
1. Chapter 1

Summary for the Chapter:
            Al-Haitham returns to the Akademiya in the late afternoon, exactly three days later without any prior announcement. The only forewarning they receive is the sound of people scrambling at the door before it’s opened and Al-Haitham walks in, closing the door right in their faces once more. He walks in through the doors of the former Grand Sage’s office as though it were any other day, like a cat that suddenly went missing and sent the family frantic only to reappear as hair was being pulled and children were being consoled, with an expression of, “what’s all this now, stop the fuss it’s unseemly of you, and what’s for supper?”

          
Notes for the Chapter:Keep in mind that this occurs after the events of the 3.2 world quest, so Nahida does not know that there was a different Archon before her. She, just like everyone else sans Traveler, thinks she just has amnesia.




    
    Al-Haitham returns to the Akademiya in the late afternoon, exactly three days later without any prior announcement. The only forewarning they receive is the sound of people scrambling at the door before it’s opened and Al-Haitham walks in, closing the door right in their faces once more. He walks in through the doors of the former Grand Sage’s office as though it were any other day, like a cat that suddenly went missing and sent the family frantic only to reappear as hair was being pulled and children were being consoled, with an expression of, “what’s all this now, stop the fuss, it’s unseemly of you, and what’s for supper?”

Although, in all fairness, Nahida did know where he was this entire time — vaguely — she just didn’t think she should say anything. He was, after all, making his way back. She didn’t see any cause for real alarm.

“Lord Kusanali,” Al-Haitham nods at her as he approaches the desk. It seems very strange for them to meet like this. He was instrumental in the entire plan to free her and expose the Akademiya’s corruption. And, as Nahida has discovered while carefully going through the several decrees, he’s been quietly editing in loopholes into some of the more outlandish and draconian ones. She’s certain that they were mostly done for his own benefit, but the fact that these loopholes exist and were there and ready for anyone and everyone — if anyone would just pay attention — is something that she’s sure many of the others who’ve managed to spot and use these loopholes are grateful for. Nahida knows she certainly is because it’s going to make the unraveling of this whole mess that much easier.

“Scribe Al-Haitham,” she says, resisting the urge to fidget and glance at the General Mahamatra. She’s sitting in what used to be the Grand Sage’s chair. It’s ridiculous really. Nahida knows she’s small, but this chair would be outrageous for even someone adult sized. She thinks that if she and the general both sat down on it there would still be room for Al-Haitham to sit behind them if he sat sideways. Who in the world had this chair made? Nahida knows that giants exist, but she’s fairly certain that none of the previous Grand Sages were one.

“Did you have to go all the way to Caravan Ribat?” General Mahamatra asks, much aggrieved, shoulders relaxing as he does a quick once over of the taller man. “You could have stayed close. It would have been helpful in organizing the Mahamata. Did you stop at the Bimarstan?”

“I was confident that you would be able to handle it. I had other business to attend to while I was there anyway. And there was no need, the injury wasn’t bad,” Al-Haitham shrugs, eyes flicking over the documents that rooms upon rooms worth of Akademiya students and graduates alike, regardless of Darshan, have been drafted into working on. Nahida is close to fully shutting down the Akasha, but she can’t do it all at once. There are too many systems tied to it, too much important information tucked away within that needs to be copied out and preserved in the now for immediate action. The rest can come later.

General Mahamatra’s answering silence is telling. It speaks volumes in a language Nahida has only known secondhand and has not yet learned to decipher on her own, but she knows that it says whatever it must say very pointedly. Al-Haitham looks like he wants to roll his eyes, but he does not.

“If it was bad I would be not be here,” Al-Haitham points out as he quickly and efficiently begins to rearrange all of the documents sprawled out over the Grand Sage’s long desk. “Although I wonder if I should have stayed away, because as soon as I set foot back in Sumeru City several Mahamata and Haravatat began to swarm me with questions, as though I would know anything pertinent to current affairs after clearly coming from the opposite direction of the Akademiya. Confirm to me what has been done and what the next moves are.”

Nahida leaves it to the General Mahamatra to begin to outline the events that have led them to this point, as Nahida’s focus has been mainly on steps moving forward and she will admit to not being quite as well informed about what the nation has been doing as a whole. She had been rather busy collecting and containing the Balladeer, and then handling the Doctor.

By the time that had been done Dehya and the Corps of Thirty, combined with the Eremites and the Matra, had begun damage control and started moving out to disperse and correct information as well as provide provisional guidance for the citizens not to panic and to remove their terminals. Squadrons were being sent out of the city like lines of ants, armed with as much paper as they could carry, warrants, and directions to detain anyone and everyone who may or may not have been involved, and recall back to Sumeru City those who may had been exiled or otherwise chased out for speaking out or challenging the Sages.

Nahida emerged from securing the Balladeer and her discussion with the Doctor to a city alive like a hive of bees, buzzing with anxiety and curiosity, and all of them, suddenly looking towards her.

When Nahida emerged from the Sanctuary of Surasthana to a crowd of people and all of their eyes on her, it made her limbs lock in place and her heart pound and her hands go damp. Once, a very long time ago, Nahida knows she was used to this kind of staring. Once, before she lost her memories, before she was locked away, she knew her people and her people knew her. But it’s like meeting a stranger for the first time, except Nahida was meeting a lot of strangers at once. 

And the sky was so big. The world so wide. Everything was new even though it should have been familiar. And Nahida felt her shoulders want to curl up tight, like a flower in the night.

The General Mahamatra, then, stood in front of her and knelt to sweep his own cloak off of his shoulders and around hers, gently but firmly securing it in place.

“Forgive the impropriety, my lord,” he said as he pulled the too-large hood over her head and then held out his arms. Nahida, without any conscious decision on her part, found herself walking into them, her own arms winding around his neck as he stood and directed her face into the curve of his throat, keeping one hand on the back of her head as he began to walk with a flanking guard of Matra around them both. 

The general was warm, as was his cloak. Both smelled like bodies, like sweat, like warmth, which was a smell Nahida had never experienced before. You cannot smell in dreams. And as much as she knows that she should have found it unpleasant, it was something new and different and it was something she could now put to word. 

This is what it feels like to be held. This is what another body feels like, touching your own. This is the smell of sunlight, of sweat, of another. This it is to be cared for. This is what it feels like to exist in a world that perceives you, knows you, and cares enough to do those things.

The general carried her from the Sanctuary back into the Akademiya, every step steady and even and as smooth as possible to not jostle her.

As they passed through a section of the Akademiya with a particularly narrow hallway, Nahida could feel the crowds pressing closer, even as they attempted to maintain a respectful distance. But it was a vital passageway and it was not as though they could clear out every single hallway just to spare Nahida the embarrassment of being overwhelmed. Against her will, her fists curled tight and she pressed her forehead against the curve of the General Mahamatra’s neck and shoulder.

She felt the man breathe in, deeper, preparing to speak, and she turned her head, willing herself to look at the side of his face. And he said — “What has five toes but isn’t your foot?”

Nahida blinked at him, not quite sure where he was going with that question. She heard one of the other Matra guards choke, and then out of the corner of her eye she saw a slight scuffle of someone elbowing someone else followed by a ripple through the guards as they returned to their stoic formation.

“What?” Nahida asked.

“My foot,” he answered.

Nahida remembers snorting out her nose, the force of the air ruffling the white of the general’s hair. She remembers putting her hands to her mouth to stifle the giggle because that was a very clever joke and the general had excellent delivery. Nahida remembers the shift of the man’s orange eyes towards her for a second before he focused ahead of them once more, and he said, “Leeches are an excellent resource for first aid when on the road but. I’ll be the first to admit I don’t really like them. They look so strange, and yet I can never make a good joke about them. They just … really suck.”

The burst of a laugh escaped her then, her first real laugh in her own body out loud to someone. It popped through her hands like the exclamation of a festival balloon. It slid out of her like a sliver of soap through the fingers. And it fluttered into the ears of everyone around them and she could feel them staring but it was just so funny that she found that she no longer had much to spare to pay any mind to it.

He must have told her at least another twelve before they were in the Grand Sage’s office, the doors closing behind them as they returned to a more solemn atmosphere of trying to sort out the confusion and chaos and what must happen moving forward. Nahida wonders, if she asks the General Mahamatra, would he tell her some more?

