that because there being no Al-Haitham is the main source of the problem, the question, the mystery.

Surely if this cat were not actually Al-Haitham, the real Al-Haitham would have shown up by now. Or he would have managed to get a note out to someone to let them know that all is…if not well then in-hand.

What if this cat really is Al-Haitham after all? What if Kaveh’s spent the last few weeks with Al-Haitham right here?

On one hand that would actually be hilarious. Of course the one time when the theory of animal transformation gets proven true it’s after this much hemming and hawing, and it’s into a cat. How very fitting for both Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s peculiar forms of luck.

On the other hand—

Kaveh stares up at the green Vision that he’s holding up. The Vision’s light is dim, but undeniably present. The glass gleams in the low evening lights, the dendro symbol within it clear. The Vision hangs from Kaveh’s fingers, turning and shifting slightly with the movement of Kaveh’s hand as he examines it.

He’s lying down, probably getting cat hair all over himself. He’d just taken a bath, and his hair is still damp against the back of his neck, the towel he was meant to be drying it off with awkwardly bunched up around his neck, his shoulders, and underneath his head when he slumped in and flopped down to stare at the Vision.

He’s been keeping it at his thigh next to his own Vision this entire time. 

That he can tell, Al-Haitham’s Vision has not had any changes. It’s not any brighter or any dimmer than when it arrived with the cat, who’s shown no particular affection towards the Vision. 

The cat treats the Vision the same as he treats any bauble that glitters and possesses the ability to be batted about with a paw. This is about the same as how Al-Haitham treats the Vision, himself, so Kaveh can’t tell if this is a good thing or a bad thing or just a thing.

Ah, if Al-Haitham could see him now Kaveh would never live it down. Here he is, staring at Al-Haitham’s Vision like it holds all the answers of the universe. Or maybe just the answers of Al-Haitham and cats.

If one were being particularly strange about it, they might describe it as mooning or pining. It isn’t, but there are some people who just get too dramatic with their adjectives for sense.

If Al-Haitham were here he would be nagging Kaveh about how he’s going to make a wet patch on the cushions with his hair. If Kaveh played his cards and Al-Haitham right, he could return the heckling and hectoring into getting Al-Haitham to dry Kaveh’s hair for him. Maybe even get him to comb it, oil it, arrange it for the sleeping that Kaveh probably wouldn’t end up doing but might pretend to give a try at.

Kaveh closes his eyes and turns towards memory of this exact situation unfolding like a rose, like a hand, like the evening.

He returns to memories where Al-Haitham shoves him up just enough that Al-Haitham can sit and spread Kaveh’s towel out over his thighs, Kaveh’s head flopping back down onto the cushions as Al-Haitham proceeded to squeeze the dampness from Kaveh’s hair. Or Al-Haitham would push and pull until Kaveh was seated on the floor between Al-Haitham’s legs, the comb moving methodically through Kaveh’s hair, one section at a time.

Kaveh returns to the memories of the both of them bickering over this or that, or exchanging thoughts and anecdotes of the day, the night, the changeling hours between. He returns to the returning of fingers through his hair, a thumb at the base of the neck as his head is tilted this way and that, the trail of fingertips. Kaveh returns to the weight of a body close to his own and the sound of a pair of voices working as a match.

Kaveh is startled right out of the waves of memory by the sudden weight of the cat landing right next to his head, paws pressing against his hair. Kaveh’s eyes fly open, full-body jerking out of thought and back to the current reality, in all of its strangeness.

He accidentally drops the Vision right down on himself, the glass and metal lands directly—pointy, metal parts first—onto his throat causing him to start choking and coughing. Meanwhile the cat goes to follow the Vision, stepping over Kaveh’s face, neck, chest, stomach to start batting and rolling the glass over Kaveh’s torso and getting dangerously close to more delicate parts.

Kaveh quickly sits up, coughing as the cat and the Vision both roll onto his legs with the motion, groaning—“You.” 

The cat’s ears flick up to him as he catches the Vision between his paws, otherwise ignoring Kaveh entirely.

Kaveh takes the cat into his arms. The Vision falls back onto the cushions with a small bounce as Kaveh holds the cat up at arm’s length. The cat’s tail curls and flicks, his body stretching out like melting sugar, or ink in the rain, as the cat stares back at him.

