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    “Oh my,” Nahida says, pulling the photos out of Lumine’s hands to take a closer look. Her eyes are  twinkling with delight. “I never quite realized how cute fungi can be.”  

“Mhm,” Lumine hums as she leans over Nahida’s shoulder to point. “I think I took this after the semifinals.  This little guy over here is Eledrill –“  

“Tingleshroom,” Paimon cuts in, her eyebrows drawn together.  

Lumine’s smile doesn’t falter. “Eledrill.”  

“Tingleshroom.”  

Lumine doesn’t grind her teeth together, not at all. That would be unbecoming of the first sage of Buer.  “Eledrill.”  

Nahida waves a hand in the air, presumably to get their attention. “Why don’t you just hyphenate it?”  

Paimon’s frown deepens as she floats aimlessly in front of them. “That would be a mouthful to say,  though.”  

Lumine blinks. “I’m surprised you know what hyphenate means,” she says, biting her lip to keep from  smiling.  

Nahida laughs, her head tilted to the side as she watches them, but Paimon pays the little archon no mind,  instead balling up her fists and floating right up into Lumine’s face. “That’s mean,” she says, tone firm,  even as her lower lip sticks out in a pout.  

Lumine considers her options – really, she does – and comes to the conclusion that sticking out her tongue  is the best course of action. Paimon nearly laughs, her lips twitching, before remembering she’s supposed  to be mad and switching to a pout again.  

“These are all so adorable,” Nahida says suddenly, drawing them out of their mini-argument. A glance  downwards confirms that she’s moved away from Lumine and Paimon, standing on her tiptoes near the  desk to place the pictures into a neat pile. “I shall endeavor to attend the next time this event is organized.”  

Lumine bats Paimon away, turning to face Nahida. “You could’ve joined us this time too, you know?” She  doesn’t mention the fact that she’s pretty sure this event will only take place once. After all, she doesn’t  know for sure, nor does she want to trample all over Nahida’s hopes and dreams.  

Nahida doesn’t look up from the papers on her desk. Her words are on the edge of a sigh when she speaks.  “I could have, yes, but I didn’t feel – I would prefer if,” she pauses. “I don’t wish for our guest to be alone  whenever it is that he chooses to wake up.”  

She very carefully didn’t say if he wakes up, but Lumine could hear it anyway. She pushes down the urge  to wince and pats down her dress for the lack of something else to do with her hands. “Is he – how is he?”  

Nahida shrugs, a gesture that eerily gives off vibes of defeat. She still hasn’t looked up from the piles of  papers on her desk. Curiosity’s always gotten the better of Lumine, so naturally she finds herself walking  till she’s close enough to make out the words on those documents.  

Ah. 

The sound almost escapes her mouth, but she swallows it down at the last second.  

They’re – they’re medical papers, she realizes, and it’s akin to a stone sinking down in her stomach. A lot  of papers are spread out on the desk besides the piles, too many to read them properly, but she does try  to look over at least a few of them. She sees scans, suggestions for treatments, someone’s thesis on why  a certain technique didn’t work, a doctor’s written proposal advocating for simply moving the Balladeer  to a care house and leaving him there, bemoaning the loss of resources on a patient that might not even  have brain activity anymore –  

Lumine blinks.  

Brain activity, huh?  

“Hey, Nahida,” she says slowly. “This guy here,” she taps the document for emphasis. “He’s saying the  Balladeer has no brain activity?”  

Nahida shakes her head with a grimace. “That particular doctor is just hypothesizing, but I can tell he  believes in the accuracy of his theory. Despite Sumeru’s technological advances, we still haven’t been able  to create a device that doesn’t rely on the Akasha to measure brain activity.”  

Lumine blinks, then plants her hands on the desk, leaning forward. “Then why don’t we use the Akasha?  You haven’t destroyed it yet, have you?” Lumine knows for a fact that she hasn’t. Alhaitham had, in his  own way, complained about the number of people he needs to allocate to Nahida’s Akasha dismantling  project.  

Nahida shakes her head. Her side ponytail jiggles with the movement and Lumine would usually gush over  her cuteness, but she squashes down the urge. It’s not the right time, nor does she feel like ignoring the  stone that’s making itself at home in her stomach, in her throat. She’s spent too long ignoring the effects  of her – well, not entirely her actions, she didn’t force the Balladeer to get into the giant robot, nor did  she push him out of it, but she could’ve caught him on his way down. For some reason she hadn’t and it  irks her to this day, to this very moment, that there is someone she did not help.  

Nahida’s voice draws her out of her thoughts. Her brow is furrowed, her hand is rubbing her chin. She  looks as thoughtful as can be and in her eyes glints something that resembles a spark of hope. “You – you  want to put a terminal on him, do you not?”  

Lumine nods. “Yes.” Then, feeling weirdly self-conscious about having her idea criticized by the archon of  wisdom even when said archon is a literal child, she adds, “It was just a thought.”  

Nahida taps at her own chin with a finger. Her lips spread into a smile that speaks of both fondness and  determination. “It’s a good thought. A very good one!” She sighs. “I missed discussing things with  someone. It’s – no one really tries to suggest anything to me, you know? Face to face, that is.” She gestures  towards her desk with a hand. “Apparently written proposals are fine, but face to face? Nope! Every time  I walk into the doctors’ room when they’re debating his condition, everyone just freezes up.”  

Despite the somewhat heavy atmosphere, Lumine finds herself snorting at the mental image of little  Nahida, who barely comes up to Lumine’s waist, scaring the living daylights out of some doctors just by  saying hi. “I think they’re just intimidated. It’ll pass after a while,” she tries to reassure. 

“Yeah,” Paimon cuts in with a grin. Lumine resists the urge to jump – she’d almost forgotten she was there.  “You’re so awesome that they don’t know what to say!”  

Nahida tilts her head to the side, observes them with keen eyes. She doesn’t look like she believes them  very much, but that’s fine, Lumine thinks. It’s an adjustment period for everyone, not just the people. The  archon’s got to adapt too. Lumine imagines it’ll be harder for her to do so, considering those 500 years of  isolation. “I will take that into consideration,” she says, then shakes her head as if to physically wave the  subject away. When she speaks again, her face has brightened. “I shall craft a terminal for him,” she  declares brightly.  

“Did you destroy the old ones?” Lumine did not think the researchers in the disposal team moved that  fast, nor did she think Alhaitham even got around to putting together such a team.  

Nahida hums. Her eyes flick downwards. “Ah, well, you could certainly say that. In a manner of speaking.  I might or might have not disabled all of them by accident when I shut off that function of the Akasha  Terminal.”  

“Huh?!” Paimon floats forward before Lumine can even think of stopping her. “What does that mean? I’m  confused.”  

Lumine snorts. “You’re always confused,” she points out when Paimon glares at her.  “I’m not!”  

“You are!”  

“I’m not!”  


  “You are –“  


“Um,” Nahida tries.  

“Yes!” “No!”  

Out of the corner of her eye, Lumine sees Nahida sigh, a fond smile on her face. 

  ––-  

“This was your idea,” is the first thing Alhaitham says when he sees her, holding a bunch of papers in his  hands. The dark circles under his eyes rival one of the gadgets in her backpack, in terms of size.  

Lumine, who had been trying to step out of the Akademiya without being seen by him, freezes, crouching  by the main entrance. She meets Alhaitham’s unimpressed, soulless stare and ignores the chill running  down her back because, jeez, this guy really is into overworking himself to death. She briefly wonders if  it’s a kink, then debates whether or not she should ask him that, all in the span of ten seconds. “Hello,”  she says. “How are you, Lumine? Fine, thanks for asking, Alhaitham. You? How are you?”  

Alhaitham’s gaze darkens. Lumine isn’t sure how that’s possible, since it was already dark enough to begin  with. If looks could kill, she’s pretty sure some of his secretaries – although he denies that they are his,  citing his refusal of the position of Grand Sage - would be dead. “No,” he tells her. 

Lumine straightens, stretching her legs as she does. Crouching for such a long period of time did not do  her any good. “Wow, Kaveh was right. You really are an ass when you haven’t slept in two days.” Alhaitham  doesn’t deign to answer that, which is entirely expected, really, so she goes on. “Maybe you should try  that – getting some sleep, that is.”  

“I would,” he says slowly, “but there is work to be done. Specifically,” he shakes the document to draw attention to  it, not continuing till he sees that Lumine’s eyes have darted to it. “The newest treatment plan for the  Akademiya’s patient.”  

His words are to the point and his tone is devoid of any emotion, but Lumine has a feeling there is  something else he’s not saying. She tilts her head. “Are you bothered by it?”  

Alhaitham blinks. “A reasonable assumption, but no. The Balladeer, if we manage to awaken him from his  slumber, would provide to be a vital source of information about the former Grand Sage’s plans and about  the inner workings of that immense mechanical contraption –“ He blinks, cuts himself off with an exhale  that wouldn’t be a sigh on anyone but him. “All in all, it would be very beneficial to everyone if we could  get him to wake up, so I do not see why there would be a problem.”  

Lumine cocks an eyebrow – she has been doing so since the first minute of his mini-rant. It is very rare to  see him ramble, especially about something that he appears to be excited about. Don’t get her wrong, it’s  as cute as it is startling, but she’s not sure what to think about this lack of composure he’s displaying.  

“I think you should get some sleep,” she tells him, trying not to sound too cajoling. “Delegation, yes? You  probably know what that is. Try to apply the concept to your aides – you have them for a reason.”  

“They’re not my –“ A yawn forces him to stop talking. He blinks again, then brings up a hand to rub at the  black circles underneath his eyes. “Perhaps. Perhaps I should sleep.” And just like that, he walks off into  the opposite direction, documents still held tightly in his hand.  

Lumine stares. Her mouth is hanging open.  

Conversing with an Alhaitham so receptive to suggestions? An Alhaitham without a stick up his ass? Scary.  Very scary.  