In the present, as the General Mahamatra relates the events of the past few days to Al-Haitham, who stands with his arms crossed and slight furrow to his brow as he listens. Nahida watches them both.

She also wonders if he’s ever told any of his jokes to Al-Haitham. She thinks Al-Haitham might be the sort to find them funny, too. Maybe it would be a way for them to become friends. They’d be good friends. They both care for Sumeru in their own ways, and they’re hard workers who aren’t nearly appreciated enough, and they’ve got the very special bond of breaking Nahida out of prison and overthrowing a corrupt government. If that doesn’t spur a friendship along, Nahida isn’t sure what else can. In any case, she thinks it would be nice if they got along better. 

Al-Haitham glances around the room, eyes narrowing as he takes in the other differences that he must have surely noticed since the last time he was here.

“General Mahamatra,” he says, cutting the general off, “Tell me that the Grand Sage’s office has not been converted into our Archon’s living quarters.”

The general’s mouth closes immediately, frustration drawing his brows down and his mouth into a pensive scowl.

Nahida does feel guilty about that. When she had first been freed and the Balladeer had been taken down, there was some…uncertainty as to what should happen next. There was planning to do, speeches to make, information to correct and distribute and make clear to the public. Confusion and general chaos had to be quieted. But there are only so many hours in a day, and even heroes sleep.

But when Nahida looked back that the doors of the Sanctuary, her home — her prison, her waking grave — she couldn’t bring herself to enter. It seemed fine in the daytime. But something about the dark night, even with the calming moon and comfort of stars, made the pillars and arches frightening to her. She had spent five hundred years asleep, prisoner of body and mind, in that so called sanctuary.

What if this was all a dream and she woke up and she was still inside? Locked in again? What if Nahida went back in and found it all to be false? Oh, she didn’t think her heart could bear such a cruelty. It seemed too mean, and entirely too plausible. How many times had Nahida dreamed freedom in every form and flavor, only to return to herself and her prison to recall reality as it was? As it always had been, and what she thought it would always be?

Nahida couldn’t bring herself to go back in, not alone. And she knew that if she went in she wouldn’t be able to sleep a single wink. She figured that she was god, free for the first time in several centuries, and there was plenty of work to be done and so much for her to learn, she might as well just not sleep.

But the Traveler and all the rest were there with her and they needed the sleep and she knew that they wouldn’t leave her until they knew she was secure somewhere and taken care of. And Nahida just couldn’t — she couldn’t. So she admitted that, ashamed, trying to find words to soften the sound of her need while still sounding entirely sure and self-certain and commanding like an Archon should be. The two are dueling natures: one freshly born, the other nurtured by captivity. The balance of the two will come with time, she’s certain. But just like with building — rebuilding — a country, you can’t rebuild yourself in a single night. Even if that night feels like it’s stretched ages and ages and ages.

There was guilt in the General Mahamatra’s tired eyes and Nahida didn’t mean for that to happen, but there was no taking back what she’d just admitted and requested. She didn’t want to, either. Taking it back wouldn’t change the fact that the thought of spending a night sleeping in the Sanctuary of Surasthana made her feel small and foolish and feeble.

There has been no residence for the Archon aside from the Sanctuary of Surasthana in centuries. Nahida has no idea what happened to her rooms from before she was locked in, from before she lost her memories. General Mahamatra’s quarters for when he’s in residence are in the barracks of the Matra. The Traveler and Dehya are renting out rooms on the outskirts of the city. She couldn’t go to Gandharva Ville because it’s too far from Sumeru City and the village would have no doubt been very busy trying to sort out their many suddenly recovered Eleazar patients. 

So Nahida stayed in the Grand Sage’s office and they all figured that it was plenty big, it was safe, and best of all she’d have direct access to working with the Akasha and getting any important documents. It would be a win-win all around. 

(Although, now that she thinks about it, it was probably supposed to be a temporary measure not meant to last longer than that one night.)

It’s not so bad. This chair is so big that she can sleep on it if she curls up on her side. And it’s much more comfortable than the Sanctuary of Surasthana by far. She likes that she can hear things. People. And the light changes here. She can feel time moving. It’s an incredible upgrade from what she’s been used to all this time.

“Where else could she stay?” General Mahamatra says with real frustration in his voice, an earnest and exasperated request for a real answer. Nahida looks towards him and sees his brow and jaw set with real worry and frustration. “The barracks are too crowded. Would you have us send her to a dorm room? A hotel? A student hostel? Sumeru doesn’t even have ambassadorial suites. We aren’t leaving her in the Sanctuary of Surasthana.”

Al-Haitham sighs, shaking his head. “Never mind. Catch me up on what I’ve missed. I saw caravans heading out beyond the Wall of Samiel already and on my way here there was suitable consistency in the information being spread. General public knowledge seems uniform, although there are concerns about the Akasha terminal’s eminent shutting off. What is the plan for this?”

Now this is familiar, more comfortable, territory: talking about Sumeru and other people and their problems.

This Nahida can do. This, Nahida knows. 

So Nahida waves Al-Haitham forward, drawing his attention back to herself, and shows to him her plans thus far. She answers his questions with General Mahamatra’s help, and they talk and they plan and they build. 

They talk to each other, they ask each other questions, and Nahida can keep up. They debate over details, each of them bringing something different but good and useful to the figurative table as well as the literal one as Nahida kneels on the edge of the Grand Sage’s chair to watch the plans and notes being sketched out and written over anew with every reiteration of plan and timetable. 

Nahida thinks that maybe she is getting the hang of this Archon thing.

Finally.

-

They talk into the early hours of the evening before the General Mahamatra excuses himself to oversee a meeting with his subordinates, leaving Nahida and Al-Haitham alone for the first time. She is once again struck by the oddness of this. Before today she has never met this man in person. And yet she feels as though she knows him. Whether this is through the files of him in the Akasha that she had passive knowledge of, or because of what she knows of him based on what she’s been told by others — and he really did so much for her, for someone who claims to have no great love or distaste for the divine — she isn’t sure. But Nahida doesn’t feel like she’s meeting a stranger. 

Al-Haitham stretches his fingers, as he slowly goes over the copious amount of notes he’d taken — and Nahida was truly impressed by how quickly he can write, although being Scribe of the Akademiya should have tipped her off to his skill in this arena — and starts to stretch his neck, eyes flicking about the office once more.

Nahida wonders what he sees. The last time he was here, he was pretending to have turned into a mad scholar and was knocked out, dragged away while either unconscious or faking it.

“You’re really living here,” is what he says finally says to break their strangely comfortable silence. Nahida wrinkles her nose in confusion at his confusion.

“It’s better than the Sanctuary, is it not?” Nahida says. “And it’s very…grand.”

“I would wager that there are several places better than the Sanctuary,” Al-Haitham replies dryly, “But neither word, better or grand, means suitable. Don’t tell me you sleep on that ridiculous chair.”

“It’s soft.”

Al-Haitham hums, eyes narrowing for a moment.

“And what do you eat?”

Nahida fidgets. Technically speaking, Nahida hasn’t eaten anything in several hundred years. She doesn’t need to. Meditation and her connection to Irminsul are enough to sustain her. 

And she has been eating and drinking.

There’s water here and Nahida’s taken a few tentative drinks of that whenever the General Mahamatra gives a pointed look in her direction. She thinks that he’s onto her, but she doesn’t have any proof and confronting him about it would reveal her guilt. Is it guilt? She hasn’t done anything wrong. At least not that she can determine. This is why he makes such an excellent General Mahamatra.

Anyway, it’s not that she’s not eating at all. When she first explored the room she found a giant jar of lemons soaking in honey in a cabinet. Based on what she can recall from dreams and other Akasha files, lemons and honey are excellent boosts for a fatigued mind and body. Nahida’s been nibbling on them a little at a time whenever she feels her mind start to get sidetracked. The sweet tartness is a wonder. And she even put a little slice into her cup of water. It changed the taste of everything in ways she wasn’t quite expecting. Good ways, she thinks: ways that she would voluntarily seek out again because she wants to.

Al-Haitham blinks a slow blink, like he’s trying very, very hard to reach for some kind of patience and to work around some great disbelief.