“What?” The cat’s expression seems to be demanding as he looks between Kaveh and the glowing bauble on the cushion, his attention clearly aimed more towards the Vision than Kaveh.

Kaveh just stares at the cat. 

Non-zero chance, the voices of everyone who’s got something to say on the matter repeats to him like some sort of bizarre, ritualistic chant specifically designed to wear down the rational mind.

Non-zero doesn’t mean statistically likely or probable, Kaveh mentally yells back at that wave of doubt and suspicion. Prior precedent strongly suggests that this is not the straightforward situation of man-to-beast we think it is.

Non-zero chance, the chant continues, with a sub-chorus kicking up a new strain of Prior precedence does not exclude the possibility for future change and evolution of circumstance, and to assume something never happening before means it can never happen at all is flawed logic on multiple levels.

The chant says this sounding very much like the voice of reason that nags at Kaveh’s heartstrings and gurgles at the guts. It almost brings a prickle to the eye, a tightening to the throat.

But surely, Kaveh feebly protests against the wave crashing over him, surely…surely not.

Just because, the chant breaks upon him, you don’t want a specific answer at the end of the inquiry does not mean the answer will change to suit your preferences. That’s biased research and terrible scholarly method.

The cat’s body stretches to get his hind paws on the cushion, forelegs trying to hit at Kaveh as the rest of him squirms for release. Kaveh lifts the cat up further, almost in the same pose from when he was examining the Vision while on his back.

The cat’s tail sweeps across the tops of Kaveh’s legs as the cat tries to curl up on himself. His expression reads annoyance as his ears go flat.

The cat’s green eyes meet Kaveh’s steadily. Certainly not calmly considering how annoyed he is at being held and examined like so, but cognizant of the situation he’s in and that Kaveh means him no real harm and that this is just a thing Kaveh has to do in order to try and grasp the fading slip of his sanity.

Kaveh stares into green eyes that aren’t the right shade of green, but are still undeniably green. And…well Kaveh’s never seen anyone have Al-Haitham’s exact shade of green-hazel eyes before, so the cat not having them shouldn’t be that much of a disappointment. Maybe the ruin mechanism couldn’t translate the beauty well enough. 

Most painters and artists fail at it, Kaveh included, so why should some random, ancient, dusty mechanism in the middle of the desert succeed where Kaveh has failed?

The cat makes a discontented sound at him, forelegs still awkwardly held as the cat tries to push away at Kaveh’s arms, but without any leverage to do so. The cat’s toes on his hind legs spread out as he stretches to try and get some part of himself back onto something solid.


If it looks like him, if it talks like him, if it acts like him…


Kaveh moves without thinking because clearly his brain has also abandoned him to the wolves—the cats—and he doesn’t want to think about this any longer.

Kaveh shoves his face into the cat’s fluffy belly, earning a low warning growl.

“Please don’t be Al-Haitham. I even said please, wasn’t that so good of me?”

Sensing Kaveh’s distress, the cat allows Kaveh to hide in his belly for a good breath and a half before he goes wild with curling around Kaveh’s head and neck with claw and tail, slapping at Kaveh determinedly until Kaveh lets go of the little beast.

The cat immediately leaps away abandoning both Kaveh and the Vision to complain about how crazy and intolerable Kaveh is being to Mehrak in Kaveh’s room.

Kaveh flops back down onto the divan, hair messier than before—an accurate reflection of the inside of his head and his thoughts.

He puts his hands over his face and groans.

He’s going to have to go out there to the damn ruin himself and investigate things.

Clearly no progress is being made on that front, and Kaveh’s just been sitting on his hands here. It’s time to fight his way to the front of the fray and get some hands-on experience with this thing.

He’ll bring the cat.

Maybe that’s what they’re all missing. The cat at the scene of the crime (it’s definitely a crime, they’ve been robbed of their Grand Scribe) along with all of the other things that might provide more evidence and context.

Yes. That’s what Kaveh’s going to do.

Kaveh leaps to his feet, going after the cat so he can start packing his things and write a note to send to the Akademiya about passing his classes onto someone else for a little while. Normally he wouldn’t be so quick to jump onto ditching duty, but this is an all hands on deck situation, isn’t it?

If they don’t get Al-Haitham back, the Akademiya might end up hiring a cat that Kaveh will most likely end up paying rent to. They’ll be forced to call the cat Al-Haitham even though this cat isn’t Al-Haitham. It’s an entire identity crisis for Kaveh’s sanity waiting to explode like a bomb, which will cause him, in turn, to also explode.