 ––—  

“This is it,” Nahida says, for what must be the fifth time in the last thirty minutes. She’s holding the newly  created, Alhaitham-approved, Nahida-approved and R&D department-approved Akasha Terminal. It looks  sleek in a way that the old ones didn’t; it’s round, no sharp edges to be seen, and looks more like a  headband than the others ever did. It has two ports on each side, right above where someone’s ears would  be. “This is it.”  

“Are you nervous?” Lumine knows the answer – there’s no other reason for them to wait outside the  Balladeer’s hospital room, it’s not like he’s going to open the door for them – but she finds herself asking  anyway.  

“It is a feeling I am quite unfamiliar with, but yes, I believe I am,” Nahida says, her eyes roaming over the  device as if looking for flaws. “It’s – this kind of feeling is normal in the pursuit of wisdom, right?” 

Lumine’s lips quirk up into a smile. “If you want, you can take a dookie to flush away the anxiety before  we start.”  

Nahida laughs, the sound startlingly loud in the empty hall. Some of the levity of the situation must’ve  lessened though, heavy atmosphere broken by Lumine’s joke, for she stands up straight, not slouching like  she was mere minutes ago.  

“Let’s do this,” Lumine says, reaching to wrap her hand around the doorknob. Nahida meets  her eyes with a determined nod. “Let’s.”  

 ––-  

Lumine’s first thought upon seeing him in the hospital bed, dark hair spilling against crisp white bedsheets,  is that he looks small. The Balladeer she knows had always had an imposing presence, had always spoken  with a haughty tone and a regal look in his eyes like he expected everyone to do as he says. In those last  few moments before his fall, she’d seen him at what perhaps was his worst, pure desperation in his eyes  as he’d lunged for the gnosis. She hadn’t had the time to really process what she was seeing back then, in  the midst of the battle, the high of adrenaline still coursing through her veins, but looking back on it, she’d  felt sorry for him. She still feels sorry, but not necessarily for him. After all, pity doesn’t benefit anyone.  She feels sorry for not catching him, sorry for not doing more. A part of her feels sorry for herself, for she’s  failed someone, for she’s let someone plummet to the ground while doing nothing but watching.  

Some might say that she didn’t owe him anything, let alone a helping hand, but that has never been  Lumine’s style. If someone is in trouble, she saves them, or at least does her best to, no matter who they  are, especially –  

Especially considering what she saw when she inhaled Haypasia’s magic weed that allowed her to mentally  connect with the Balladeer. She has a feeling this guy wouldn’t know mental health if it hit him in the face  and crawled up his nose. The same thing goes for coping mechanisms too, she assumes.  

On second thought, she’s most likely right. The guy built himself a giant mecha with the help of a mad  scientist just because he couldn’t deal with his mommy issues in a safe way – he must have no idea what  a coping mechanism even is.  

Nahida’s voice draws her out of her thoughts. “I finished setting everything up,” she is saying, her hands  hovering over the terminal set on the harbinger’s head. “It should be fine,” she pauses, a contemplative  look flickering across her face. “Should being a keyword.”  

“Wait, wait, wait,” Lumine waves her hands in the air. “You’ve tested this, right? We’re not using him as a  lab rat or something, are we?”  

Nahida nods rapidly. “Oh, yes, definitely! It’s been tested many times, don’t worry. I wouldn’t experiment on him.” She bites her lip, glancing sideways to the Balladeer’s comatose body. “I reckon  he’s had enough of that.”  

Lumine doesn’t reply to that. She can’t, for she does not know how to reply to that, how to reconcile the  intimidating harbinger she’d met in Mondstadt with this man – who looks more like a boy now, lying in  the hospital bed – with the Balladeer she sees right now. 

“What I meant,” Nahida continues after a few moments of silence, fiddling with the headband’s wires as  she connects them to a rectangular machine on wheels, some sort of monitor, “Is that it’s never been  tested on a harbinger – especially on someone who is, if what you’ve told me before our confrontation is  correct, a puppet made by an archon.” She pauses to plug a port into the machine, sitting on her tiptoes  to reach.  

“You’re worried about unforeseen side effects,” Lumine summarizes.  

“Yes!” Nahida claps her hands together, turning to face her. On anyone else – except maybe for Nilou – the gesture would be condescending. “We’re still going to do this, of course, but we should take some  precautions. I’ve been strongly advised,” her voice takes a deeper tone here, an attempt at imitating  Alhaitham’s voice that makes Lumine grin, “To do so.”  

Lumine puts her hands on her hips. “Tell me what to do,” she says in her most confident tone.  

Nahida hums, aiming a keen gaze onto Scaramouche. “Someone will need to monitor his elemental state  while I attempt to connect the terminal with the machine. These over here,” she points to the beeping  screen near the bed, “Are for monitoring his vitals, so I’d like you to keep an eye on him with elemental  sight. If he deviates from his normal status, please let me know.”  

That seems like an easy enough task, Lumine thinks, but doesn’t say anything. She has a feeling she’s here  to act as moral support, really. “Should I get closer?” she asks, even if the mere thought is enough to  unsettle her.  

Nahida, whose back is already turned to Lumine, scratches her neck with a hand. “That would be ideal,  yes.” She presses a few buttons on the machine. “Although it’s up to how close you want to get.”  

Lumine nods, momentarily forgetting that the little archon can’t see her, but it seems like Nahida is not  expecting an answer anyway, immersed in her work as she is. Lumine swallows past the bundle of nerves  that’s suddenly appeared in her throat and approaches the Balladeer, stopping just a centimeters away  from sitting down on the bed. It would feel too personal to do so, especially without him being awake to  consent.  

Lumine closes her eyes, breathing in deeply. She focuses on the elemental powers around her, sees them  in her mind’s eye like wisps of colored smoke. She ignores the tendrils of green coming from Nahida’s  direction, does her best to block them out even if they shine the brightest. Unbeknownst to most, even  visionless people leave certain elemental traces, faint and fleeting as those might be. Such traces are not  necessarily attuned to an element – they’re colorless and, to Lumine, just act as a sign that a living being  was there. She latches onto the Balladeer’s, feels something settle in her chest at the steady weight of his  elemental trace. It’s a good sign, she thinks to herself, it means he’s not just kept alive by technology. He’s  hanging in there.  

When she speaks, she is not fully conscious of the action, too focused to fully register anything than the  fact that her lips are moving. “Ready when you are.”  

In the distance, as if she was submerged into water, she hears a sigh. “Right then. Let’s do it.”  

For a moment, nothing happens. Lumine holds her breath, a bit worried that even the most inoffensive of  movements will sabotage everything. 

“It’s – it’s working,” Nahida says, the words almost surprised, and Lumine cannot help but exhale in relief  –  

Perhaps she should’ve held her breath longer, for his vital-monitoring machine starts beeping wildly.  Lumine almost recoils, almost turns her head towards the source of the noise, but she hesitates – and is  right to do so.  

The Balladeer’s elemental energy spikes, the wisps that, just a few seconds ago, made up his elemental  traces converging, then trashing wildly as if lashing out.  

Nahida yelps, but whatever she might say after that is lost on Lumine.  

“Shit,” she exclaims. The energy continues trashing, as if responding to her words and, instinctively, she  reaches out, wraps her around his bony wrist –  

“Something’s, something’s happening,” is the last thing she hears in Nahida’s panicked voice, then – The  world fades in front of her very eyes and Lumine finds herself welcoming unconsciousness.  



 ––  

It hurts.  

Ithurtsithurtsithurts –  

It’s not a physical hurt, but every limb of her body feels like it’s aching anyway, the pain in her chest  creeping up on her, pouring down and sneaking through each and every crevice of her body –  

It hurts.  

She cries out – but it is not with her own voice, it is with a distinctly masculine one. She cries out for a  mother. She cries out for a mother who is not coming, a creator who has discarded her latest failure and  yet, the failure cries.  

She knows nobody is coming, but the body she is in rolls on its back and, despite the uneven ground digging  into her back, keeps crying out for somebody that will never return.  

And in that moment Lumine knows where she is, sees the faint glow of a domain just a few feet away,  half-hidden by greenery. She knows and it hurts her, almost as much as it hurts him.  

The body – the Balladeer –  

Scaramouche gasps and his back arches as he feebly raises a hand towards the sky, motion unsteady,  faltering. Lumine feels it as if she was the one moving and she hears herself gasp too, mouth wide open  as words hang from the tip of her tongue, words she cannot bring herself to utter.  

They call again, the two of them, cry out the name of a mother, even if Lumine knows – and he does too  because this has happened, this is a memory –  

They call, their voices cracking, but in the end, nobody comes.  

 –– 

Lumine awakens with a start, eyes flying wide open before she even has the time to process anything. She  pushes herself up into a sitting position, arms raised, the pain in her chest lessening by the second but still  somewhat present. It aches like an old injury, like a bone that healed wrong. At its core, it’s not quite a  physical pain – it is an emotional one, a wound that never quite managed to close; Lumine is familiar with  it. These are not her feelings, but she knows them anyway, knows what it’s like for someone who’s alive  but has disappeared from your life, who’s so far out of your reach that they might as well be dead anyway.  

She sighs, rubs a hand down her face, ignoring the strands of grass clinging to her palms. That’s much  easier to ignore than the realization that, despite all the Balladeer’s façades, he has feelings. Feelings that  she relates to. It’s weird – but the fact she’s never stopped to consider that he’s as human as her is weirder.  

Leaves rustle behind her and she startles again, hand reaching for the hilt of her sword only to grasp empty  air. Lumine tenses, jumping to her feet and turning around to face her potential attacker – It’s a squirrel.  Lumine blinks.  

The squirrel blinks back.  

She has the fleeting thought that a staring contest with an animal should disturb her, but the squirrel runs  away before she can even do something.  

It is only then that she notices that her surroundings have changed – Lumine is no longer in Scaramouche’s hospital room. She is in a forest, but it does not feel like a forest. Not entirely, anyway. Her feet are bare  and the grass tickles her soles when she takes a step forward, just to test the steadiness of the ground  beneath her. It holds her weight, but with each step she takes, the grass turns into snow that has been  stepped on, snow that she’s left traces on. She looks up, sees the trees’ leaves swaying back and forth  with no wind, the motion too whimsical to be anything but unnatural.  