“The General Mahamatra would not be this unobservant or neglectful in his care,” Al-Haitham says. “What has he been feeding you?”

This is also true. The General Mahamatra has posted a guard outside the doors of the office and they are to bring Nahida anything she wants without question. Mostly she’s been sending them off for documents, office supplies, and just once a pillow because she thought it would be quite nice to have one — just to see what it would be like. And whenever the general is around Nahida makes sure to drink plenty of water.

Somehow, Nahida has a feeling that her answer of honeyed lemon slices is not one that the Scribe will find acceptable, so she says nothing.

“Do gods not eat?” Al-Haitham asks, genuine curiosity in his voice. “Or sleep?”

“They do.” Barbatos is a fan of wine, according to the stories. So he must drink, although she doesn’t know if that’s preference or necessity. Morax was considered to be the god of stoves, so he probably ate. 

Al-Haitham considers her for a moment before returning his attention to the documents.

“Is it a choice, then, for you not to do either? That must be convenient.”

Nahida has never considered it a choice, considering that she’s spent the past five hundred years without much in the way of options. It was not as though someone would come around to ask her what she’d like to sup upon or if she would like the lights to be turned low for her to rest. Nahida slept. She dreamed. And she took what she could get from those dreams in quick little stolen snatches, like a thief.

Nahida curls her toes and pushes down and away at the cold and bitter and dark that threatens to climb over her shoulders.

“It was,” Nahida says, doing her best to sound diplomatic about it. But she’s never really had to practice that so even she can hear how it comes out a little too sharp, a little too mean.

Al-Haitham doesn’t respond to that though, and she does check. He just finishes arranging all of his notes and the rest of the files on the Grand Sage’s desk before standing.

“Is there a particular reason why you continue with that choice now?” He asks instead, still curious and without any sort of judgement that she can sense.

“It’s still not much of a choice,” Nahida admits. This really is the only place that isn’t crowded. Nahida knows she should be out there, getting to learn her people and let them learn her. But it’s very overwhelming. She thinks that she needs to start small. Just a little at a time. Sumeru cannot afford that though. Sumeru needs her now, in the thick of it. Sumeru needs her everywhere. Sumeru needs her.

Nahida supposes, in the back of her mind, she had always known that to be needed is a heavy burden. But she did want it. Didn’t she? She wanted it.

It is better to be needed than ignored. Even if that need seems to be so big that it could gobble her all up.

“But if you had one, would you?”

“I think you’re trying to get an answer you’ve already arrived at, but you’re being very weird about it,” Nahida tells him. “What are you thinking, Scribe of the Akademiya? What plan have you come up with now?”

“No plan,” Al-Haitham shrugs, “Only an offer.”

“Of what?”

“My house,” he says simply. “Food and a place to sleep that isn’t the most ostentatious and frivolous chair ever built surrounded in reams of paperwork. You aren’t supposed to mix work and personal life. It’s bad for the mental health.”

Nahida squints up at him. “I think you should see the Bimarstan.”

Al-Haitham just stares down at her. “The Bimarstan would agree with me, seeing as how they’re the ones who’ve endeavored to brow-beat that concept into me every time they so much as see me walk past. I wouldn’t have to take my work home if others could prove themselves to be a little more capable of common sense and practicalities. But that point has yet to get any of the physicians off of my back. Say yes or no, it matters little to me, but it feels as though I should offer out of due diligence.”

Al-Haitham pauses, a flicker of something at the corner of his eyes before they return to their normal flat and level keel.

“Besides that, you not sleeping in the chair of the man who perpetuated five hundred years of systematic corruption and abuse would probably ease the General Mahamatra’s conscience until more permanent lodgings are established for you. The less that bothers him the better as he has the unenviable task of managing the physical cleansing of Sumeru’s ranks. Bad enough that I’ll be doing the work of the senior Akademiya officials who’ve been disposed of, I’d rather not take on his work as well.”

Nahida squints at him. She’s tempted to tap into his mind to see if she can glean anything from his surface layer of thoughts. But just like with the rest of Sumeru who must start learning to make do without the crutch of the Akasha, so must Nahida break her habits of looking too far in rather than trusting in the language of the body and the pattern of word.

“There’s something else, isn’t there?” Nahida says.

Al-Haitham hums. “Isn’t there always? Is it a yes or a no? If it’s a yes I should speak with the general before I leave.”

Nahida, despite her own rationale — she should stay here so she can get back to work right away, she can keep tinkering with the Akasha controls, she could read all of these documents, she can start drafting out new ones, she could get so much done here while everyone else is sleeping — feels that spark of curiosity in her that she can never tell if it belongs to her own innate nature or if it’s a byproduct of being an amnesiac in the body of a child.

Her mouth opens with her curiosity’s answer before she can think on it any more.

“It’s a yes.”

—

Al-Haitham and the General Mahamatra linger outside the doors to the Grand Sage’s office, standing closer together than before, voices low as they speak to each other. Nahida thinks that she isn’t meant to hear them or know they’re there. The doors are closed after all, but Nahida’s hearing is sharp and she finds herself very much awake and alert with the new adventure of leaving the Akademiya’s grounds before her.

Is she excited? Yes. Nervous? Yes. Anxious? A little. And glad of it? Most certainly.

Nahida, in the past few days, has experienced a whole spectrum of emotions and sensations that she never thought possible. Oh, she’s certainly been anxious and excited before. But never to this degree. And never with an accompanying biological response. Nahida has felt things in dreams, but not in body.

It’s one thing entirely to be excited in a dream, but if your body does not remember excitement for itself, the dream can only create a pale imitation of what it must be like. It’s very difficult to explain. Nahida doesn’t know if there’s anyone else who could possibly understand what it is to dream a feeling and the approximate sensations that go with it, without the actual knowledge of what those sensations feel like.

How do you explain crying when sad to someone who’s never cried before? How do you explain the feeling of a flush when angry to someone who doesn’t know heat? How do you detail the shivering feeling of something with a multitude of legs crawling on your arms when nervous or afraid, if you’ve never felt anything aside from your own hands?

Whatever they’re talking about is concluded and the general precedes the Scribe into the room.

The general goes to take his cloak, which has been folded over the back of a stiff-backed chair since that first night — Nahida sometimes uses it as a blanket. She has an actual one that someone gave her with the pillow, but there’s something that feels very safe about the General Mahamatra’s cloak that has her carefully pulling it off of the chair at night and quietly folding it back over in the morning — and goes to stand next to Nahida.

“Do you want me to send Matra with you?” He asks, kneeling down to wrap her once more, drawing the hood over her head and carefully arranging it so that she can still see.

From what Nahida knows about Al-Haitham’s ridiculously understated martial prowess, she doesn’t think that there’s any point in sending additional Matra. If Al-Haitham meant her harm, he could easily neutralize any regular Matra sent after them. And if something happened that would disable Al-Haitham, Nahida has doubts as to whether any Matra would be able to overpower that aggressor. 

Also, she’s a god. She might not be up to going head to head with the Lord Second of the Fatui or the Balladeer in some sort of giant mechanized amplifier, but she is still a god. Newly freed but permanently equipped with the knowledge that she would rather die than ever be caged and made invisible again. Nahida would wager that, among the more mundane cast of characters that fill the world, she wouldn’t anticipate any great threat that she could not handle on her own.

Nahida shakes her head and the general nods before standing and shooting Al-Haitham a sharp and narrow look through his bangs, although he doesn’t say anything as he follows Al-Haitham and Nahida out of the Sage’s office. He does not walk them out of the Akademiya, but he does see them to the main hall before going to whatever there is still left for him to do with the hours of the day.

Al-Haitham walks ahead of her, pace slowed just enough for Nahida to keep up at his heels. Eyes mainly stay on Al-Haitham as he passes, not paying his cloaked shadow any mind. He is, she supposes, enough of an interesting figure that he would attract a majority of the attention where he goes. She finds herself grateful for it.

Once they leave the front doors of the Akademiya’s main hall Nahida has to pause to take in the sky. It is just as overwhelming to look and feel as it was that first time. It’s hard to know that it is a false one, that beyond it there is something else, something true. The sky seems to reach down towards her, like some smiling mouth full of whispers of uncertain intent. Nahida thinks she could fall into it if she wasn’t careful. She could fall right into the sky and tumble and tumble and tumble about forever and ever — touching nothing, hitting everything.