It’s really in everyone’s best interest if they get this sorted, one way or another. And in lieu of Al-Haitham showing up to take responsibility for his own mess, it looks like it’s going to fall to Kaveh to sort it out.

Well, what are good, respectable seniors for? Might as well. No one’s has had any successes so far. And maybe the notes will make sense if Kaveh’s there in person to see all the ways Al-Haitham might gotten it wrong or muddled up. Whatever it is.

The cat, upon seeing Kaveh again so soon, makes a very long sound of complaint at Mehrak before darting around Kaveh to hole up in Al-Haitham’s room.

Meanwhile Kaveh has Mehrak pull up his scheduling notes for the next two weeks and gets to writing his messages.

The ruin, the cat, the notes, and Kaveh yelling at a wall to make some damn sense for once in your life, would you?

It sounds like a terrible plan. But at least he’s now got a plan.

-

The next morning, bright and early, Kaveh gets dressed and ready to start sending out the messages he’d spent part of the evening writing in between packing his things to go. 

The plan is to drop off those messages, come back to the house, gather his belongings and the cat, and get on the first caravan out towards Caravan Ribat.

But when Kaveh opens the door he opens it to a member of the matra right about to knock on it, right where his face is. Kaveh catches the hand, looks around the arm, and recognizes the poor messenger.

“You get the worst jobs, don’t you? Are you being hazed?” Kaveh asks the man who had brought Kaveh into this whole mess almost a full month ago. The man doesn’t look like he’s going to hyperventilate, but his knees look like jelly and the hand in Kaveh’s is about as wet as a fish fresh from the ocean. “Alright, what’s it now?”

Rather than answering, the man just tips his gaze up, towards the crown of the Divine Tree.

“A secure location?” Kaveh hazards, already resigned. Kaveh doesn’t know if he’s resigned to relief or to some sort of strange apprehension. Instinct says not to relax. If you relax that’s when the shock will get you and he really can’t afford another one right now.

“Yes, sir,” the matra says.

“Right. One moment.” Kaveh closes the door in the man’s face and goes to find the cat.

Kaveh might not know what’s waiting for him at the crown of Sumeru, but he knows that it’s going to be fruitful in some way or form. Fresh, sweet, rotten, miserable, who knows? But there’s something waiting for him up there. Why else would Cyno bother to send this poor man down here?

Kaveh doesn’t waste time trying to be nice to the cat. The cat had spent part of the evening trying to smother Kaveh into unconsciousness by blocking off Kaveh’s airways. Kaveh directs Mehrak to plucking the cat up and placing him inside the carrier.

“Hush you,” Kaveh says, hefting the carrier as the cat hisses and spits from the inside of it. “I’m going to find us something real to complain about. Then you can go wild.”

The cat quiets, at that, but only just.

Thankfully, they’re up and going early enough that most of the city is still in the mood for quiet. The cat even ventures forward in the carrier to stick his nose and paw out through the carrier’s front, making inquisitive little “murrup” and “ourghuuuugh” sounds that make the matra escorting them jump.

Kaveh should set aside some time to talk with Cyno about this poor man. He’s clearly not fit for such a job if escorting a man and a cat are giving him this level of hypertension. Maybe he needs a desk job. Or maybe he’s being bullied. 

Kaveh entertains this line of thought all the way to the elevator, where Kaveh dismisses the man as he did the first time around.

Then, as the elevator starts up, Kaveh turns his gaze back towards the highest seat in the land and says, “I’m only accepting good news today. So if it isn’t good news, do me a favor and send the elevator back down, would you?”

The elevator continues to rise.

-

There is a man dressed as an eremite sitting across from Lord Kusanali’s desk, one leg crossed over the other.

Cyno stands on one side, Dehya on the other, and Lord Kusanali herself is behind her desk, looking quite pleased.

Now this is definitely a first in many ways, but not so much a first in all the rest that matter.

How many times has Kaveh walked into this scenario? The troublesome quartet, missing the stable and sensible fourth that holds the restraints.

Cyno is having a staring contest with the man, who is not staring back, and is instead helping himself to perusing the contents of Lord Kusanali’s desk while Dehya and Nahida chat about the trip back from the Great Red Sands.