It’s a dreamscape, then, Lumine thinks. She has a feeling she knows what this is – namely, where this is.  It’s everywhere and nowhere at once. It’s Scaramouche’s birth place and it’s the snowy landscape of  Snezhnaya and it’s the place where his body rests as his mind drifts. She closes her eyes, breathing in the  salty seaside air that has nothing to do with the Sumeru forest she’s seeing.  

She breathes in again and again till she feels, till she sees colorless wisps of elemental energy, trapped  around trees and going deeper and deeper into the forest, sometimes joined by Nahida’s trademark green  traces. Lumine opens her eyes with a grin, the path having embedded itself into her mind. She follows,  because of course she does. She’d never pass up an adventure, after all, especially one involving the  Balladeer. He tends to make things interesting.  

The path is weird. It’s hard not to trip – she has to watch her steps, especially as random vines and twigs  pop up in her as if to stop her, but overall it’s not the most difficult trip she’s had to make. Lumine knows  she’s made it to the end as she steps out into a clearing that is eerily reminiscent of one she’s actually  seen near Pardis Dhyai while hunting for treasure.  

Lumine lets her gaze drift over the lake in the middle of the clearing, from lily pad to lily pad, each one  varying in shape and size, then stops, eyes widening. 

In the middle of that aforementioned small lake, on the top of a lily pad twice as big as his hat sits  Scaramouche himself, his legs crossed, his left elbow resting on his thigh as he leans his chin against his  palm, slouching and trying to avoid Nahida –  

Nahida, who appears to be busy tugging at Scaramouche’s traditional Inazuman kimono.  “Do I want to know,” Lumine tries.  

All eyes dart to her.  

Nahida startles, sputtering out something that sounds like “I can explain!”  

Scaramouche makes a face like someone told him Childe deserves rights and groans. “Of course you’re  here too. One nuisance wasn’t enough.”  

Nahida glares, apparently forgetting her eagerness to explain why exactly she was pulling on the clothes  of a man who pretty much tried to kill her like he was nothing but her dress-up doll. “I’m not a nuisance!”  

“You are,” Scaramouche snarls, turning to meet Nahida’s eyes for what Lumine assumes is the first time  since they all me up. “And you’re causing more trouble than you’re worth.” Before Nahida can even try to  defend herself, he turns to fully face her, uncurling from his position to poke her in the shoulder. “Are you  here to gloat? Can’t leave me alone even in death, is that it?”  

Lumine winces, although she tries not to show it. She has a feeling this won’t end well if she lets it go on.  “Alright,” she says slowly and doesn’t flinch when Scaramouche turns that same hateful look onto her.  “Let’s all calm down.”  

Nahida nods rapidly, her eyes wide and semi-panicked. If it were any other time, Lumine would be stifling  a laugh at the way her head’s bobbing up and down. “That – that would be a great –“  

“I’d rather die,” Scaramouche says, then he gasps too loudly for it to be real, his hands flying to his cheeks  in a fit of mockery. “Oh, wait.” His face abruptly falls and he shoots Lumine another glare.  

“You’re not dead,” she counters evenly.  

“Um,” Nahida tries. She pulls on his shirt again. Scaramouche jumps as if struck by lightning – Lumine  internally winces because woah, bad metaphor there – and turns around to bat at her hand with a look in  his eyes that promises violence.  

Maybe Lumine should step in. She’s put in waaaay too much work to save Nahida to let her die at the  hands of a Balladeer, who looks like he’d bang two pots together and calls it music. Besides, Nahida is her  friend and all that.  

“Don’t kill the archon, you’ve already tried that before and you lost,” is what comes out of her mouth.  Silence.  

Nahida’s mouth takes on the shape of an oval, then a circle, then it just narrows into a tight line. She looks  like she doesn’t know what face to make and for once, Lumine relates.  

Why did you say that, her brain screeches at her. 

I don’t knowwwww, she screeches back.  

As it turns out, she doesn’t need to wreck her mind for something to say in the ensuing silence, for  Scaramouche slams the heel of his foot into the lake with a snarl, the water raising high in the air as it  splashes around, as it splashes Lumine on the knees and Nahida in the face.  

“Get out,” Scaramouche snarls, his voice breaking on the last syllable. He throws his arm forward, palm  open as if to push them away –  

And pushed away they are.  

Lumine’s hair brushes frantically against the sides of her face as the wind picks up and she reaches to catch  Nahida’s arm as the little archon comes flying towards her –  

The world stutters. Nahida yelps, the sound muffled as if heard from a distance, and Lumine tightens her  grip on her, just to reassure herself that she’s still there, that she’s not alone. For a moment, there is  nothing but darkness, oppressing darkness that threatens to drown her, to consume her. Her breath  freezes in her lungs as a weight presses down on her chest – She blinks. Trees are swaying gently to the  slight breeze that comes from being near the sea.  

“I think we’re back where we started,” Nahida says, an undercurrent of surprise in her words, although  she does not seem very bothered by their current – predicament, if you will.  

“You have a beetle in your hair,” Lumine tells her, which might or might not be a lie, then waits until  Nahida is done scrambling to check before continuing. “That was weird,” she pokes at a stray leaf floating  in the air. “Where even is this?”  

Nahida hums, the grass-that-is-snow-then-isn’t crinkling underneath her feet as she walks till she’s close  enough for Lumine to touch. “This is a dreamscape,” Nahida tells her slowly, the corners of her mouths  twisting downwards. “You might’ve come across some smaller but similar spaces in your adventure.” Her  tone is factual, almost soothing as she explains, yet Lumine can’t help but notice the gravity in her tone,  the lack of levity that usually accompanies Nahida’s words.  

Lumine cocks an eyebrow, mind whirring with the implications of it all. “So he’s been awake all this time?”  

Nahida hums, catching one of the floating leaves – a unnatural phenomenon that Lumine’s slowly  becoming used to. “I don’t know enough to answer that, but,” she pauses, a shadow of something  flickering across her face too quickly for Lumine to identify it, “This dreamscape is – it’s a relatively new  construct. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was developed the exact moment I placed that headset on him.”  

Lumine blinks, takes a second to thank anyone who is listening that Paimon isn’t here with them. “Layman  terms, please.”  

Nahida smiles. It’s a tiny smile and her eyes still look clouded, her gaze darkened by something, but it’s  there anyway. “He was not braindead – which is good. His mind was there, just asleep. The device simply  allowed his mind to manifest – just like coming out of standby mode, yes?”  

Lumine nods. After more than two weeks of helping around the Akademiya, she picked up some tech  terms. “And, uh, in the real world, we’re –“ Lumine waves a hand in the air. “Alive, right?” 

Nahida’s eyes widen, as if she hadn’t realized it was a concern. “Oh, yes, yes, don’t worry! I don’t think the  Balladeer was trying to harm us when he drew us in. Besides, if he wanted to do so, I think he’d have done  that instead of banishing us back here.”  

“That’s very reassuring,” Lumine deadpans.  

Nahida tilts her head. “Did I say something wrong…?”  

“No, no, not at all. Go on.”  

Nahida straightens at the reminder of the subject of their conversation, exhaling as if she were stifling a  sigh. “Right. We’re alive in the real world and I am quite confident that I can get us out of here, but –“ she  swallows. “I don’t think I can get him out.”  

Lumine does not feel a pressing weight on her chest. Not at all. “Nahida,” she says slowly, “What does that  mean?”  

Nahida visibly hesitates, her brows furrowing and the pressure on Lumine’s chest increases –  

“I can only forcibly awaken people that want to be awakened,” she says at last, voice small and feeble, the  same way it was when Lumine had to wake her up from her mindscape. “And I don’t think he wants to  wake up.”  

 –––  

Nahida is alone.  

Lumine left shortly after she transported them back to the real world, her brow furrowed and her  shoulders drooping as she’d muttered something about needing some time to herself. Nahida didn’t say  – she couldn’t really find it in herself to say anything, so she just let Lumine leave with nothing more than  a murmur of assent.  

That was a few hours ago. The sun was still up when they came out of the dreamscape, but now it’s gone  down. The evening air has settled in and the streetlamps have started turning on.  

Nahida walks closer to the window in her office that’s not really her office – it was supposed to be the  Grand Sage’s office, but the Grand Sage still refuses to accept his title or the benefits that come with it – and balances on her tiptoes to rest her elbows on the windowsill. This way, more of the city is visible to  her and she relaxes, a sigh escaping her as she watches her people – because they’re hers now, she has  people, people who believe in her, people who won’t abandon her, people to celebrate her birthday with  – go about their lives.  

The stray thought is fleeting, but she latches onto it anyway.  

A birthday, huh?  

He probably never had one of those.  

The Balladeer – for the longest time, Nahida had regarded him as a puppet. An object given puppet form,  an extension of Ei’s will. When she defeated him with the traveler, she hadn’t felt guilt. She doesn’t  remember feeling anything in that moment other than desperation. It is unbecoming of an archon and so 

she will never admit it to anyone, but the Balladeer gave her a purpose; more accurately, defeating him  gave her a chance to prove to herself, to prove to her people that she’s capable, that she’s worthy of being  all the things she didn’t believe herself capable to be; a gentle archon, a fierce protector, a wise leader.  Defeating him was what she had to do and in the moment, in the days afterwards, she had felt no guilt.  

After all, why would she? She just defended her people, her land, from a weapon gone astray. Even after  Lumine told her his story, Nahida –  

Nahida only felt desperate.  

She’d wanted to prove that she was worthy of her people’s attention so badly that she would have done  anything. Looking back on it, the fact that she used to have such a mindset scares her. She saw the  Balladeer, she saw someone who might as well be a mirror of her and she –she took everything away from  him when she took that gnosis, didn’t she? He didn’t even have much to begin with and she just took it  away. It hurts to think about it, the pain in her chest oh so similar to the one she’d experience each and  every time it was her birthday that it takes her breath away.  

Even if ultimately what she did might have been for the best – surely there were others ways, weren’t  there? She could’ve talked him down, she could’ve done so many things, but she didn’t even think about  trying to reach out to him. But she didn’t and as much as she doesn’t want to admit it, it’s because in the  end, when she and Lumine confronted him in that factory -  

She didn’t really see him as a person.  