Al-Haitham turns to look back at her, one eyebrow raised in question. Nahida hurries after him, hands bunched into the extra fabric of the general’s cloak — he did attempt to pin as much of it up as possible, but it’s still very large on her — as she tries not to step on the hems.

Once she gets to Al-Haitham’s side he starts walking again, pace even slower than before as Nahida feels the worn stone path underneath her feet, listens to the creak of wind through branches through pathways, and feels herself wobble a little when it hits her. The hood of the cloak slips over her eyes and the bunched fabric threatens to get away from her, and everywhere Nahida turns there is something new to experience for the first time. Nahida turns and through her ruffled bangs and the shadow of the hood she sees giant trees standing sentinel over the incoming night. She blinks and turns a little and sees the faint outline of Liyue’s Chasm challenging the sky. Nahida trips a little forward and when she pushes her hair and the hood out of her eyes she sees the lights of Sumeru city flickering to life like hundreds of little fireflies at rest.

She can feel the cool and worn stone path underneath her feet, the barest traces of sunlight disappearing underneath the dancing twilight. Nahida breathes and the wind is cold and stings her lips and her eyes and her nose and fills her lungs like she’s an Anemo Slime ready to take off, up and away.

She’s been outside before — just once, on that walk from the Sanctuary to the Grand Sage’s office. She’s seen the sky and she’s seen the outside. She’s seen them in dreams, in Akasha records.

But it’s different with her own eyes, on her own power. It’s different like this.

In dreams your gaze, your attention, is always focused on something specific. Dreams aren’t like the world, their borders blur. Details and parts that aren’t the main focus lose consistency, like muddled globs of paint and chalk. It turns runny. The dream wants you to focus on a specific thing, a specific course of actions. The clarity of the dream follows you and its own strange pathways, letting the rest of it fall to the side. It’s much the same for the information the Akasha holds. It focuses in on one topic at a time to let you gather what you need from it and it’s your choice if you need to pursue more. The mind is not meant to hold so much at once.

It’s entirely different then Nahida stands in the middle of it. Everything is real here. There’s no edge to seek, no place where everything falls away into nonsensical nothingness. She wants to turn around and around and around, to try and find the edges of the dream even though she knows she is awake. The world seems to yawn open, wider and wider, and Nahida could fall right into it. 

She goes momentarily cross eyed and light-headed, both of which are firsts for her and she isn’t sure if she particularly enjoys either of those things. But you have to try something to know for sure, so she supposes that’s two things off of her growing list.

Al-Haitham waits for her at the end of the curved slope, ignoring or noticing but not caring about the nervous looks the guards at the end of the path keep sending him.

Nahida knows that the guards must recognize her because they stand at attention immediately as she stumbles into view. She waves, and then feels silly for doing so. Do Archons wave? Is she supposed to do something different?

And then she realizes that she must look extra silly, windswept and going about in a cloak several sizes too large.

Al-Haitham looks from her towards the direction of the next set of ramps and stairs before looking back to her again and he says, “Do you have issues with sensation overload?”

It’s such a strange question that Nahida wrinkles her nose and squints up at him, like she’s sometimes seen Dehya and Paimon do when they’re not quite sure they’re hearing what they’re hearing. Nahida can’t tell if this is something out of character for him to be saying or to be perfectly expected. How like Al-Haitham to immediately jump past several steps of courtesy and explanation to a conclusion no one, not even Nahida, has reached yet. And how like him to be woefully on the nose about it.

Does she have issues with sensation overload? That seems plausible. She has been in isolation for five hundred years. If this were about anyone else Nahida would say yes. It’s entirely possible for her to be. This is, again, something that must be tested rather than assumed.

“I’ve not yet tested that possible theory about myself, no,” Nahida replies.

Al-Haitham nods and then says, even as the guards just past him gape, “We’re going to have to test it, in part, now. At the rate you’re going we’ll not be getting anywhere before dawn and quite frankly I could use some sleep. If it’s too much tell me.”

Before Nahida can say one thing or another about that, Al-Haitham bends down and plucks her up, arranging her in his arms, adjusting the folds of the cloak about her more securely and fixing the hood once more, before he walks off again.

Just like when the General Mahamatra held her, Nahida feels a little stunned. But it’s a different feeling altogether, she realizes. The general held her with both arms, one hand carefully shielding her head and face by pressing her to his neck. And his gait was slower, perhaps to accommodate for her sense of being overwhelmed. Also the General Mahamatra is quite a bit shorter than the Scribe.

Al-Haitham walks briskly, holding Nahida in one arm and not caring much one way or another about whether she moves about. 

Al-Haitham’s body is warm and solid and very tall. The tall thing is really getting to her because it’s very strange to be this high up and not be using her own powers to float or be standing on some stationary object. 

“This is strange,” Nahida says to him. 

It strikes her that she wouldn’t dare say something like this to anyone else, but for some reason Al-Haitham tends to encourage people to be their most unfiltered selves and honest selves. Al-Haitham has no time for politeness, although he sometimes acknowledges its use and can be quite polite himself when it suits him to be. 

This is why the Sages thought he was so dangerous. That and his dauntless tenacity to get whatever he puts his mind to.

“Do you need to be put down?”

“No,” Nahida shakes her head, turning around to try and take in more of the world even as it feels like her ears are going to pop with the sudden expansion of the horizon with every step Al-Haitham takes. It’s just a constant barrage of newness. It makes her feel like an Anemo Slime ready to take off. 

The closer they get towards the true heart of the city, where the people are, the gladder Nahida is that Al-Haitham is holding her. He’s right, if Nahida was doing this on her own two feet it would take ages and ages and ages. They really wouldn’t be getting anywhere before dawn. With every step forward Nahida’s line of sight changes and she’s dazzled once more by it all.

It being the world. 

They’re close enough, now, to the rest of the city where the lights are gold and orange and every type of miniature sun rather than the encroaching silver of moon. They are close enough to touch and be touched by the chatter of a multitude and the sounds enter her ears and fill up her head like a cloud of the world’s most loquacious bees. 

Nahida has never heard so much sound before! All at once! From everywhere! Low sounds and high sounds and an entire spectrum of in between ones. Organic sounds and not. Nahida hears so much it feels like she cannot see, except she can see — she can see a people like a field of wildflowers, like an overgrown garden, like a mad slap-dash of pigment powders spilled across a canvas that had already been well loved. It’s dizzying. It’s stupefying. It is somehow so much more than dreams, than memories, to the point where Nahida feels almost cheated by the discrepancy; for all that dreams and memories are based on waking and can stretch themselves beyond the rigid formulas of the physical, there is something about everything all at once happening in real time that blasts it all out of the figurative water.

This is what Nahida’s been missing?

If Nahida knew what gods that gods call upon in their moments of need, Nahida would call upon them now.

God-of-Gods, how beautiful the world is, but how utterly stunning! How is Nahida supposed to take it all in? There’s so much, everywhere, all the time!

Nahida breathes in as Al-Haitham cuts through the crowd. As if Nahida wasn’t overwhelmed enough, suddenly her brain remembers taste. Smell.

Fires crackle, fat renders, shisha perfumes the air in competition with meat on the spit and garlic and spices roasting in large tawas, bread — even at this late hour — is rushed out of the clay ovens to be thrown upon its brothers in heaps of floured rounds. Nahida breathes and she tastes together. 

Nahida breathes and she can taste the white of flour, the black-brown of coffee as it drips away. She can taste the heat of the sand pits as coffee is brought to a near-boil. Nahida breathes and she smells the red-hot embers of the grilling racks as fat drizzles and sizzles away with every drop. She swallows and the music being played from the inside of one of the restaurants — spiraling out of windows and doors thrown open like arms waiting to invite in patrons by the sweeping gesture — goes down to settle in the bubbling joy of her belly like sweet honey. The heavy sound of cleavers cutting vegetables, meats, fruits from all around her is its own arrhythmic heartbeat that dances across Nahida’s head.

Lights glow in the corners of her eyes and she chases the source. The world spins with her and everything is new and changing and different and so present, so here, so real. 