“You,” Kaveh exhales as though he’s expelling an entire ocean from his lungs and a lifetime from his body.

Relief and annoyance wash over Kaveh and wake him up entirely, feeding a bright spark in the center of his chest into something brilliant.

The ridiculous timing of this man. 

Of course Al-Haitham shows up just as Kaveh was about to cave. Of course he shows up now that Kaveh’s been worn down into almost entertaining the idea. Of course he’s going to pick now to tidy everything up after Kaveh’s been through it. 

What a complete ass. Kaveh’s going to throttle him to just an inch of death then haul him all the way back to living.

“Yes, me. And now there’s you,” Al-Haitham agrees, sounding rather distracted. “Did something vomit on this proposal? Why didn’t you throw it out? ” 

Al-Haitham turns, entire face exposed by the bright red band that most eremites normally wear to shade their eyes from the harsh sun of the desert being pushed up on his forehead, holding back his bangs. His eyes—that entirely frustrating and unique shade of hazel that looks too strong, too rich, to be real—drop towards the carrier at Kaveh’s feet.

“And is that my replacement? I’m surprised I didn’t return to find all of you making the cat use the stamp pad in my office. Should I be disappointed that I’ve not been replaced or relieved that I won’t be returning to an office in severe need of cat-hair removal?”

(“I think we can still return him,” Dehya says to Cyno and Nahida. “Sure, it might piss off some groups who were already iffy with the Akademiya to start with. But that’s character building. Suffering and enduring and whatever. We can probably spin it to sound good. Besides, it’s a tradition for the Akademiya to dump their weirdos in the desert, isn’t it?”

“That doesn’t sound like very good relationship building,” Nahida points out.

“Maybe they’ll feel sorry for you after seeing what you have to deal with,” Dehya replies.)

“What took you so long?” Kaveh demands, marching up to Al-Haitham, inspecting him for any injury. He looks a little toasty—pink at the cheek, the shoulder, absolutely speckled with freckles, a few scratches and healing bruises here and there. But nothing truly alarming to be found with a visual inspection.

Kaveh sets the cat carrier down, unlatching it. The cat, immediately, jumps out and onto Al-Haitham, sniffing at him and generally making himself very comfortable, very at home, in Al-Haitham’s arms. 

“How did you think this cat was me?” Al-Haitham asks, frowning down as he steers the cat’s face away from his own. “He’s entirely too friendly.”

Everyone aside from Al-Haitham exchange looks of exasperation. They didn’t miss this part of the explanation that follows the grand reveal in this part of the story.  

The cat purrs, eyes shutting as Al-Haitham absently pets him before setting him down on the floor. The cat winds around Al-Haitham’s leg, the one that isn’t crossed over the other, and flops down on top of his foot, purring away like a tiny little engine.

The about-face in character is baffling. Obviously if any of them saw the cat acting like this at any point before this one they’d have immediately known this cat wasn’t Al-Haitham.

Kaveh, of course, already knew that from the start, but tell that to the rest of…the rest.

“Besides, I don’t see what the fuss was about.”

“You’ve been missing for almost a month and you don’t see what the fuss was about? Get your eyes checked. Then check your conscience. What took you so long? Did you detour to Fontaine or Chenyu Vale while you were at it?” 

Kaveh gestures for Mehrak to bring him a chair, sitting down to start doing a more hands on examination, starting with shaking Al-Haitham by the shoulders. Al-Haitham immediately slaps Kaveh’s arms away, leaning back. This causes him to lean right into Cyno poking a finger right between his shoulders. Al-Haitham looks at both of them, deeply annoyed.

“Did I not arrive before my time-off ended?” Al-Haitham says. “Why are you all complaining? I have at least three more hours before I’m meant to report for duty.” Then, to Kaveh he says, “Where are my clothes? I told Cyno to send a messenger to get me clothes. I’m not showing up for work dressed like this.”

(“It’d be funny if you did though,” Dehya says. “I don’t think anyone would be getting work done except you.”)

“The messenger left that part out,” Kaveh replies. “Go get the clothes yourself. What am I, your errand boy? Pay me for it.”

“What is the point in sending a messenger if he isn’t going to deliver the message?” Al-Haitham twists in his seat to look at Cyno. “What’s going on with your new hires?”