It took a while for her to do so. She doesn’t know when it happened. Perhaps it was when she saw him  laying on the cold stone floor of that underground factory, so still that he might’ve been dead, perhaps it  was when he was carried out on a stretcher or maybe, maybe, it was when she finally mustered the  courage to visit him, to see him in that hospital bed looking more fragile than she’s ever seen him look  before. He hadn’t been so comatose in those first few days. He wouldn’t wake up, but his nose would  scrunch up and his brows would furrow and he’d try to move sometimes, would shift around in the bed.  She hadn’t stayed for long, not really, too unsettled by the entire situation, but she stayed enough to see  a tear roll down the side of his face. She’d startled and left as quickly as she arrived; the whole scene had  left her feeling wrong-footed and frankly, the feeling has yet to entirely fade.  

In that moment, back then, she saw the human behind the Balladeer’s mask. Today, she saw it even more,  saw what was perhaps the realest variant of all of the masks that made up Scaramouche.  

Because that’s who he is.  

He’s not the Balladeer, not anymore, at least not to her.  

He’s Scaramouche. He’s been hurt, he’s been betrayed and his dreamscape reflects a loneliness so deep  that it reminds Nahida of her own mind.  

He’s Scaramouche and she’s Nahida and perhaps they’re strangers now, but they don’t have to be, for  she’s going to do her best to make it up to him, to bond with him.  

He’s her nephew, after all.  

She can only hope he’ll one day come to see her as his aunt too. 

––-  

“You look like you’re troubled by something,” Nilou tells her as she places two cups of tea on the table,  pushing Lumine’s towards her.  


  Do you remember that dude you saw in the mind connection that fucked me up for 168 times in a row?  Well, I fucked him up and now I kinda regret it because I’m pretty sure that he’s suicidal and like, he might  be my new friend’s nephew, so yeah. Also, I feel bad for kicking someone who was already down.  


Lumine can’t really say that, though. Sure, Nilou participated in the archon rescue mission, but she wasn’t  involved in the political side of things and at the end of the day, she’s still a civilian. Lumine’s pretty sure  Alhaitham would go catatonic from sheer frustration if she just went and babbled confidential information  to someone with zero security clearance. He’d probably cry too, as out of character as that concept even  is.  

Lumine stares blankly into her cup. The steam that wafts up to her face is warm when it touches her skin.  The herbal smell is not unwelcome either. “I did not get sleep last night.”  

Nilou smiles a little sheepishly. “I could tell. You have,” she breaks off, gesturing at her own eyes with a  finger.  

Dark circles, huh?  

She definitely has, considering her night was plagued with the thoughts that come with the realization  that someone you know – and whose life you’ve impacted negatively – wants to stop existing. Sure, he  was a harbinger, but so was Childe! Hell, so is Childe. The only thing that man loves more than boldly staring at Zhongli’s ass is some good old-fashioned nationalism. In the grand scheme of things,  Scaramouche didn’t do that much evil, did he? Childe tried to fight God, that has to be more evil than  trying to become a God.  

Lumine jolts as Nilou waves a hand in front of her face, eyes creasing at the corners in worry. “Are you  okay?”  

“Yeah.” That won’t be enough to assuage Nilou’s concerns, though. She just has to find the right way to  phrase it. Lumine hums, quiet for a few seconds before adding, “I just had a fight with a – a friend.”  

As soon as the word is out of her mouth, she finds that it doesn’t taste bitter. It rolls off her tongue  smoothly and clearly – it is not at all a lie, but it’s not the complete truth either. It’s a hope that one day  she and Scaramouche, her former enemy, the fearsome Balladeer, will be friends.  

Nilou’s eyes widen, then they narrow with a glint of a empathy. “Ahh, that can be rough. Are you okay?”  She lays a hand atop of Lumine’s. “We can talk about it – if you want, that is. I just think that – uh, well, it  must’ve been something very serious if it kept you up all night. If talking isn’t what you need, we can go  for a stroll – or I could bake you something – to keep your mind off it.”  

Nilou is so cute sometimes that Lumine would definitely like to hit on her. Too bad she’s got abandonment  issues and some other trauma to unpack; all of the credit for those goes to her dearest brother, of course,  wherever the fuck he might be. 

“I’d actually like some advice,” Lumine says, a half-hearted smile tugging at her lips. “You’re better at  people than I am.”  

Two spots of color appear on Nilou’s face. She lowers her eyes for a moment, then raises them to meet  Lumine’s gaze with a beaming smile. “That’s very sweet of you to say,” she says. She squeezes Lumine’s  hand, then claps her palms together. “Now, tell me, what happened? I’ll help you fix it. I even know of  some great sumpter-beast-shaped plushies you could use as an apology –“  

Apologies, ey, her conscience says, you should probably do that.  

Asdfghjkl, Lumine replies succinctly, not at all feeling ridiculous for arguing with herself. The thought does  cause some of that guilt in her chest to spring to life, though.  

Nilou’s still hammering on about apologies and making things right and what to do if it’s not Lumine’s  fault, but the other person’s, and really, she’d enjoy listening to Nilou on any other day, but she hasn’t  slept in 24 hours and she’s currently losing her shit –  

“It wasn’t really a fight. I mean, it kind of was. My friend’s in a bad place and I don’t want him to do  something dangerous,” she blurts out, inadvertently talking over Nilou. She doesn’t seem to mind very  much, however, her eyes and mouth wide open when Lumine looks up to check her reaction.  

“I mean.” Lumine stops. She taps at the table with a nail. “Maybe I made it sound worse than it actually is.  He just. Doesn’t want to go outside.” She resists the urge to wince, but she doesn’t see any other way to  put it. “And he’s – he’s angry and listless and he just wants to be left alone.”  

She taps at the tabletop again, the conversation with Nahida in the dreamscape flashing through her mind  for the nth time. “I don’t think he wants to wake up,” she’d said and Lumine cannot help but think that  the little archon is right. If he’d wanted revenge for his humiliating and painful defeat, he could’ve easily  hurt them. It was his dreamscape, after all. Instead, he’d just let them come to him, then pushed them  away, both literally and figuratively, when they were bothering him. He hadn’t wanted anything to do with  them and before Lumine stepped into that clearing, even as Nahida was tugging on his clothes in an  attempt to get him to pay attention –  

His eyes had been blank. For a moment, he resembled one of those wooden dolls children play with so  strongly that Lumine had startled. She didn’t realize it at the time, no. She realized it at night when she  couldn’t sleep, tossing and turning around in her bed as the unbidden thought popped up in her mind:  perhaps he was just curling up and waiting for his own death, like an injured animal.  

“Well,” Nilou’s voice offers her a welcome reprieve from the dark direction her thoughts had taken.  “Well,” she folds her hands together on her lap, frowning in concentration. “That doesn’t sound very  good,” she says after a few seconds, almost hesitantly, then continues with more gusto. “But it’s not the  end of the world! Sure, as a friend you can’t do a lot to fix him, nor should you try to do that – it’ll make  him feel even worse. Nobody needs fixing – not even the mean scholars.”  

“People don’t need fixing,” Lumine murmurs, catching onto where this is going. People, she feels the need  to emphasize, because Scaramouche is as much of a person as she is, as Nilou is. “They just need support.”  

Nilou nods, her head bobbing up and down rapidly. If the subject matter wasn’t so bleak, Lumine thinks  she’d be smiling. “Exactly. You need to support your friend – even if he reacts negatively at first, you should 

let him know he’s still got you in his corner.” As if something occurred to her, Nilou waves her hands in  the air. “But don’t crowd him either! That’s just overbearing and could do more bad than good.”  

Lumine hums, feeling the beginning of a plan forming in her mind. “So,” she says slowly, “Would it be fine  if I just visited twice a week and brought him stuff? He doesn’t really want to leave his house, so it’s not  like we can go somewhere.”  

Translation, she thinks wryly, he’s in a coma and I’m interacting with the metaphysical representation of  his mind.  

Nilou nods again. “Yes, that would be good. Amazing, even. Let him know you’re there and that you still  think of him! Bring him stuff he likes – this new novel from Inazuma just got brought over to us too, maybe  he’ll like it.”  

Lumine resists the urge to grimace, but something must still show on her face, as Nilou says, “It’s okay if  he doesn’t like books, there are more things you can try! Food is a good starting place,” she flashes Lumine  a thumbs-up. “Everyone likes food! We have so many different types of restaurants in the city – I’m sure  you’ll find something for the two of you to enjoy. Or,” she pauses to tap at her chin, looking upwards as if  searching for inspiration. “Or you could try some academic papers, if he’s into that. Personally, I’m not!”  “What about a plush sumpter-beast,” Lumine finds herself suggesting, drawn in by Nilou’s optimism.  

“Oh my,” Nilou claps her hands together again, her bracelets jiggling and clinking against each other. “But  of course! That’s a given.”  

Lumine is still worried. She’s still conflicted and she still needs a good night’s rest, but right now, looking  at Nilou’s determined smile –  

She thinks that things might start to look up for once.  

–––  

“We’re gonna team up and fuck up his potential suicidal tendencies,” Lumine declares as she steps inside  Not Alhaitham’s Office.  

Nahida jumps down from Not Alhaitham’s chair, which is totally not his and has not been set up for  someone of his exact height. She looks just as tired as Lumine feels, but the glint of determination in her  eyes cannot be mistaken for anything else. “You took the words right out of my mouth.”  

That night, they start planning.  

++++++++++  

Lumine stares at Scaramouche’s prone form on the bed, then her eyes flit down to the headband that lays  on the pillow next to him. Scaramouche himself looks the same as he did the day before: lifeless. It’s a  disturbing thought, especially as she remembers that one proposal she’d seen on Nahida’s desk a while  ago, the proposal of a doctor who had gotten tired of “wasting the Akademiya’s resources on a former  enemy of the state”. Her stomach twists. Perhaps she shouldn’t think like that mere minutes before  attempting to talk to aforementioned enemy of the state. 