Music. Food. Wind. Voice. Movement. Water. Fire. Trees. Grass. Dogs. Birds. Stone.

And people! People and people and more people!

It felt like so much when she left the Sanctuary for the first time, with the General Mahamatra and the Matra. She knows it couldn’t have been, now. There wasn’t that much of a crowd — this is a real crowd. This is a crush.

Nahida thinks that this what the word stunning means at its best. This might also be what it’s like to be drunk. Nahida is so overwhelmed that she almost feels insensate — every sense reaching a maximum capacity for perception that she didn’t know existed.

So instead, Nahida focuses on things more immediate to her. Small things. Little things. She’s used to tasting things in slivers of stolen bites. 

What was it that they say about people who haven’t eaten in a long time? Start them off small?

Yes.

Nahida needs to start off small.

Nahida pulls the hood of the general’s borrowed cloak further over her head, narrowing her vision down and helping to slightly muffle sound. Nahida turns to look over Al-Haitham’s shoulder at the things they pass rather than look forward and be overwhelmed by choice. She rests her chin down and focuses on the feeling of his breathing, the jostle of his walk, and the texture of his clothing, and the feeling of being wrapped up like a little caterpillar. Except without the goo.

Yes. This is, while still a lot, much more manageable.

The General Mahamatra’s cloak is warm and heavy around her shoulders and head. As they pass, Nahida can tell that they draw some stares, still, but more attention is on Al-Haitham than on Nahida. 

Most of the people of Sumeru do not yet know her face, and she is bundled up quite neatly. Who would make the assumption that the Scribe is carrying in his arm the Archon of Sumeru while walking through the streets? 

Soon the crowds begin to thin out as they walk away from the market and dining areas and into the quieter, more residential ones. There are still people out and about — walking, going out for their dinner or returning, visiting friends and neighbors, simply enjoying their evening after a hard day’s work  — or maybe for some going to work for the night — but this is a different sort of vitality than the one found in the city’s commercial arteries.

Here are the veins, the capillaries. 

Nothing is familiar to her and yet everything feels like home. 

Evening has fully crossed the threshold, entering Sumeru City with a sigh of cool wind over rooftops and between buildings. It whistles as people begin to light their porch lamps.

Nahida turns to face forward.

Nahida knew where he lived based on his personnel files — she knows the exact lines of this plot of land, how much he bought it for and from whom, she knows the exact type of wood used to build his house, she knows the crafter who made the glass for his new windows, and she knows the exact amount of mora that’s gone into repairs and general upkeep, among other several terribly invasive facts that she can’t help but know — but it’s another thing to see it in person.

She’s learning that about things. It’s different when it’s real. When it’s experienced.

Al-Haitham puts her down at the gate, one hand pulling out a several pieces of paper that were stuck between the wood and the stone and clay wall, the other reaching around to unlatch the gate door. She follows him up the short pathway to the house’s brown door.

He opens the door and gestures for her to go in. Nahida enters the dark unknown, and smells the faintest traces of old jasmine incense — different from the living jasmine smell coming from either side of the house. She smells, faintly, tobacco. The air is a little stale, but it isn’t lacking in the feeing of being lived in.

Al-Haitham firmly nudges her to the side, removing his boots before he lights a lamp by the door and taking the lamp deeper into the house to light more. Overhead lights flicker on, gold and orange.

“Whatever food that is here will most likely not be the best,” Al-Haitham says, walking through the opening that leads from the main living space of the house into what she knows from data files is the small kitchen and eating area. “Kaveh has been away for several weeks, from before when I left to Port Ormos, and I have not been back long enough in between.”

Al-Haitham reappears, looking over the notes that were waiting for him at the gate, brow furrowed.

“I don’t need to eat,” Nahida says.

“I do.” Al-Haitham sighs. “Fortunately this is a problem that is about to solve itself. I am being summoned.”

Nahida blinks at him and he waves a note in the air.

“Do as you like,” he tells her, walking back towards her to put his boots on once more. “The neighbor has firmly requested that I see her as soon as I return. Feel free to take what you want from the kitchen, as I said, there’s not much to be had as it is. Do not be alarmed if I am not back within an hour. If someone comes to the door because they saw the lights on pretend that you’re robbing the place.”

“Is that a joke?” Nahida will be the first to admit she’s not so good with those, the General Mahamatra’s aside. She’s just not used to reading body language and tone. In dreams you can feel intent. In real life you have to learn everyone like they’re an entirely new country and civilization.

“It’s the quickest way to get someone to leave,” Al-Haitham replies and then closes the door behind himself with a quiet click.

Nahida, alone, turns to the house that she knows as a schematic and is now facing in real life. How strange it is, to know something so well and yet not at all. This is fact versus experience.

She steps forward, listening to the sound of the floorboards and the change from walking over wood to rug. She feels the texture between her toes, looking down at the pattern before she tears her gaze up to examine the rest of it before she gets lost in color.

Ahead of her is the open arch that has a direct view of the back door. The arch has a curtain that can fall closed, but it’s currently pinned to one side. To her left is a tall and narrow table over which a mirror hangs. To her right is a comfortable looking sofa, and a wall of bookshelves that’s packed to capacity and then some. There’s a window next to the door covered by heavy curtains that go all the way to the floor. 

Across the window is a low set of shelves and cabinets, over which is a large slate. Nahida approaches it and sees notes written in chalk. There’s a list towards the right written by two hands — one she recognizes from earlier today as Al-Haitham’s, while the other looks incredibly precise as though done by some wood-block press. It’s a grocery list, presumably. In that same precise print there’s a list of dates and forwarding addresses as well as additional contact information. This is Kaveh’s writing, the architect — the roommate. 

There’s another note, this one in Al-Haitham’s slanted script written close to the lower edge of the large mounted slate board: I’m not your secretary.

Directly underneath that, on the top of the low wooden cabinet is a pile of messages.

On the left, Kaveh has written: Pay me if you want me to be yours. I’d give you a discount.

Underneath that are only a couple of notes compared to the ones addressed to Kaveh. Nahida can only guess that’s because a majority of Al-Haitham’s mail gets sent to his official address at the Akademiya.

The slate bears marks of erasure, chalk that hasn’t quite been cleaned off. There are snippets of a conversation that seem to be taking place only in messages left behind, done in shorthand and mixes of languages that can only be understood by Al-Haitham and Kaveh in these specific combinations: a relationship’s worth of inside jokes and mutual understandings crafting an entire lexicon.

For all that what’s written here is incredibly innocuous and superficial, Nahida can’t help but feel a little like a voyeur intruding, so she turns away. To the left of the front door and the living space is a narrow hallway, one door on the left, three on the right — two of which are quite close together. She can only guess that these are bedrooms or storage rooms.

Nahida goes to inspect the shelves of books instead. There’s a large rectangular area rug that covers the space from window to couch to shelf. There’s a long low table with a stack of books on one end that’s almost at Nahida’s eye level. There’s also several candles, thick with multiple wicks, but burned down halfway. Nahida spots a folded chess board, worn dull with age, but clearly well cared for. The pieces are presumably inside of the board. There’s a low ottoman that Nahida didn’t see when she entered, and a side table. 

There’s a thick blanket thrown over the sofa’s arm and several cushions scattered over the floor which she guesses are for sitting. There’s a crate that’s being used either as another flat surface or maybe a container, half obscured by another blanket draped over it, closer to the shelves. And another table, stout and three legged (Nahida realizes that none of the furniture she’s seen so far looks like it’s from a matching set, and yet it all seems to fit together.) which holds an incense brazier.

It’s very cozy.

There’s no pictures, no art, no flowers, or little baubles about. And yet somehow this room contains more character, more life and signs of it, than every room Nahida’s ever physically been in before.

This is, admittedly, not a very large sample size to pull from. But she thinks that should still say quite a lot.