“I think we should all focus,” Nahida interrupts before Cyno can defend his matra, sending them all on a brand new tangent. “Namely on what happened to you, Al-Haitham, while you were quietly tucked away in some part of the desert without us knowing.”

“It was not quiet,” Al-Haitham answers. “I assure you, it was very much not quiet at all. Although, it may have been quieter there than here, right now, in this moment.”

(“We just got you back, we’re not sending you back. We aren’t in the habit of rewarding poor behaviors here, Scribe,” Cyno says.

“Could have fooled me,” Dehya mutters.)

What happened to Al-Haitham is that he had been working on a theory that the ruin that generations of scholars had taken for granted as a simple trade hub or waypoint on the way to other important centers of civilization in the desert, is that it was not just a trade hub or waypoint, it was a full on nexus. Based on the centuries worth of records of maps that he had been studying, as well as local history and stories from the area, added to ley-line records, Al-Haitham had a theory that there was some sort of mechanism connecting that ruin as a literal transportation center to other ruins in the desert.

The technology lost when the Scarlet King’s kingdom fell was more than just a question of the light platforms and the terraforming, there had to be a way for the people of the desert to cross so fast and keep the movement of trade goods, people, and essential items moving from one side to the other—a relay, Al-Haitham theorized.

A relay of relatively short-distance teleportation mechanisms that could move goods and people as needed. Like Fontaine’s aquabus line, but without the long time or the physical tracks.

It would explain how goods that were supposedly centralized to one region were found in ruins or among the belongings and cultural heritage of tribes that hailed from other parts of the desert, without records of common ancestry or migration from the same origin points.

Al-Haitham had found a room that he thought might have been one of these teleport points. It was not his intention to activate the mechanism—in fact he didn’t even think that the mechanisms could still be activated after so long in disuse. Surely if they were still functional someone else would have figured it out by now.

But typical for Al-Haitham’s luck, he somehow managed to activate the mechanism.

And even more typical for his luck, with everything going right as he thought it might, one final detail fell out of place to throw a wrench into everything in the right-wrong way.

The transporter was not simply a transporter. 

It was a switch.

This, Al-Haitham had to concede, did make sense for trade. One set of items enters the room and swaps places with another set. It was like a magic trick from Fontaine.

Al-Haitham swapped places with the cat—and for reasons Al-Haitham was rather too busy to figure out, it was only the biological material that was swapped. Al-Haitham’s clothes, Vision, weapons, and all of the other items on his person were left behind, leaving him naked in the corresponding room several, several hundreds of leagues away.

This is about half of what took him so long to get back.

“I had to find clothes,” Al-Haitham says in his defense of what took him so long. “Did you expect me to traverse the desert naked?”

“Please,” Kaveh says, “tell me that you didn’t rob some graves in whatever new ruin you were in, or anything of the sort.”

Al-Haitham gives Kaveh that wretched disappointed look. Kaveh kicks him, barely misses the cat, gets scratched for the miss, and then slapped upside the head by Dehya for the interruption.

“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says, “the transporter was obviously linked to another trade hub. Why would there be graves in a trade hub?”

The trade hub that Al-Haitham got sent to was actually partially inhabited by a remote eremite tribe. The ruin’s location was on the fringes of the desert, where news was slow to travel and Akademiya scholars were about as commonly seen as Sweet Flowers.

Naturally, Al-Haitham appearing out of nowhere after ominous rumbling and a burst of energy from deep within what was one of their storage rooms made them very suspicious. Doubly so because he appeared bare as the day he was born and looking quite vexed about it.

Al-Haitham did not begrudge them their wariness, but he did find some ironic humor in the fact that they had no idea who he was after spending several months being recognized on sight back in Sumeru City and the areas of the Great Red Sands closer to the Wall of Samiel.

The name Al-Haitham, the title Former Acting Grand Sage, Current Grand Scribe, or even attempts at saying that he was an ally to Rahman, Candace, Dehya, Cyno, and several other names didn’t do him any good. 

It’s important to note that Al-Haitham went through those names first, before eventually resorting to saying he was from the Akademiya. That part, naturally, had everyone more on edge. A naked man showing up out of nothing and nowhere, claiming he’s from the Akademiya? Suspicious beyond suspicious!

These people had no reason to know Al-Haitham’s face or his name under any kind of title or job post or job responsibility. 