“Whenever you’re ready,” Nahida says brightly, like they didn’t have a scuffle just outside the hospital  room because she backed out and Lumine accused her of being a pussy. The passing nurses gave them  weird looks, but no one dared to step in, nor has anyone commented on their archon’s side ponytail that  no longer resembles a ponytail.  

Lumine eyes Scaramouche again, then the steadily beeping machine near his bed. His vitals are fine.  Hopefully they’ll remain that way for the duration of her visit. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”  

Nahida nods. “Alright then,” she hesitates, then shoots her a clumsy thumbs-up. “Break a leg out – er, in  there.”  

“I sure hope he won’t break my legs,” Lumine mutters. She doesn’t wait for Nahida’s reply, whatever it  might be. She reaches forward, wraps a hand around Scaramouche’s thin, so thin wrist and pull on his  elemental energy –  

It goes easier than it did last time, probably because this is an intentional trip into his dreamscapes, not  just her stumbling onto it. Lumine doesn’t fall this time, nor does she see one of his memories, which is a  blessing, really. She’s already seen them and frankly, it never gets less violating. She was there as an  intruder when he connected with Haypasia and the second time, well –  

He’s pretty sure neither of them knew what was going on. He must’ve shown her a memory by accident,  or perhaps that memory acted like the loading screen of his dreamscape while it stabilized. She doesn’t  know. She doesn’t really care either, really, most of that metaphysical stuff is up Nahida’s alley, not hers.  

Mind made up, Lumine puts her hands on her hips – a pose that Yanfei told her increases one’s self confidence – and takes in her surroundings, which have, unsurprisingly, not changed from last time. They  haven’t done anything to influence his state of mind, so it makes sense for the dreamscape to remain the  same. Lumine takes a deep breath, appreciating the way that the crisp seaside/mountain air combo seems  to burn her lungs, then she shouts.  

“SCARAMOUCHE!”  

Silence, save for a bird that startles and falls off the branch it had been sitting on. Lumine blinks, then  shouts again. “I know you know I’m here.” A pause, mostly because it’s really awkward talking to an empty  space and it would be really appreciated if he answered her. “Nahida – the archon – Buer, that is. She told  me that you can just bring me to your location? Like, I could walk there like I did earlier, but apparently  dreamscapes tend to change and I could get lost and stumble upon stuff you don’t want people seeing? I  can come find you, if that’s what you want though. No pressure,” she adds as an afterthought.  

No one but the wind answers her, which is frankly what she expected, but it’s still so overwhelmingly  awkward. Part of her feels bad for calling out to him in the first place; perhaps she was too forward.  

Ah, well, good thing she’s not one to give up easily.  

“I’m gonna try to make my way to you,” she says, raising her voice to be heard over the sudden breeze. “I  don’t,” she pauses, a need to clarify things springing to life inside of her. “I don’t want anything from you  – I just want to talk. You don’t even have to talk back,” she adds, recalling the tiny sheet of Nice and  Supportive Phrases Nilou made her memorize. 

For a moment, nothing happens and Lumine thinks welp, at least I tried and that could’ve gone worse, but  then –  

Leaves crackle as if they’ve been set on fire. Lumine startles, jumping backwards, but the bush in front of  her simply dissipates, fading away to reveal a newly formed path that Lumine is pretty certain was not  there before.  

She resists the urge to grin as she walks – after all, there is no reason to refuse his invitation. 



 ––  

He’s sitting in the middle of the same lake – or is it a pond, she wonders – in the exact same position as  last time. Nothing changed, nothing at all. She doesn’t grimace, but a frown does flicker over her face.  That can’t be good for his body, let alone his mental health, which this entire place is a representation of.  

Lumine steps into the lake, not grimacing even as the water infiltrates her boots and each step becomes  accompanied by a sloshing noise. “Mind if I sit?” she asks, nodding toward the part of the giant lily pad  that he’s not occupying. Scaramouche doesn’t answer, but her eyes flick to her and hey, at least he looks  present. She takes a seat on a nearby lily pad, one that’s close enough to his that they can talk comfortably.  

Scaramouche remains quiet, even as he keeps tracking her movements with keen eyes. He’s laying on his  side, knees bent and curled up close to his chest. One of his arms is used as a pillow for his head, while  the other rests in front of his face, obscuring the lower half of it. Lumine can’t see below his nose, but she  can see most of his chest, since he’s dressed in nothing but a white translucent bath robe that resembles  – ah. His hospital clothes. Awkward. Of course he’d be dressed in his hospital clothes. He’s in the hospital.  

I bet this was way easier when it was just a scenario you were making up at night while angsting, her brain  says.  

Not the time, Lumine replies.  

“How do you not catch a cold like that,” is what ends up coming out of her mouth.  Scaramouche blinks at her. He does it very slowly. And condescendingly, if you were to ask her.  “Right,” Lumine says. “We’re metaphysical right now. Sorry, forgot.”  

He pins her with a piercing stare for a few seconds that feel way longer than they actually are, then his  gaze drifts away to somewhere behind her.  

Silence descends upon them again, save for the soft crinkling of leaves in nearby trees. She clears her  throat to regain his attention and tries not to let her nervousness show. She’s practiced this in the mirror  before coming here – while Lumine is usually quite charismatic, she felt wrong-footed before even coming  here. Now that she’s actually in front of him, she’s not quite sure what to say, but she wants to say it.  Maybe it’ll – maybe he needs to hear that at least one person regrets hurting him.  

“Look,” she wets her lips. “I don’t know how to say this, so just bear with me for a moment?” He  blinks. 

Lumine has a feeling that’s the most expressive response she’ll get, so she goes on even as her palms begin  to sweat. “You were a Harbinger and you were the enemy of Sumeru, I guess. Although, looking back on  it, I don’t get why you were the enemy and not the Doctor. I mean, you were just sitting there in the giant  robot –“ Lumine shakes her head. She doesn’t look at him, not yet. She doesn’t think she can, so she just  lets herself focus on the color of his bathrobe. “I suppose that doesn’t really matter right now. We were  on opposing sides and I get that we had to clash, part of me was even looking forward to it – I did enjoy  fighting you despite my numerous, er, loses.” She blows out a breath. “What I’m getting at is – I did what  I had to do, what I thought was right, so did you, and I’m sorry you got hurt.”  

Those statements can coexist, Nilou had told her.  

Drawing in a shaky breath, Lumine lifts her head to look at his eyes. They’re wide open and for a moment  she can see a flimsy sheen of something that looks like tears –  

Lumine’s heart hammers in her chest? “Scara –“ she tries to say, but is cut off as Scaramouche scrambles  to sit up, his face contorting into that familiar snarl of his, eyes narrowed and nose scrunched up. “I’ve  no use for your apologies,” he hisses, then waves his arm as if to attack –  

The world goes black.  

Then it goes white as Lumine opens her eyes to the bright artificial lights of Scaramouche’s hospital room.  She squints, bringing up one hand to shield her eyes, but there’s no need to – Nahida appears above her,  blocking any source of light with her body, tiny as it might be. “Went well, I take it?”  

Lumine’s head hurts, although that’s probably because she fell off the bed. “I apologized. He ejected me  like a used portable knowledge capsule.”  

Nahida’s easy smile disappears. She tilts her head and purses her lips. “Ah.”  

“Ah indeed.” Lumine sits up, scratching at the back of her neck. “He looked so pissed. Like man, I  apologized, I didn’t insult your mo –“  

Lumine closes her mouth.  

“This is why he kicked you out,” Paimon scolds with the cadence of a delinquent’s mom, appearing next  to Lumine for the express purpose of making her life harder.  

“Fuck off,” Lumine goes to tell her, but she’s stopped by Nahida’s sudden gasp. “What? What’s wrong?”  Nahida beams, clapping her hands together. “I have a wonderful idea to try when I visit him!”  

Lumine blinks. She suddenly feels very frightened, for both Scaramouche and Nahida. Still, it wouldn’t be  fair of her to butt in. “Alright,” she sighs. “Just don’t traumatize him or something.”  

“Of course I won’t –“  

“I think his mom already did a pretty good job of that,” Paimon chimes in.  

“Paimon!”  

––- 

The pond reacts to his emotions. The entire dreamscape does, in fact.  

Scaramouche figures this out when it takes an hour for the water and the lily pads to settle after the  traveler is – after the traveler leaves. Coincidentally, or maybe not so much, it also takes him an hour to  calm his hands so that they do not tremble so violently, to calm his breath so it does not stutter out of his  chest.  

He wasn’t angry when she apologized, although it pained him to hear it and it pains him to think of it. He  wasn’t angry, but he was lucky that his arm covered his mouth, for it was wide open as his exhales and  inhales came in short, barely controllable bursts. His hands were shaking and they continued to shake for  several minutes after he snarled at her. He wasn’t angry. He knows he wasn’t angry. He knows what it’s  like to be angry, to feel the rage coursing through his veins and slipping in between all of his cracks and  holding him together so he doesn’t shatter. He wasn’t sad either, for that too is a familiar feeling, adjacent  to long lost friends, a broken promise and a future that wasn’t meant to be.  

He doesn’t know what he was – his chest had felt tight, cramped, like he was a creature trapped in his  own skin, but he did not feel a particular strong emotion. All he could think about was the fact that it was  simply too much.  

Every word she’d said –  

In the moment, he’d felt vindicated, he’d felt hopeful, his lips had quirked up behind his arm, even though  the gesture still had some sort of hollowness to it. Now, all of that is gone. Time has passed – he doesn’t  know how much, for nothing ever changes in this hellhole, but he estimates it’s somewhere around a few  hours – and all he has left is the hollowness. He welcomes it as an old friend, lets it drape itself over him  like a heavy blanket. It is hard to move, for his limbs act like they’re made of lead, so he just lies there and  watches dew drip off the edge of a nearby plant’s leaves.  

