
Audience of One


    
    In the land of wisdom, those who pursued the arts were looked down upon by the educated. Personally, Dehya thought it was rather stupid to treat every person with a drop of creativity in their blood as if they were strange or eccentric. 

But even she had to admit, dancing alone in an empty theater was fairly… unusual.

The dancer in question was a woman with long hair the hue of desert sand bathed by the light of the evening sun. A soft and lively red, flowing down to her collar in the front, and all the way past her hips from behind. She was dressed in faint blue silks that matched her eyes, adorned with all manners of jewels and tassels and embroidery. To top it off, she wore a headdress in the style of curved, upright horns atop a flowing veil.

Simply put, she was eye-catching.

And despite the lack of audience, she wasn’t cutting any corners whatsoever in her performance. Stepping to a steady and flowing rhythm, she danced… no. ‘Dance’ was a dull word compared to the grace of her movements, the flourish of her garments as she crossed the stage.

Though Dehya had little knowledge of such things, she felt that her footwork had the fluidity of one classically trained. And on that foundation of tradition she could detect a hint of the woman’s own personal flair. Especially in the glistening streams of water that followed her hands as she traced arcs through the air, splitting and reforming into dozens of shapes one after the other.

Without a doubt, it was a lovely performance.

But still, she couldn’t help but wonder.

“Why are you dancing with no audience?”

At this, the woman came to a stop. Not suddenly but smoothly, as if she had been expecting Dehya to speak at any moment.

And then she gave her a curious look.

“But I do have an audience.”

 Hm? Are there other people here? Dehya liked to think she was a rather perceptive person. It was a useful skill to have in mercenary work, after all. But to her knowledge there was no one here other than the performer and—

Oh. Heat rose to her cheeks as she realized the meaning of her words.

“Fair enough,” she said, “but you were already dancing before I got here.”

The stage of Zubayr Theater, overlooking a beautiful fountain, was stylized in a floral pattern. The woman had been standing at the center, but at these words she moved closer to the petals.

Closer to Dehya.

“In my defense, there  was an audience.” She flicked her hand, and the water she had been using to perform went cascading into the fountain below. “The sages came and dispersed them.”

Ah, that did happen these days, didn’t it? The Akademiya had no love for the arts, but they generally left you alone if you pursued them in private. Make it a public affair, however, and it was a different story. 

“So what, it’s an act of defiance?” Dehya grinned. “They can take away the crowd but they can’t take away your resolve. That kind of thing?”

She smiled. It was innocent and genuine, but it didn’t quite match the heaviness of her gaze.

“Coming to my theater alone, asking me so many questions… are you a secret admirer, by chance?”

“Huh?” Dehya reached up and scratched her head, feeling bashful. “I just swung by because I was curious. That’s all.”

She made an expression of mock-disappointment, hand over chest. “A shame. If you  were a secret admirer, this could have been your chance to dance with me.”

“Is that so?” She laughed. “Is that something you offer all your biggest fans?”

She stepped closer, and laid a hand on Dehya’s arm.

“Only the pretty ones.”

As someone who made a living of risking their life to solve other people’s problems, Dehya was a strong-willed individual. Her confidence in her martial talents was unshakable, and she was well accustomed to being in control of any given situation.

But this little lady…

“I’m Nilou, by the way,” she said, tilting her head ever-so-slightly upwards to meet her eyes. For some reason, that made her heart beat faster.

“Niloufar,” Dehya said, savoring the shape of her name on her tongue. “I’m not one to refuse an offer like that, so lead the way.”

She chuckled, grabbing Dehya’s hand and walking back to the center of the stage. “Just Nilou is fine.”

“I’ll warn you now,” she said, “I’m not much of a dancer.”

“Oh, perfect.” Nilou looked back at her with an amused smile. “This’ll be a lot more interesting, then.”

“You’re not going to ask for my name, by the way?”

Nilou placed one of Dehya’s hands on her waist, then started into a slow-stepping dance. The movements were simple to follow, one foot after another in rhythm.

“I gave you mine  and I have to ask for yours too?” She pouted. “You’re really making your partner do all the work here…”

She opened her mouth to deliver a quip in return, but then changed her mind.

“Dehya.”

Nilou mouthed the name, moving one of her hands up to Dehya’s neck. Her touch was soft in the way that the finest silks could only dream of. 

“You should come back here during another of my performances,” she whispered. “They’re quite fun when the sages aren’t ruining it for everyone.”

“Ah,” Dehya said, layering sarcasm onto her voice. “So this dance is just an advertisement to get me to come to your next one?”

“Is that how it feels?” Nilou smiled slyly. “Five minutes alone with me and you’re already addicted, huh?”

“Don’t get too full of yourself.” She turned her chin up. “I’ll have you know I happen to watch many dancers in this city.”

“Oh, really? What are their names?” Nilou teased, as they moved across the stage in tandem. “I know all of them.”

“Now who’s asking who too many questions?” she said, smiling as if she had caught the other woman in her trap. “Perhaps you’re the secret admirer?”

Nilou touched a finger to her lips, feigning a look of sweet innocence.

“Perhaps I am.”

“H-Huh?”

At her reaction, Nilou laughed. And though Dehya was frustrated and a touch embarrassed at how easily she tripped her up, she had to admit.

It was a beautiful sound.
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