It took Al-Haitham a truly extended amount of discussion before they were willing to assist him. Al-Haitham convinced them to allow them to leave by the way he came. Except, presumably because there was no longer any living organic material in the room he started in, the switch didn’t work.

Al-Haitham was stuck with no idea where he was, and the tribe he was stuck with wasn’t exactly thrilled to be stuck with him in return.

While they were considering what to do with him, by some further stroke of luck, one of the traders they were in regular contact with for resupply arrived. This trader has passed through several other villages and tribes and the like on the way there, and had happened to catch word of Al-Haitham being missing, but not much of the details. Thus, the trader was able to verify that story being true, but couldn’t verify if Al-Haitham was the missing man. After all, this man had never seen Al-Haitham’s face before that encounter either.

The trader was sent back to one of the other settlements to find more details, which naturally took some time. 

Meanwhile, Al-Haitham found that he had switched places with a cat belonging to one of the elder women in the tribe, who he ended up staying with. She would be the one to lend him her son’s old clothes. 

The two of them bonded over a fondness for the smell of jasmine, a very dry sense of humor about the whole situation, and Al-Haitham’s ability to help her move heavy things and her inability to hear half of his comment-complaints due to being rather hard of hearing at her age.

Jasmine is extremely rare in the desert, but the grandmother hadn’t spent her entire life in that corner of the sands. 

Apparently, in her youth, she was something of a wildcard. A real Sumeru Rose, if one will—a truly wide reach there. The smell of jasmine gave her fond memories and she made sure to always have a source capable of trading it to her.

This explains why the cat was so well behaved and why the cat liked all of Al-Haitham’s things so much.

Eventually someone from Rahman’s crew came back with the trader to verify Al-Haitham’s identity, and Al-Haitham set off back towards Aaru Village with them. Dehya met them along the way, taking over the job of bringing back their wayward scribe. She got Al-Haitham and hauled him across the desert at a much more increased speed in order to get him back to the Akademiya as soon as possible.

Ideally, Dehya said, before someone did something stupid and gave a cat a wage.

(“We are going to need to return the cat,” Al-Haitham says, nudging said cat with his foot. “And the woman wanted her son’s clothes back. They’re the last mementos she has of him.”

“That was kind of her to lend you her dead son’s clothes.”

“Dead? Why would she keep a dead man’s clothes? Her son is alive. He decided to try his luck in Liyue working as a porter. He’s doing very well and appreciates not having to deal with sand all the time. As far as she’s aware, he’s getting fat and spoiled somewhere up by Chenyu Vale. There may or may not be a grandchild involved. I couldn’t tell.”

“You spent nearly a month with this woman and you can’t tell—“

“She refers to the son and the cat nearly interchangeably. She also refers to this potential grandchild in the same breath as she talks about the son’s dog. On top of this, she is also hard of hearing, speaks in a very localized dialect, and alternates between whispering and shouting.”

“What is the cat’s name?”

“Yusef. But this was also her son’s name, so the cat became Yus, unless Yus the cat was acting out then he’s Yusef the cat. The dog or grandchild is referred to solely as habibi. I would sit through her talking about Yusef and Yus, then try to have to parse her talking through an anecdote about Yusef’s habibi causing trouble by tracking mud or being very good at fetching Yusef’s slippers from wherever he forgets them.”

This, everyone agrees, explains so much.)

And now here they are.

Al-Haitham has now moved onto complaining about how it’s not possible for the scholars they sent over to investigate the ruins to possibly miss this. How had they not figured out the mechanism yet? Even if there was nothing else for the room to start swapping then surely they must have figured something out based on his notes as well as the records of the ruin, itself. It couldn’t have been that far of a stretch.

As Al-Haitham complains about the scholars sent after him to Nahida and Dehya and Cyno, Kaveh slumps back in his seat, hands covering his eyes.

Relief shouldn’t feel this good. It really, really shouldn’t. Especially not when relief is in the form of a man slightly sunburned, dressed like an eremite, complaining like a little brat.

Kaveh can’t believe he was stirred up into such a fit over this. And that he was going to go running after him. Ah, what foolishness!

Kaveh laughs even as Al-Haitham turns that disappointed look onto him. Kaveh immediately stops laughing, trying to curl up in the chair to make a smaller target, but, alas, it doesn’t work. Never does, probably never will.