It’s what he’s been doing ever since he woke up in this place – ever since he created this place. The water’s  lukewarm when it splashes his fingers as a frog jumps from plant to plant, but he doesn’t find it in himself  to care, to notice. Perhaps if he focuses enough on the soothing motion of the morning dew, he can zone  out like he did earlier, can make it so he is floating somewhere far away and not even this metaphysical  body exists –  

The back of his neck tingles; someone’s entered the mindscape and it is decidedly not the traveler. His  hand instinctively clenches into a fist, leaving light scratches on the lily pad for a few seconds before they  fade away as if nothing’s happened.  

Of course.  

Nothing ever changes here, not even when he’s feeling – feeling whatever he was feeling earlier. The only  exceptions to that rule are, of course, his two guests, if he can even call them that; after all, they’re not  guests if you don’t invite them in, are they?  

He closes his eyes and seeks out Buer’s impossible to miss presence, not giving her a chance to even speak  before tugging. When he opens his eyes, Buer is standing in front of him with a smile. If she’s fazed by the  sudden bout of teleportation that she’s been subjected to, she doesn’t show it. 

“Thank you for that. It would’ve taken a while for me to find my way here,” she says, like they’re good  friends, like she’s just dropping in for a visit despite tearing his heart – the gnosis out of his chest.  

“Still silent, huh? That’s okay,” Buer walks into the pond, sitting down on one of the smaller lily pads in  front of him. Of course, that way, she obstructs his view of the morning dew on that plant as well. How  fucking sweet, Scaramouche thinks and the intensity of his scorn surprises even him, for he did not think  himself capable of feeling anything other than all-encompassing numbness anymore.  

“So, I heard you kicked Lumine out. Well, I saw you kicked her out, I was there to catch her when she fell  to the floor. That was quite the forceful push, wasn’t it? From the metaphysical and straight to the  physical!” Buer says, then grins at her own ‘joke’. Her hands are in her lap and she’s keeping them still,  relaxed. Everything about her from her posture to her smile screams “open and friendly” and  Scaramouche can’t –  

He can’t fucking stand it. He closes his eyes and resists the urge to slam his hands over his ears like a child.  

“Ah, ah,” she pokes him in the arm, hard enough for him to feel it even through his clothes, then she tugs  on his sleeve. “Don’t fall asleep,” she scolds, tone still gentle, hands on her hips like she’s got any sort of  authority over him. “I was thinking of playing a card game – that would be nice, right? You wouldn’t even  need to speak or anything. Really,” she adds with a thumbs up, “It’s the perfect game for us.”  

Scaramouche stares.  

He can’t help but stare at her smiling face, even as his breath stutters in his chest and he’s filled with a  sense of urgency, a need to move, to do something. His eyes are so wide that it should hurt, but he doesn’t  care. He finds himself sitting up slowly, in a daze, just to be able to see her better.  

“Uh,” she says, her smile gaining a slightly sheepish edge, “I didn’t exactly bring any cards. I can’t really  bring objects in here. You’ll have to conjure them if you want to play. Or we could make do with leaves  and critters,” she adds as an afterthought. “What do you think?”  

How dare you, comes the unbidden thought. How dare you come in here and act as if we’re friends, his  mind seethes.  

Scaramouche stands up on unsteady legs, not even registering the pain in his calves. “I think,” he starts  with a raspy voice, a voice that hasn’t been used in a while, a throat that’s almost forgotten how to speak.  “That I hate your fucking guts, Buer.”  

Then he lunges.  

Buer moves out of the way at the last moment, surprise flickering over her face. The water splashes around  them as they move, him advancing on trembling legs as Buer keeps looking at him, no longer smiling.  Something about the look in her eyes strikes him as pleased – which is weird, it’s out of place, she should  be scared – but he doesn’t care enough to question it. He keeps throwing himself in her direction even as  the muscles in his calves burn from the effort. The pain makes him grit his teeth, but he manages to catch  his breath for enough time to spit out an “I’ll strangle you!”  

Buer blinks, giggling even as she dodges to the left, leaping out of his way with the giddiness of a child  playing hopscotch. “You’ll have to catch me first,” she says, winking. 

Winking, he thinks wildly, as if it were all a game –  

“YOU GODDAMN BRAT,” is what comes out of his mouth, so loud that it leaves his throat raw, so loud that  he can feel the words in his goddamn chest, in his goddamn ears, even after he’s said them. He lunges  again, hopping over a bunch of tiny mushrooms to give himself a slight push forward, his arms extended,  fingers bent and ready to wrap around whatever part of Buer he can reach. His shadow looms over her  and his lips take the shape of a snarl, of something that’s supposed to be a smile but isn’t.  

Buer looks up at him, her eyes wide but not fearful, more like curious, expectant –  

His foot catches on something. A vine, maybe. As gravity takes over and his weak legs give out,  Scaramouche grimly realizes that he’s been had, then, with the same amount of solemnity, prepares  himself to eat a metaphysical mouthful of metaphysical grass  

Green flashes in front of his eyes –  

Scaramouche lands on his back. That is unexpected, unless his tired body managed to somehow flip midair  without his express permission. But, considering the state of his muscles and his overall condition, that’s  very unlikely. No, the culprit is most likely Buer. Buer, who’s hovering above him with a smile so large it  makes dimples appear on her face.  

Scaramouche can’t even find it in himself to scowl, for he is too busy regaining his breath. He pants, sucks  in air only to let it go just as quickly, his chest heaving as he struggles. All the while, Buer pins him to the  ground with a look that, to him at least, is as pleasant as the mouthful of grass he was about to eat.  

“Calm down,” Buer tells him, tone gentle. Usually such an approach would annoy him, especially when  coming from someone like her, but this time he grabs onto it, uses it to anchor himself to the present.  “That’s it,” she kneels onto the ground next to him, close enough that he can feel her next to him, but not  close enough to touch. “You’re doing great!”  

Scaramouche leans onto an elbow, hoisting himself into a position that gets the wet grass away from his  back. “Did you get all of that from a self-help book?” He spits out, although with less vitriol than usual.  He’s tired, he tells himself.  

Buer shrugs. “Some of it. Not all of my wisdom comes naturally.” She brightens, clapping her hands  together. “Now that you got all of that anger out, wanna play that card game?”  

Scaramouche stares.  

He could kick her out.  

He probably should kick her out.  

He has enough power to do so, he can feel it thrumming through his veins.  

“I’ll even gather the stuff,” She says, getting up and dusting the grass and leaves off her outfit. “No  conjuring needed.”  

Scaramouche raises his hand, ready to flick her away, to kick her out and watch her fade away into the  real world. 

“Is that okay?” Buer asks with that same gentle smile, although it’s now gained a hint of giddiness. For a  moment, her smile overlaps with his, with the child he used to consider his brother, his family –  

Scaramouche swallows, hoping to soothe the sudden pang in his chest. He’s tired, he reminds himself.  “Do whatever you want.”  

Buer’s bright smile is enough to make him avert his eyes and mildly regret his decision. 



 ––-  

“How did it go?” Lumine asks as soon as Nahida manifests back into the hospital room.  

Nahida’s facing the bed, facing Scaramouche, when she returns, so Lumine cannot really see an expression  that might answer her question. She steps closer, slightly worried. “Did he do something?” she tries, a  frown settling onto her face as she goes to lay a hand on Nahida’s shoulder.  

Then Nahida turns, her face nearly split in half by the smugness of her wide grin.  

Any and all compassion Lumine might’ve felt evaporates. “No,” she says with the voice of someone who’s  had to fish Venti out of a barrel several times.  

“Yes.”  

The word is said with the gusto of someone who’s won and has every intention to gloat.  

“Ughhhhh, of course it went well for you,” Lumine throws herself back into the chair she’d been sitting on,  covering her face with her hands. “Fuuuuck!”  

“Hehe~”  

–––  

The next time Lumine visits him, it’s two weeks later and with the desire to blow something up. She briefly  thinks of Timmy’s pigeons, laments the fact that they’re not easily accessible from Sumeru, then makes  her way to Scaramouche’s clearing. She knows better than to ask him to teleport her to the lake;  considering how well he took her apology, it’s surprising he even let her into the dreamscape anymore.  

Nahida told her that, after she’d finished gloating; that Scaramouche could simply stop accepting their  presence into his dreamscape and the fact that he hadn’t is telling. They had moved to Not-Alhaitham’s  Office, a place that was devoid of the man’s presence due to the late hour and rumors of one gentleman  named Kaveh’s insistence that Alhaitham gets some sleep. Lumine had giggled at that and even Paimon  had been smiling, but they stopped when Nahida spoke and silent and thoughtful was everyone’s mood  for the rest of the evening.  

With that in mind, Lumine gave him some space and decided to let only Nahida visit. Although, all things  considered, it wasn’t a 100% conscious decision. She’d meant to visit sooner, but then Katheryne had a  mission-disguised-as-commission for her and Paimon that turned into two long weeks chasing a ratsquirrel  hybrid all around the desert because it kept making unnatural holes into the soil and ruining people’s  houses and/or gardens. Of course, Lumine eventually caught the animal – it only took three sandstorms,  two earthquakes and one cave-in to do so. Not to mention that she was paid generously – not. She was  not paid at all, in fact. 

Which is what brings her here, after a four hour long shower to scrub the sand off her body.  

She steps into the clearing and into the water that comes up to her ankles, maybe her calves if she waddles  into one of the deeper parts, then sits down onto a lily pad. “Hey there,” she says, nodding to  Scaramouche. He’s sitting up, a sharp contrast to their previous disastrous meeting, and looks  considerably more present than he did back then. His eyes drift to her, gaze as sharp as usual.  

“What makes you think you’re welcome here?” he says, peering down the length of his own nose at her.  His arms are loosely crossed across his chest, the pose almost defensive but not quite.  

Lumine doesn’t avert her eyes. Frankly, she’s tired. Maybe she shouldn’t have come here, but she did and  it’s too late to back out now. “The fact that you let me in here.”  

Scaramouche scowls. “You’re on thin ice.”  