Nahida moves closer to the shelves to examine them. If there’s a system for their organization it would take some studying to parse, because it isn’t alphabetical by either author or title, or even by publisher. It’s not likely by topic, because Nahida does see several outdated Spantamad manuals — second hand, based on the condition of the spines — crammed in horizontally over what looks to be a very well cared for and expensive hard-bound collection of poetry from Mondstadt. Some of the things here aren’t books at all, but thesis papers and physical copies of studies. Considering how the Akademiya has been slowly, year by year, cutting down on the amount of hard copy paper goods that gets in and out of Sumeru and to the hands of the populace, it’s amazing that they have this much. This must be years and years worth of collecting. Nahida spots books from Liyue and Inazuma, she sees thick tomes of judicial law from Fontaine mixed right in with historical records from Natlan. Nahida even spots a few texts from Snezhnaya. Amurta illustrative guides stand alongside Rtawahist star charts.

As Nahida leans in to read the faded title of what could either be some sort of collection of historical records from Liyue or, quite possibly, some kind of attempt at semi-realistic fiction from the Yae Publishing house — Nahida doesn’t know much but, she does know that the Yae Publishing house does an excellent job at designing their covers and the overall packages their stories are contained in — when she hears the back door open.

“Lord Kusanali,” Al-haitham calls into the house.

“I’m here,” Nahida replies and then feels a little silly because where else would she go?

Nahida passes through the archway into the kitchen. Al-Haitham is balancing several covered dishes in his arms as well as a potted plant of mint that looks like it’s gained sentience. This is, Nahida believes, how all mint plants look like.

Al-Haitham sets the dishes down on the kitchen table and then sticks the mint plant on top of a tall stool next to the table.

“The neighbor fusses like a hen,” Al-Haitham says, going to collect serving spoons and plates from a tall bureau standing on the wall opposite the table. The table is pushed up against the wall, with an array of spices and seasonings and bottles arranged towards the wall. 

Nahida carefully climbs up onto one of the chairs, eyeing the mint plant.

“Kaveh’s,” is Al-Haitham says about it.

Al-Haitham sets down spoons and plates and bowls before going out again. Nahida leans forward and breathes deep, smelling the aromatic and heavy perfume of coconut milk, the mouth-watering texture of warm and toasted bread, and the tingling sensation of something spicy hot.

When Al-Haitham returns again he has pulled fresh water from the aqueduct that runs behind the house. Nahida slips out of the chair to follow him as he sets the water down to transfer some into a pitcher. He washes his hands, turning down to Nahida and tipping his head towards the higher counter tops. Nahida nods and he lifts her up so she can wash her hands too. He refills the pitcher again, carrying both her and the pitcher to the table.

He sets her down in the chair she had been earlier as he starts to uncover plates. There’s a whole fried fish, some kind of curry, and plenty of still steaming rice. There’s also a bowl of potatoes generously cooked with peas, tomatoes, and carrots. The smell of spices rises from the red and orange tinted vegetables.

Al-Haitham hums, “Is it an abuse of power if I get her nephew expelled from the Akademiya so she can fuss over him full time instead of me?”

“Yes,” Nahida answers immediately. Under Al-Haitham’s gaze she slowly reaches out to put some rice onto the plate he’d set in front of her. She gets a little bit of the potato, too. But when it comes to the fish — Nahida pauses.

“You don’t have to eat it,” Al-Haitham says, using his fingers to peel back crackling skin to expose the neat and even rows of the fish’s spine underneath flaking white flesh. Nahida does her best not to scrunch her nose, but she reaches forward for it anyway.

She’s never tried it before. So she can’t say she doesn’t like it. She should at least try it once, right? Besides. Nahida’s spent five hundred years not eating anything. And now she’s sitting in someone’s house while they share their food with her. How can she refuse? That seems terribly spoiled of her, for someone who’s never had an options before.

Lots of people eat fish. 

Lots of people also don’t know how terrifying the ocean is, but that’s not their fault. Nahida’s the one who’s tapped into the dreams of those that lurk close to the almost unknown. Besides, this fish has probably never gone anywhere near those dark and unknowable places. This fish was probably fished out of the bay or caught in some river. This is a perfectly normal fish not at all related to that which grows out of sight, out of control in the deep.

“No, no, this is okay — “ Nahida’s instincts tell her it is very much not okay, but she’s trying to be…normal? A good guest?

“If you don’t like something you don’t like it. But you need to actually say it.” Al-Haitham uses the back of his hand to nudge the curry towards her. “I’ll fill the bath after this. I hope you don’t take offense to having to wear my or Kaveh’s clothes. We don’t have anything appropriate for someone of your stature and I’m not risking another trip next door.”

Nahida blinks around a mouthful of potato — it’s so hot that her eyes are watering, but it’s so good and spicy and soft on the tongue that she keeps chewing through it.

“Why would I be wearing your clothes?” Nahida asks.

Al-Haitham squints at her as he fills a cup of water and sets it in front of her. Nahida doesn’t know why he’s looking at her like that. It’s a very reasonable question to be asking. What’s wrong with Nahida’s clothes? She looks down quickly. She didn’t spill anything. She doesn’t see any stains. And she might be new to the whole eating thing, but she doesn’t think she’ll be messy about it.

The thing about not having eaten with the physical body before is that everything becomes something to savor, so it might actually take Nahida much longer than it probably should for her to even get through this bit of rice and potato and curry.

“Do you sleep in that?”

“Oh.”

Right.

People don’t generally sleep in the same thing they do their daily business in. Nahida forgot that part. She shyly gathers some rice in her fingers and puts it in her mouth.

Al-Haitham doesn’t comment, picking more fish for himself. They eat in silence after that. Al-Haitham gets up and washes his hands again before excusing himself to fill the bath.

Nahida, still working her way through the last of her vegetables and curry, listens to the sounds of the neighborhood drifting in from the slightly open kitchen window. There’s the flow of the aqueduct. There’s the sound of people in their yards. There’s the smell of jasmine and around it the threads of cooking smoke from another place. Nahida licks the remnants of the sauce from the vegetables off of her fingertips, picks the last few grains of rice from her plate, and takes a long drink of water.

So this is eating. This is dinner. 

Al-Haitham returns and starts to gather dishes from the table. “I left some shirts for you in the bathroom and a towel. Soap and washcloths are in the cabinet underneath. Use whichever fits best, although I imagine that none of them will. I’ll set up the sofa for you. I don’t have a spare bed as I wouldn’t wish Kaveh’s upon anyone. The sofa is, at the very least, clean.”

Nahida does not say that she’s been sleeping in an oversized chair for the past three days and before then she slept in a giant magical containment field for five hundred years.

She slowly gets down from the chair and with a questioning glance at Al-Haitham he clarifies, “Second door on the right.”

Nahida enters the washroom, lit by an overhead lamp to spill golden light upon blue and green tiles. There’s the bathtub, and there’s a wash basin with a mirror hanging above it. The tiled floor tilts slightly at an angle towards the back towards a drain. There’s narrow cabinet with opaque glass doors, on top of it is the towel and the aforementioned shirts. Nahida opens the cabinet and sees soap, vials of oils and salts, several wash cloths, as well as some basic medicines.

Nahida, uncertain and dazed by the novelty of this all, takes soap and a washcloth.

She sets that on top of the cabinet next to the towel and the shirts.

And slowly Nahida, for the first time in conscious recollection undresses.

She takes off the coverings on her feet. She takes off the metal bangle on her right wrist. She takes the ornaments out of her hair. She shucks off her dress — although it takes some figuring out because Nahida’s never actually thought about things like clasps and buttons and ties and how they could possibly pertain to her. She wiggles out of her small clothes. Nahida clumsily folds them all together into a little bundle, exchanging that for the soap and the washcloths and the towel.

The towel she puts on a waiting rack by the tub. The wash cloth she hangs over the side of the lip. The soap she holds in one hand while she climbs into the tub with the other. She may or may not have to use some of her powers to float her up to get in because she’s quite short.

The feeling of the water is a shock at first. It feels like it should be much too hot. But it isn’t even steaming. It feels like sunlight condensed. It feels like afternoon but solid. Well. Liquid. Details!

Her belly, full from her first remembered supper, jumps as she slowly lowers herself into the water little by little. It feels very peculiar. But she can see that she might come to like it.

Nahida sits in the bathtub and isn’t exactly sure what she’s supposed to do. Well. She does know what she’s supposed to do. But she’s never actually done it before. She’s never needed to and it’s never been offered to her before.

How long are you supposed to spend in a bath? How do you know when you’re done?