Kaveh gets stuck being lumped in with the rest of Sumeru for falling for this, even though he wasn’t guilty of the crime of foolishness. Guilt by association is the crime and Kaveh’s got no hopes of appeasing the judge.

Soon enough, the cat is bundled up for return with Dehya back to the old woman’s house he came from. Messages of recall are sent to the scholars still trying to figure out the mystery of transfiguration to return, because the mystery has been solved. Kaveh informs Cyno that the matra he’s sent Kaveh twice now is probably in need of serious reassignment or perhaps some sort of investigation on hazing is in order. 

Al-Haitham goes back home to change into normal clothes and return to his office. The Akademiya’s administrative staff breathes such a sigh of relief that the entire crown of the Divine Tree shakes with it, sending a shower of fresh leaves down onto the populace below.

Kaveh shows up to class, sets them all on a student lead discussion, and tries his best to stay awake while standing at the lectern and also try and stay somewhat aware of what’s actually being discussed to nudge things back on track if needed.

Relief! How powerful the relief of being right. He might even sleep tonight.

Later that evening, Kaveh stands in the doorway of Al-Haitham’s room, feeing that same relief from earlier shifting and undergoing its own transformation.

Al-Haitham has lit the camphor coil and is in the middle of changing out his sheets and cleaning up all the cat hair. He has drawn the curtains back and opened the window to let in the dusk light, that gives the entire room a velvety texture. 

Dinner’s simmering on the stove, the aroma had already filled the house when Kaveh returned. As he passed the kitchen he even saw rounds of fresh made dough are ready to be put in the pan, the scent of flour ticklish on the nose. There’s fresh pomegranate in the fruit basket on the table, not quite ripe yet but on its way there.

Relief is like a punch to the gut that has your mind scrambled and just as unsettled as whatever caused the tension that was relieved in the first place. That’s what had Kaveh feeling as though he were a puppet with its strings abruptly cut earlier.

But here and now, Kaveh feels…something different from relief. Peace, tranquility—something in the vein of relaxation or acceptance. Something that he can still stand with on his own power—something that shores up all of the bones, all of the muscles and joints, rather than cutting them slack.

“You had to let the cat into my room,” Al-Haitham says, narrowing his eyes up Kaveh.

“Yes, I had to.” Kaveh doesn’t bother to explain the reason. Al-Haitham will either figure it out or he won’t, and either way he’ll be cross. “Come to dinner.”

They take their dinner, not at the table, but in the front room with the dishes spread out on the coffee table. They sit side by side on the center divan as Al-Haitham looks around and catalogs all of the little scratches and pulled threads and this-or-that the cat did while he was here.

Kaveh’s shoulder leans against Al-Haitham’s. Al-Haitham presses back against him, body warm and solid and unyielding in the best of ways. This close, Kaveh can smell the scent of the laundry soap on his clothes, the faintest trace of daylight soaked into skin, and so faded after so long away from the comforts and luxuries of home but still stubbornly managing to cling on, jasmine.

Here, in Kaveh’s chest, is the feeling of two pieces coming together and finding that perfect arrangement of balance to defy gravity and force. Here is that perfect click of a moment that he feels every time he breaks ground on something new, worried that despite everything it won’t work until those first two walls rise into place and prove him right. What reason did he have to doubt anything for?

Here is that long missed feeling. Stability in one of its many faces and forms. 

And if, by the way Al-Haitham leans against him from shoulder to hip, the lines of their thighs, knees, and claves also pressed together all the way down to the ankle means anything, he was not the only one doing the missing.

“I’m glad that you’re back.”

“That,” Al-Haitham says, tearing apart a round of bread for them to split to mop up the last bits of the curry sauce for them to share, “makes two of us. Although, I did not act on the feeling by taking a liking to a random animal. I could have done without having to do laundry as soon as I came back.”

Kaveh rolls his eyes, simply relieved to see that there aren’t anymore leftovers that from dinner. 

“You’re not surprised that I’m glad of you?”

“Should I be? Why? Were you surprised by your own joy?”

“Now let’s not take it that far, joy seems a stretch. Of course I’m not surprised. Why would I be surprised?”

“If you’re not surprised why did you think I might be?”

“Because usually the two of us are very contrary to each other, and we only come to an agreement after several blows—physical or verbal—and a lot of scientific rigor making sure that the conclusion we’ve arrived at is worth arriving at.”