Lumine looks at him, really looks at him, at his furrowed brows and his scrunched nose and the entire  condescending bitch act – 

She shrugs. The movement is slow, sluggish and her joints ache at the reminder that they exist. Rock  climbing did not go as well as usual, considering the ledges only got steeper the more she advanced.  Scaramouche tilts his head at her, gaze somewhat curious despite the still present scorn, but he doesn’t  speak, so she does. “Look, if you really don’t want me here, kick me out. Or don’t. I don’t care, man. I just  want a nap.” She rubs a hand over her face, grimacing as she feels sand still clinging to some of her hair  despite the aforementioned shower. “I spent the past two weeks literally chasing a fucking furry rat  through the entire Sumeru desert. You could probably kick me in the guts and I’d thank you.”  

Scaramouche blinks. Once, then twice. “Fuck? You?” he says it like he’s on the verge of clutching his pearl  necklace.  

Lumine bites the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. It probably wouldn’t go down well if she did.  “Not literally. I do wanna fuck something up though.” Scaramouche doesn’t reply to that, but she’s noticed  that he’s intrigued now, so she goes on. “I’d kill for a pita pocket right now.”  

A frog croaks as it hops from small lily pad to small lily pad.  

“Pita pocket?”  

Oh fuck yeah, got you, bitch, is her unbidden thought, come to mama. That’ll show Nahida.  

Lumine nods as calmly as can be, despite the sudden burst of energy now thrumming through her veins.  “You didn’t even take the time to learn the dishes of the country whose god you wanted to become?” She  asks with an arched eyebrow.  

Scaramouche scowls. For a moment, he looks like he’s going to hiss at her the same way Alhaitham did  when she came into his office bearing sand and a captured rat-weasel thing. Ultimately, he doesn’t, which  is a shame really. Lumine wanted to see him hiss, if only so she could poke fun at it.  

Oh well, she consoles herself, maybe I can make him hiss another time.  

Lumine stands up, takes in the protest of her muscles at such a strenuous activity, then looks Scaramouche  in the eyes and says, “Move over,” before falling onto the half of his lily pad that he’s not occupying. 

Scaramouche makes an irritated noise as he scrambles to make space for her. “Barbarian,” he mutters,  shooting her a dark glare.  

Lumine shoots him a thumbs up. “Thanks.”  

He looks at her like one would look at a piece of trash that randomly gained sentience. It’s sweet. “Did you  know they put on shows in the plaza?” she starts, before he can get pissy enough to actually kick her out.  

Scaramouche tilts his head to the side, averting his gaze as if he’s ignoring her. He totally isn’t, though.  “There’s this performer, she’s my friend. Her name is Nilou and she helped put on this really cool  performance a few days ago. I kind of missed it because of the whole sandstorm desert thing, but –“  

Lumine talks. She lays on her back, head pillowed by her own arms and she doesn’t look at him, nor does  he look at her, but she has a feeling this way is easier for both of them, so she doesn’t comment on it. She  talks about Nilou, about the shows she’s attended and the ones she hasn’t. She very carefully doesn’t  mention the samsara, nor does she mention the dance Nilou dedicated to Nahida. She talks about her  own adventures in the city, about the people she’s come across, about the researchers’ squabbles that  somehow always end in her being commissioned to find a rare plant/animal/magical creature that they  managed to lose in the most random of places.  

Scaramouche doesn’t listen quietly, nor did Lumine expect him to. It’s not his style, after all. He interrupts  her many times, either with snide comments or actual questions phrased as haughtily as can be. He never  tells her to leave, however, not even when she mentions the Aranaras, not even when she asks if he knows  them, or of them. He just nods, then quiets down, an unspoken request for her to keep talking. She does,  even as words come slower and slower to her, even as her eyes slip closed and her breath evens out.  

When Lumine awakens, she’s back in the hospital room, half-slumped onto the bed as she rests her  forehead against his wrist.  

As far as naps go, it’s the best she’s had in a long time.  

––— 

“Congratulations,” Nahida says, on the goddamn edge of not screaming, as she marches into the room.  “My nephew doesn’t hate you anymore, I take it?”  

Lumine squints at her, still hazy from sleep. “We’re chill,” she answers slowly, then lets her head fall back  onto the bed.  

Nahida stares at her, half-bent over Scaramouche’s bedside, her legs on the floor. That cannot be warm,  she thinks, and drapes a nearby blanket over Lumine, who stirs slightly but doesn’t awaken.  

She smiles, then eyes Scaramouche, still lying prone on the bed. The urge to ruffle his hair is strong, but  

She smiles, then eyes Scaramouche, still lying prone on the bed. The urge to ruffle his hair is strong, but  she abstains. She’d rather save such interactions for when he is aware of them, just so she can hear him  cuss her out and curse her ancestors for daring to lay a hand on him, despite the fact that he moves closer  and closer to her every time they meet up. 

Nahida breathes out, then turns on her heel. There is still work to do and it would be unfair to leave it all  to the Not-At-All-The-Actual-Grand-Sage.  

––— 

“Tell me more about your silly human squabbles,” Scaramouche demands when she pops in for a visit, this  time refreshed and not at all full of sand. His arms are still crossed, but this time he is standing up as if  he’d been waiting for her, which is an adorable sight. Not that she’ll ever tell him that, though. She’d like  to keep all of her body parts intact for the time being, thank you very much.  

“They’re not silly,” Lumine pauses, considers it. “Yeah, okay, maybe some of them are silly. Especially the  commissions –“  

Scaramouche cuts her off with a scowl. “If you don’t wish to share today, then we have nothing to discuss.”  

A while ago, Lumine would’ve bristled. As it is, she is used to his particular antics. “You know,” she says as  if he hadn’t interrupted her at all, “They’re not just my silly squabbles. They’re yours, too. You’re just as  human as I am.”  

Scaramouche blinks at her, then his face creases in indignation, blood rushing to his cheeks. He turns away  brusquely, the water swishing behind him, and takes a seat on the lily pad, his back to her.  

This reminds her so much of Paimon pouting about not being able to find the ingredients for her favorite  dish that it takes herculean effort for Lumine to not burst out laughing.  

“Okay,” she drawls out the word, taking a seat on the same lily pad, her back to him. “So, I got called to  the Akademiya again this week –“  

––- 

It is startling to realize that, despite being in a literal dreamscape, he can still have nightmares. The  epiphany was unwelcome when he had it, but the way he realized this fact was even more unwelcome.  Despite the fact that he cannot fall asleep, for he is essentially the metaphysical representation of his own  thoughts, that’s what he embodies in this place, he still somehow manages to be plagued by apparitions  from his past.  

Of course, considering his current state of being, the nightmares do not take a form that one would expect  them to take. One that they’d normally take. No, no. Instead of flashes of memories or anything like that,  Scaramouche gets voices. Flashbacks to the past, if you will, except he’ll hear them as if someone is  speaking into his very ears. It’s annoying. It’s more than annoying, but he won’t admit that to anyone  outside of himself. He hears his – his mother’s words, hissed into his ears with the voice of a snake, as cold  and unfeeling as the Snehnzayan snow that sometimes gathers in his clearing. He hears that damn fox,  hears the voices of his friend, the voices of people he considered family. 

It does not happen often – nor does it happen when someone is visiting, a fact he is eternally grateful for  – but every time it does happen, Scaramouche is left trying to regain his breath on that goddamn lily pad,  with a frog or two croaking at him as if expressing sympathy. He always wishes he could snarl at them, but  breathlessness takes over and his chest hurts, so he just lies on his back and looks at the always-clear sky  of his dreamscape. He didn’t think a cloudless sky could look foreboding, but this one does.  

It is after one of these nightmares, when he’s laying on his side, knees draw up to his chest as he struggles  to keep a somewhat steady rhythm of breathing, that Buer decides to drop by for a visit. He doesn’t feel  it, not like he normally would, that now-familiar tingle overshadowed by the tightness in his throat, by the  rock that seems to have sunk down his stomach. He hears her, just like he heard the voices a few minutes  ago, as leaves crunch and crinkle underneath her feet.  

“I took the scenic route this time,” Buer is saying as she makes her way towards the lake, looking down at  the path and not at him, something that he is once again grateful for.  

Ugh.  

Gratefulness.  

What a disgusting emotion.  

He frowns, more at himself than anything, but she notices. Of course she notices, because Buer is weirdly  only perceptive whenever he doesn’t want her to be. “You’re,” she pauses, worrying at her lip. “You’re  not having too much of a good time, are you?” At his blank look, she elaborates, waving a hand in the air.  “When you’re affected by something, anything, the surroundings change. I think you already know that,  though.”  

He does know that, but he does not feel like arguing with Buer. He’s tried in the past, has had lots of  opportunities to do so, but none of his attempts wielded results. No matter what strategy he employed,  Buer wouldn’t engage with him. She’d never get angry, never hiss and snarl and throw his insults right  back. He’s seen her upset, seen hurt flash through her eyes, but she’s never retaliated and it’s – 

It leaves him on uneven ground and he’s not sure he likes the feeling of that.  

She doesn’t want to hurt him – that much is clear. Both she and the traveler had plenty of chances to harm him, wring as much information out of him as they could and then kill him, but they didn’t. So it is unclear  what their goals are. Not knowing things is – it greatly unnerves him, it frustrates him, it disturbs him, but  every time Scaramouche tried to get information from them, even a small hint as to what their plans might  be, they just looked bewildered.  

Buer’s voice brings him back to the present. “May I sit?” she says. Her brows are furrowed, her mouth a  tight line of tension.  

Scaramouche shakes his head, then pauses. There is something about her that looks weirdly vulnerable,  weirdly open. He could profit from this – after all, archons are not above being subjected to emotional  manipulation, are they?  

It’s an opportunity, he tells himself as he nods, nothing more. 

When she sits down, it’s close. Closer than she’s ever sat. Their arms are touching and he can feel the  warmth of another – of a human being, even through his clothes. His breath catches in his chest, a barely  noticeable hitch, and tingles spread from his arm all across the expanse of his skin. It burns, in a way that  borders on painful but isn’t, in a way that makes whatever control he had over his breath wither away.  

“What do you think you’re doing,” he hisses, turning his head to see her, but not moving away.  

Buer regards him with a steady gaze, something curious in her eyes as she tilts her head. “I’m sitting  down.”  