Nahida makes lather with the soap, dropping it into the water a few times which — based on what she’s gathered — is quite normal and nothing at all to be embarrassed about.

She scrubs herself with soap and cloth. She doesn’t know how to wash her hair and she doesn’t know if she’d be able to fix it back up properly if she does, so she leaves that alone. She thinks that if she were very stinky someone would have said something by now or offered her a bath before this. Right?

Nahida stays in the tub for what she hopes is an appropriate amount of time, alternating between being fascinated with the way the water moves and feels against her skin and parts through her fingers, and wondering if she’s clean enough.

She carefully climbs out of the tub, returning the wash cloth to the lip of the tub and setting the soap on a little dish on the table with the mirror that is probably for this purpose.

She dries herself off and redresses, this time with the loaned shirt which practically drowns her, even though the sleeves would be — on a grown man — barely up to the elbow.

Nahida leaves the bathroom with her bundle of clothing and her hair ornaments. Al-Haitham has finished the dishes and has left for her two extra blankets and — although there’s already quite a few cushions and pillows about — another one on the sofa.

Al-Haitham comes out of one of the other rooms, which must be a bedroom, looks her over and nods.

“It’s the best that can be done.”

“Thank you.”

He shrugs a shoulder and goes to the wash room.

Nahida sets her things down on one end of the sofa. She looks at the little bundle of white and green.

Imagine that. In all the world those are her only possessions, which — until this very moment — Nahida had never even thought of. There might’ve more to this whole business of living like a person than she thought there was.

Nahida climbs up onto the sofa. She wiggles her fingers on the cushions. And then she lies down. 

This is very different from curling up on the Grand Sage’s weird chair. She doesn’t have to curl up for one thing. She can roll onto her side. Or her back. Or her belly. That’s another thing.

Also this sofa is very soft. Still firm, not sagging. But it’s much softer than the padding on the weird chair.

Nahida may or may not get lost in the feeling of lying down like a real person who’s awake and not dreaming about lying down, because she blinks and Al-Haitham is leaning over the back of the sofa, gazing down at her.

“Do you want me to leave a lamp or a candle for you?”

Nahida stares up at him. “What for?”

Al-Haitham shrugs. “So that it won’t be dark if you wish to stay awake.”

Nahida wonders how rude it would be to point out that she’s a god and she can literally make light in the palm of her hand at will. 

“No. Thank you.”

He nods and sets about extinguishing the lights. One by one, the house slips from the warm shades cast by lamp and candle and the odd electric light here and there into the silver of night.

“Rest well, Lord Kusanali,” Al-Haitham says, voice retreating.

“Goodnight, Al-Haitham.”

She sits up and pulls one of the extra pillows up to her, hugging it and then carefully placing it behind herself. Then she pulls the blanket up.

Slowly, cautiously, nervously, Nahida allows herself to un-spool from her body a little a time. Thread by silken thread, Nahida allows her godhood to rise like trails of incense smoke into the air. Nahida feels her conscious mind begin to expand and turn to clear liquid at the edges, flowing over everything and nothing at all.

Nahida lays down on the sofa with a pillow and a blanket drawn over her like a real person. The world is loud and vast, even though she’s in a room that’s much smaller than the Sanctuary or the Grand Sage’s office. Al-Haitham’s entire house could probably fit in the Sanctuary. Actually, it could also probably fit in the Grand Sage’s office, if you cut off a bit from the side.

But it feels — bigger. Fuller. More. Is it because she doesn’t know it? No.

It’s the details. It’s the chess board and the slate and the shelves of a life lived.

This is what it is to live in a house, in a home. This is what it is to live with the world. In it.

Nahida, with the body of a god-child, feels the texture of the sofa’s cushions beneath her and the soft, worn feeling of the borrowed shirt that warms to the body’s blood and breath. Nahida’s body wiggles its little toes against the constraints of the blanket and feels with every single nerve available to it. 

The body listens.

This is a building that lets things in and lets them back out. Nahida listens to the wind which is never still in Sumeru. The water of the aqueduct behind the house makes its way away and away and away, and here and here and here. Branches creak. The house, faintly, creaks. Wind brushes its hands against the glass and the door. Water drips from somewhere in the bathroom, echoing against tile. Cats are hissing and fighting in someone’s yard, and there’s the sound of someone yelling at them and cats dispersing to continue their argument elsewhere which sets off a series of dog barks and complaints. 

The god listens. One by one, minds drop like sparks into oil — they leave the realm of bodies and enter Nahida’s to join her in their unraveling of selves, becoming everything and nothing. 

Nahida as god and body closes her eyes. If she stretches her senses out she feel the pulse of Al-Haitham’s dormant Vision. And further and further she stretches. There’s Nilou’s Hydro Vision, there. And there is the faint touch of the General Mahamatra who is not yet sleeping. Here and there and there, Nahida finds those she knows rising from the sea of anonymous dreams like she’s panning for gold.

All over Sumeru adults are dreaming for themselves. Purely for themselves. Nahida squeezes her hands together and commands herself to join them. This sort of selfish retreat she is familiar with.

-

“What happened to her hair?”

Nahida brings a self-conscious hand up to touch her hair. She had attempted to put her hair ornaments back and fix the rest of it. She’d thought she’d at least made her ponytail presentable. At the very least, it wasn’t an outright disaster. Al-Haitham had stopped by a food stall on their way to the Akademiya to buy them breakfast: fried bread stuffed with cheese and tomato, and, for Nahida, a cup of goat’s milk which she can absolutely see herself getting addicted to. Al-Haitham had coffee which he moved out of her reach when she attempted to peer into it.

(“Your first experience with caffeine will not be a black coffee on a near empty stomach,” Al-Haitham said flatly.)

The man at the stall smiled — most certainly not knowing who she was or who Al-Haitham was —and said she looked like quite a lovely sight to see first thing in the morning and gave her a handful of almonds that had been lightly dusted in sugar. 

They’d gotten back to the Akademiya much faster than leaving it last night — part of that was the relative thinness of the crowd and the quiet of the morning, and also Nahida being so focused on savoring her sweet almonds that she hadn’t the faculties to be overwhelmed by anything else. The General Mahamatra had been waiting at them at the very front of the House of Daena’s entrance, foreboding like a plinth looming up at the horizon. 

“General.” Nahida glances up as Al-Haitham sets her down in front of the other man. She would swear — if she knew who to swear to — that Al-Haitham smiles for a second there. “Have you been standing vigil here since dawn waiting for us to arrive? Surely there are more efficient uses of your time.”

General Mahamatra ignores Al-Haitham to kneel before Nahida, reaching out to carefully adjust the cloak around her shoulders. Nahida had pushed the hood back as soon as they were in the relative safety of the Akademiya grounds. She resists the urge to pat at her face for any crumbs or to fuss with her hair.

The general looks her over with his sharp amber eyes before glaring up at Al-Haitham, who gestures for them to walk on. 

Nahida starts walking, the General and Al-Haitham falling into step behind her. The Matra stationed at the doors open them for Nahida to step through with dips of their heads. The sounds of Sumeru, behind the three of them, are muffled away as they enter the land of scholars.

“Why are you looking at me like that? Did you think the Archon of Sumeru would somehow die from one night of sleeping under my roof? I’ve kept Kaveh alive this long, Lord Kusanali is hardly much of a challenge in comparison.”

“I am beginning to understand Kaveh.”

“Maybe you’re the one who should see a doctor for a head injury.”

Nahida hurries her steps towards the main elevators, “What’s on the agenda for today?”

The two behind her immediately snap into focus as they follow after her.

Nahida spends the morning reviewing data from the Akasha terminal that needs to be copied and dispensed to all regions of Sumeru with Al-Haitham’s assistance in organizing and directing the Mahamata currently in Sumeru City. The General Mahamatra, after his initial report and a quick aside with Nahida to ascertain that her past night had been fine, was off once more to continue organizing the collection of evidence, the neutralization of leftover Fatui machinery, and thoroughly hunting down every single person who even knew so much as a rumor about the Sage’s plots workings.