“Well.” Al-Haitham takes another slow, pointed look around the room, before reaching over Kaveh to pick a bit of stray cat fluff from his other knee, and then take Kaveh’s wrist to examine three slightly pink scratches running over Kaveh’s forearm, pointedly running his thumb over them. “It would appear that you and the house have withstood several blows of your own.”

“And there certainly was some form of scientific rigor, I suppose, even if it fell inexcusably below standard.”

“And we’ve both arrived here and this is as good a place to arrive as any isn’t it?” 

“Sure-fine, yes. But this weekend you’re showing me what in the world your notes were meant to be talking about. I want a step-by-step walkthrough of the whole thing. Start to finish. Show your proof, defend your reason.”

“Haven’t you figured it out yourself yet? You’ve had all day. Did you miss me so much you want to hear me talk about something you already know? Maybe we should have let you keep that cat for a while longer. Surely that woman could wait for her cat just a few more days.”

“I want to hear the leap as it comes directly from your own mouth, because if I say it out-loud it seems outlandish and I feel something in my brain wither and shrink. But when you, my junior, say these things, some different part of my brain will thrive on methodologically tearing apart the rationally worded absurdity, because when you present it, it will sound almost reasonable and entirely rational.”

“That made no sense. And I’m feeling as though I should feel insulted. I see you got over missing me fast enough. How fickle, my senior.”

“If you’re hearing something so simple and feeling insulted, perhaps it’s a reflection on you. Ponder that on your own time. What does missing you have to do with anything? In any case, I assure you that what I said makes perfect sense. Isn’t it the same when you have me read out some of the papers we both detest just so you can focus on my voice doing the saying so you can avoid cringing yourself into unconsciousness to try and avoid hearing the latest drivel someone’s picked up and tried to peddle to the freshmen and unwise undergraduates? Isn’t it such a shame that we’re both required to pay attention to the Akademiya’s pulse?”

Al-Haitham looks like he wants to protest some more, but understanding flickers over his features, lighting up familiar green, as he nods in concession to the point.

“This weekend, then,” Al-Haitham says. “And you, in turn, will inform me of what leaps you and the rest of the Akademiya attempted to make but didn’t dare to.”

“And they’ll sound all the better from my mouth than yours, faults and all. See? I knew you got me. You always do, eventually. That’s you. That’s me. That’s us. And isn’t that why we’re being so pleasant?”

Just as they were in the aftermath when it was the eagle, the fish, the rabbit, and the hamster. And so they probably will be as they work through the rest of the menagerie and whatever else it is the universe seems fit to throw at them to see what does and doesn’t stick, knowing Al-Haitham’s luck and Kaveh’s, especially when combined.

If there’s anything Kaveh has learned it is that after all of that foolishness you’ve got to admit to at least a little bit of fondness, or life is just going to be one terrible slog all around. If you can’t laugh about something you’re probably going to cry about it, and why should Kaveh waste tears on something so ridiculous as this? 

Al-Haitham considers all that Kaveh has said and not said, something like a smile touching the corners of his mouth, his eyes. And when this absolute pain in Kaveh’s side dips his head once in acknowledgement of a solid point Kaveh feels a tiny little star-burst of fondness bloom right over the same pain. How dependable and reliable this junior of his is when it comes to what counts.

“So it is. And so we are. Except for when you think I’m possibly a cat. You, of all people, should have known better by now.”

“Hey now, you, don’t go lumping me in with all the rest like you always do. Break that habit. Of course I knew better—knew best. I never thought you were the cat. It’s just that…it was a non-zero chance. How was I supposed to risk it? Risk you? You’d do the same to me. Besides, if you saw how civil I was with the cat with you in mind, you’d be very grateful.”

“So you admit that there is credibility to critically reexamining induction based—“

”Oh, shut up and finish the food. I’m sick of looking at these dishes, and I’m sick of talking about, hearing about, and considering non-zero chances. I regret ever going to those philosophy classes with you. You want to talk about a non-zero chance? Keep talking and find out what the non-zero chance is of me shutting you up in the same way I shut up the cat is.”

”How did you shut up the cat? I thought you were civil to it.”

”Civil to it with half-a-consideration that there was the slimmest non-zero chance it might be you. Now be quiet so I can go back to being glad I’m not missing you.”