“Must you be so – so close?”  

Buer’s eyes widen, the expression on her face so reminiscent of a child caught stealing sweets that there’s  no way she doesn’t know what she’s doing. “I didn’t realize,” Buer says, but makes no move to remedy  the situation.  

Typical archon, he thinks with a scowl, creating a problem but not bothering to solve it.  

Buer watches him for a few more moments, then breaks away from their little staring contest to rest her  head against his fucking arm.  

What.  

It’s so warm, the kind of warmth that seeps through clothes and into his own skin. Her hair tickles him,  even though he has long sleeves. Scaramouche’s scowl falls, then comes back with a vengeance.  

He should move away.  

…  

He can’t bring himself to do so.  

It’s an opportunity, he reminds himself, even as his arm itches. No, correction: his whole body itches, the  entire thing just starts from his arm, from the place where they’ve made contact. He forces himself to  relax and hides the trembling of his hand by shoving said hand into a sleeve. His body is disobeying him,  his body’s a slave to these emotions, these feelings.  

He forces himself to slump, to lean back against her and he succeeds, but the hunger doesn’t abate. His  arm still feels like it’s on fire.  

Buer shifts and when she speaks, there is a hesitance to her words. “Can I try something? You don’t – I’ll  back off if you want me to.”  

Scaramouche wants to bristle. Usually he would bristle, but color him curious. “Do as you will. It is of no  concern –“  

To me, he’d wanted to say, but Buer moved again, this time too quick for him to properly react, and now  her arms around him and her cheek is pressed against his chest and his whole body is alight with – with  something.  

“What,” he finds himself saying, words tumbling out as if someone is forcing them to exist, to take up  space. “What is this,” he rasps. 

Buer’s grip tightens. “A hug,” she says, voice small as if she doesn’t to disturb the sanctity of such a  moment. “You looked like you needed it.” A pause, then even quieter, barely a mutter. “It’s a first for me  too.”  

Scaramouche goes to speak, even opens his mouth to do so, but he’s unable to do anything more than  move his lips in shapes that, some other time, could’ve resembled words. He cannot speak, for a stone  has lodged itself inside his throat, for a fire has started underneath his skin, for the hunger only grows  stronger now that he knows what exactly it is he hungers for.  

Scaramouche cannot say anything, so he glares through stinging eyes and fists his hand into the fabric of her shirt.  

She’s warm and for the first time in a long time, for the first time since he was cast away, he is too.



  –- 

When the archon of Sumeru returns to Not-His-Office, Alhaitham has reached the fifteenth hour of  continuously doing paperwork. His eyes sting and sometimes the words blur on the documents blur  together. Logically, he knows he should have taken a break a few hours ago, but duty waits for no man,  not even Not-Acting Grand Sage. Also, Kaveh had mentioned earlier in the morning that he wanted to try  baking, which Alhaitham is 99.9% sure translates to burning down the apartment. Therefore, he’s not to  keen on going home.  

“Ah,” Buer startles slightly, her hand freezing in its place near the eyes that she’d been rubbing. “I didn’t  think you were still here. It’s –“ she sneaks a look at the open window. “It’s nighttime.”  

Alhaitham ignores that statement, for he is not about to discuss his work habits when the last green tea  he had was five hours ago. “You seem preoccupied,” he says instead, which is the most tactful way he can  find that isn’t outright saying “Well, gee, you look like you’ve been crying your eyes out.”  

Not that he thinks his archon would be insulted by such phrasing, not at all; However, the awkward  situation would somehow get back to Kaveh, because the Akademiya is nothing but the biggest rumor mill  in the nation, and for Alhaitham that would mean a lecture on tact and subtlety, things that he views as  mere useless social conventions, from his roommate. That’s something he wants to avoid, for Alhaitham  values his sanity.  

Buer stares at him, the look on her face a tired one. She hums, rubbing at her eyes again. “It’s just,” She  pauses. “I’ve had one fucking hell of a day. Emotionally, that is.”  

Alhaitham takes a moment to process that, then promptly chokes on his own saliva so hard that Buer has  to pat him on the back.  

(Unknown to him, Nahida is laughing on the inside. Maybe shocking him like that will finally persuade him  to take a break…)  

–– 

“ – So I told him that it’s a stupid request, because it truly was. Esteemed adventurer or not, you can’t just  ask someone to go across the sea to fucking Inazuma to get you that one dish you ate fifteen years ago,  the name of which you don’t even remember!” 

Lumine concludes her rant – er, tale with a flourish, spreading her arms for emphasis.  

She’s standing up, for she spent the entirety of the last hour or so pacing back and forth, splashing water  up as she went. Scaramouche didn’t and doesn’t seem to mind, simply sitting cross-legged on the edge of  his giant and weirdly comfortable lily pad. He looks like a noble you’d expect to see in an Inazuman light  novel, even dressed as a hospital patient like he currently is.  

Lumine frowns at the distant look in his eyes. “You weren’t even listening to what I was saying, were you?”  Adopting a deeply wounded tone, she continues. “Do you see me as nothing but mere entertainment?  Does the time we’ve been spending together mean nothing to you?” Doing her best to copy Paimon’s  pout, Lumine blinks rapidly, hoping that her teary eyes look as real as can be.  

Scaramouche regards her with a glare so dark that if looks could kill, everyone in a ten miles radius would  be dead. “You’ve always been mere entertainment to me,” he says with a dismissive wave of his hand and  a haughty voice that she’s realized means he’s not actually being serious. “Average entertainment, I will  admit. Your struggles are amusing.”  

Lumine raises an eyebrow. “That just sounds like you have a kink.” Ignoring Scaramouche’s furious  sputters, she adds. “Not that it’s a problem or anything.”  

He blinks quickly, furiously, then he averts his gaze. The tips of his ears are red, she notes with a grin.  

She laughs, the ridiculousness of the situation getting to her – she’d never thought she’d be laughing with  Scaramouche, of all people – and he too releases an exhale that’s too sharp to be anything but a snort.  She leans backwards, letting herself fall onto a random lily pad as she tries to catch her breath.  

Silence surrounds them for a moment, broken by the croak of a frog or the song of a bird, then  Scaramouche shifts, uncrossing his legs but not quite turning to fully face her. “It’s been taken into  consideration,” he says.  

Lumine’s brows furrow. “Huh?”  

Scaramouche’s next words are slow, as if he’s talking to an idiot. “Your apology. It’s been taken into  consideration.”  

Oh.  

Oh.  

“Oh!”  

Scaramouche gives her a mildly affronted look, but she doesn’t even care enough to take offense. She  leaps up from the lily pad, the smile on her face so wide that she must look crazy, but she’s just so happy  that she cannot contain it. She never thought she’d be happy for Scaramouche of all people, but  apparently gossip-as-bonding really does work wonders.  

“What are you –“  

“Listen up,” she declares, “Unless you protest like, right now, I’m gonna hug you so hard your orphan ribs  crack.” 

Scaramouche stares, his eyes so wide they look like they’re about to fall out of the sockets. “You’re going  to what now,” he says, but she doesn’t give him time to react, nor demand an explanation, before jumping  towards him and wrapping her arms around his skinny waist.  

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING,” Scaramouche sputters, arms flailing wildly in the air and hovering above her  back. “YOU – YOU MONGREL –“  

He doesn’t kick her out or off, so Lumine takes it as a win.  

––— 

“You know,” Buer says one day, while they’re playing chess on a board that she taught him to conjure. “I  baked some cookies today.”  

Scaramouche arches an eyebrow as he places his rook a few steps ahead. “You? Alone? Without adult  supervision?”  

“Hey, that’s mean! I’m technically 500 years old!” she protests, a pout forming on her face, even as she  completely destroys him on the chessboard.  

“Infant,” he tells her with a scowl that he doesn’t have to fake at all, since she just won without even  paying attention properly. Strangely, he does not feel the fury he would’ve once felt at being defeated, in  any shape or form.  

She stares. “But you’re –“  

“Silence, infant.”  

“But –“  

“Who even let you into a kitchen?” he asks, crossing his arms across his chest as she rearranges the board,  putting its piece back into place.  

“My new friend, Kaveh,” Buer answers brightly.  

Scaramouche isn’t sure why, since he does not even know the person that name belongs to, but he feels  a pang of fear. It passes just as quickly as it came, though. “Letting you cook is a crime against humanity,”  he says at last.  

Buer smiles. “I will choose to ignore that –“  

“Because you’re so benevolent?”  

The question is sarcastic, but Buer’s answer isn’t. “Exactly!” He meets her smile with an unimpressed look  and she continues. “So as I was saying before I was rudely interrupted, I baked some cookies. I wanted to  bring them here but I can’t exactly bring in physical objects, so would you mind if I ate them in your hospital  room? In your honor?” She adds at the end, as if to elaborate.  

Scaramouche stares.  

Then he brings up a hand to rub at his eyes, because, sweet Celestia, that’s really one of the most  dumbfounding things he’s heard in a while and he spends time with Lumine. Unwillingly, of course. It’s 

not like he could kick her out. He means – he means that he can kick her out, Buer too, he just doesn’t  want to. He’s – mining for information. Yes, that’s it.  

“Do you think eating next to me will bring any sort of enjoyment?” He says slowly, squinting at her.  Buer shrugs. “Maybe. I dunno. I mean, you’re not – you can’t eat in here, so.”  

Something in Scaramouche’s chest twists. To say he doesn’t know what it is would be a lie. It’s a feeling  he recognizes, although he has not truly wanted something since he woke up in here. It scares him, the  tiniest bit.  

“I hope you choke on whatever monstrosity you baked,” is what he settles on.  

Buer harrumphs, then pouts and that’s the end of it – for now, that is, for Scaramouche senses a night full  of contemplating in his extremely near future.  

–– 

As it turns out, Buer was not lying the last time she visited him. She’d really left him cookies.

 

  
Author’s Note:Scaramouche got a hug, then he got another one. If I continue this, he might get a third one. 

I also have a tumblr now: www.tumblr.com/nuttisfruttis

Hope you enjoyed the fic :)





