
Water Lily


    
    Pardis Dhyai, research site of the Amurta Darshan.

A lovely little sanctuary with ponds and fountains and all kinds of assorted fauna.

Nilou had been hesitant to come here, due to the fact that her relationship with the Akademiya was… shaky, at best. But the Amurta Darshan specifically was concerned with the study of nature, of the gifts bestowed upon the land by Maha Rukkhadevata. They had an appreciation for beauty, in a sense.

And that was especially evident in the grandeur of their sanctuary’s greenhouse. The whole structure was made of tinted glass panels, overlapping such that they formed a dome overhead and fringed overhangs to either side. Inside was a sprawling garden with blossoms of just about every flower in Sumeru, as well as many that were of foreign origin. From padisarahs to roses to a unique plant with hollow leaves that even she didn’t recognize.

It was a blessing that a place like this was open to the public. And for free, too! All she had to pay was the time it took to travel here from Sumeru City.

Oh, and a small fee for Dehya to escort her.

“I don’t get it,” the mercenary said, seated on the bench beside her. “They’re just flowers.”

Nilou shook her head, smiling. “Flowers are nature’s own art. What would Sumeru be without them?”

“Hmm.” Dehya cocked her head. “Maybe… a desert?”

Ah. Nilou cringed inwardly at her own misstep.

“Sorry, I know that Sumeru isn’t just—“

“No worries.” She clapped Nilou on the shoulder. “Just teasing.”

“Oh.” Heat rose to her cheeks.

“And besides, we do have flowers.” Dehya grinned. “You just need to know where to look.”

The journey here had taken the better part of the day, and it also took some time to sort things out with the Amurta staff. Guests had to log their hours, be checked for foreign contaminants, and a number of other tedious things before they were allowed into the greenhouse.

Point being, the sun had long since set, and the moon shone bright in the night sky. It was pleasantly cool, too, and the softly falling luminescence from above cast everything in a slightly ethereal glow. Not merely the flowers, but the glass panes of the building, the running water of the fountains…

…and Dehya.

The mercenary was striking to begin with, but the moonlight had a way of drawing attention to some of her more subtle features. It emphasized, for example, the rounded curve of her chin, and the gentle slope of her collarbone. The yellow highlights in her hair were muted beneath the blue filter of the night, but her eyes were a different story.

Those glacial eyes of hers caught the light in just the right way, glimmering faintly as they went back and forth between Nilou and the collection of flowers.

There had to be some kind of magic in her eyes. Some sort of mystical flicker-fire, some weaving of maya that captivated and enthralled. Because that was how Nilou felt looking into them. As if she would lose herself in their depths, swept away by the icy currents of the mercenary’s—

“You know,” Dehya said, breaking Nilou’s reverie, “the way I see it, desert flowers are more beautiful than these.”

“Hm? How so?”

She pointed out a potted padisarah, lavender petals furled inwards.

“It’s easy for something to grow when it’s tended to by people. Or even in nature, if the soil is good and it rains and all that business.” She took a deep breath, a thoughtful expression coming over her. “But in order for something to grow in the desert, it has to struggle. There’s no good soil, and no rain. It has to fight.”

Nilou nodded. “You’re saying that part of their beauty comes from their stubbornness?”

“Mhm, in a way.” Dehya ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s more like perseverance, really. Think of it like a battle — it’s more impressive to win a match where the odds are stacked against you, isn’t it?”

“I think that’s a wonderful way to look at it,” she said, hand over her chest. “Did you have a specific flower in mind when you thought of that?”

“I did, in fact.” The corners of her lips tugged upwards into a smile. “I was thinking of a water lily.”

“A water lily?” Nilou tilted her head. “Do those grow in the desert?”

“Not that I’m aware.”

Dehya moved a little closer, and took Nilou’s hand into her own. The warmth of the gesture sent her heart beating faster than she would have liked, but she did her best to maintain her composure.

“You see,” the mercenary continued, “there’s this one water lily I know. It grew in a very harsh environment, maybe even more so than the desert. Everything around it tried hard to uproot it, or stamp it out, or make it wither.”

Nilou felt Dehya’s thumb caress her palm. Her fingers had a certain roughness to them, and yet the motion was delicate.

“But it survived?” she asked softly.

“It didn’t just survive,” she said. “It thrived.”

Dehya reached with her other hand and tucked a stray lock of hair behind Nilou’s ear.

“It persevered despite all that hardship, or maybe to spite it. And in the end, it blossomed.”

Nilou felt her breath grow shallow, the thumping of her heart become louder. If not for the coolness of the night air against her skin, she was positive that she would have been sweating.

“And, this water lily… you think it’s beautiful?”

“Oh, Niloufar.”

Dehya shook her head, then leaned closer and cupped her hand to Nilou’s ear.

Then she whispered something in a low hush, so quiet that Nilou strained to hear the words in fear that they would be lost in the moonlit shadows of the night.

But she did hear them. And they sent her thoughts spiraling into a chaotic mess.

“‘Beautiful’ is such a dull word next to someone like you.”
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