She spends a good hour discussing the issue of dialects with the Mahamata and in prioritizing translations and clarifying the order of communications. Al-Haitham’s hand flies across pages upon pages of notes and transcripts along with that of his fellows as Nahida dictates and carefully attempts to gauge their opinions. It’s hard work, the Mahamata aren’t technically known for giving opinions, just recording and spreading them as commanded. Afternoon comes and goes and with it, Nahida finally has her first batch of official statements — aside from the last one she sent through the Akasha before shutting it down — and directives for forward motion ready to be scattered across Sumeru from border to border. 

The afternoon brings in its own set of issues to tangle oneself up in as Nahida meets with the remaining senior authorities within the Darshans to reassure them — again — that their fates are all up to the General Mahamatra’s investigations, and if there’s anything they’d like to say — anything at all! — now would be an excellent time to save everyone some trouble. 

At some point, Al-Haitham must leave, because in order to return you have to go. But Nahida had been so caught up in what she was doing she didn’t notice. She’s alone aside from the Matra stationed at the door and it’s easy to get caught up in the feeling of paper and the Akasha and throwing her mind against problem after problem. Nahida’s hands have no callouses and her body has no memory of ever writing, and so it’s taking her extra, extra, extra long to even get a single sentence down.

Al-Haitham returns with a tray of food that he clears a space on the desk for, leaning over her as he scans over the page she’d just finished. It is, at the very least, legible, and Nahida spent so long writing it that the words when they came sounded quite smart.

He takes the pen out of her hand and switches it for a slice of apple, also taking the finished page from her and taking it to the corner where he’d set up for his own work of transcription and recording.

“If you do not eat that I will have it all thrown away,” he says as he begins working on copying her page in his more elegant and practiced hand. “It would be a waste. And I know just as well as everyone else how lackluster the food the Akademiya provides is, but I imagine Lord Kusanali snubbing even cut fruit would be quite a blow to the ego of those working in the kitchens.”

Nahida frowns. “It’s not that I don’t like it. I just don’t need it. That’s mean of you, Al-Haitham.”

“It’s going to get you to eat that apple is what it is,” Al-Haitham says. “Perhaps it is because you are not well versed in reading worry for yourself in other’s eyes, but I’ve been here less than twenty four hours and I can already see that you’ve caused something of a stir. I went to the kitchens to get my own food and was practically besieged with threats and commands to bring that to you.”

Nahida’s shoulders slump. “I don’t want people to worry about me. That’s the opposite of what I want.”

How is Nahida supposed to guide Sumeru if the people of Sumeru think she’s the one that needs guidance?

“Then do something about it. And if it makes you feel better, I’m not worried about you.”

“What am I supposed to do?” Nahida’s god. And she just shut down the apotheosis of another one right in the heart of Sumeru City and negotiated with the Lord Second of the Fatui Harbringers to leave quietly. She might not have done it with her fists, but surely the people of Sumeru would find some merit in her doing it with her wits.

“Eat the apple,” Al-Haitham advises. “And let people see you taking care of yourself.”

Nahida can’t believe she’s hearing these things from Al-Haitham of all people.

She squints at him as she bites into the apple, so ripe that she almost chokes on the burst of juice that flows over her tongue. Once she has that under control she asks —

“Are you quite certain you aren’t worried about me?”

Al-Haitham doesn’t even pause in his writing. He flicks his hair out of his eyes with a quiet scoff.

“You were recently engaged in a stand off between the Lords Sixth and Second of the Fatui Harbringers. If I’m going to worry it’s about something that needs worrying over. Like the fact that my Darshan has suddenly forgotten the existence of any alumni with senior rank aside from me.”

-

At the end of the afternoon meetings, which bring in the General Mahamatra, the leaders of the Corps of Thirty stationed in Sumeru City, a few senior members of the Mahamata, and the handful of senior Akademiya officials from each Darshan that aren’t currently pending investigation, Nahida sighs, slumping back in the Grand Sage’s chair. It’s almost the same as lying down and it puts her neck at an awkward angle but it feels better than facing the table with even more notes and work and tasks and evidence and all of what that means.

This afternoon’s discussion has confirmed that the general will be leaving with a large number of the Eremites and to start the process of discussing renumeration and the opening of actual, real official support being sent out beyond the Wall of Samiel. Support for the people living there, by choice or by force. 

That’s an entire problem all on its own that no one here aside from the general and possibly Al-Haitham — who spends most of these meetings studiously taking minutes along with back up from two of his fellow Mahamata colleagues, and has not yet voiced any opinions on anything unless directly asked, although she’s sure he has plenty of them — seems to have any real understanding of. While Nahida can understand that a person will inevitably be preoccupied with a disaster right in front of them and directly affecting them, she feels like there should still be some measure of understanding for others.

This whole thing about being a god for a whole country all at once instead of one or two dozen incredibly lonely dreamers at oddly overlapping hours is so frustrating.

How did she do this before? How inconvenient of Nahida to forget that part but still have all the knowledge of the Akasha at her fingertips. Her self from before she lost her memories in the Cataclysm couldn’t have left a helpful diary entry or two behind somewhere?

Nahida closes her eyes, and is a little disturbed to find that they sting with dryness. That’s new. She’s not sure if she likes that. No. Nope. She doesn’t like it at all. 

Who said eyes should hurt when they get dry? And hurt some more when they get watery? She wants to have a word with them.

She rubs at her eyes tiredly, uncaring about how childish it may make her seem.

The General Mahamatra and Scribe Al-Haitham are the only ones left in the room. Al-Haitham had to remind her that people don’t only posses one set of clothing for all of their business and the general has seen her so stupefied by the wonder of being perceived and perceiving that he had to carry her. Either of them seeing her slouch and rub her eyes seems minor in comparison.

“Lord Kusanali.”

Nahida cranes her head, blinking through her watery eyes, to get the general back in her line of sight. Nahida nods to the him, wiggling to sit up properly again.

“While I’m away, I am entrusting the Scribe with your care,” The general says, shooting a dark look to the side where Al-Haitham is attempting to find space on one of the tables to start the work of sorting documents and notes. “It is not that I do not trust the Matra and the Corps of Thirty that will be stationed here, but — “

“You’d feel better if you knew who I was with,” Nahida guesses. She can understand. The thought of having the General Mahamatra so far from her is a little daunting. He’s been with her from the very start of this, after all. Aside from when he took the Traveler for emergency treatment, he’s been here in Sumeru City. With the Traveler still recovering in Gandharva Ville, Dehya gone with most of the other mercenaries, Nilou not exactly being someone they can ask for this (although Nahida is sure that gentle Nilou would agree to help in any way she can), Forest Watcher Tighnari and Collei both otherwise occupied and unable to leave their posts, there’s only one person left.

Of the very limited number of people that Nahida has come into actual contact with, and were part of the plan to rescue Nahida and remove the corrupt Sages, the only one available is Al-Haitham.

Nahida wonders if last night was a test run for them. What would have happened if it didn’t turn out well? Ah. That is a question for a different life, though. It did turn out well. And Nahida finds herself glad of it.

“I cannot say when I will return,” the general says, “There is much to sort out and confirm, even in the short term. But if you call for me, I will come.”

Nahida mentally vows to herself not to call. She will not be having her general burning out and  running himself ragged.

Out loud, Nahida says, “Safe travels, General Mahamatra. Take care of yourself.”
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2. Chapter 2

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Who even let you graduate from the Akademiya?” Kaveh demands as soon as his red eyes land on Al-Haitham. “Name them to me. Right now. I’ve been gone for two months and I come back to this? And I’m thrown im — Al-Haitham.”

“Kaveh.”

“Is that god you’ve got next to you?”

“Your powers of observation are one of your best features.”

          


    
    For the next few days Nahida goes with Al-Haitham to and from the Akademiya. She tries different types of foods. She has yet to successfully try coffee, but she came close to it once. Those passing days are a learning experience for her in many ways.

It feels a little like she’s learning a language. Piece by piece. The language of the waking. The language of the people outside of the Akademiya’s walls. The language of Al-Haitham. The language of Nahida.

Every single person is an entire study all of their own. It dazzles her.

Here are some of the things Nahida has learned about herself:

She definitely doesn’t like eating fish. When Al-Haitham wasn’t looking she tried a little bit of a fried fish he’d bought from the market on the way back from the Akademiya. Shellfish are…she won’t say tolerable. This she knows from trying a prawn from a curry the neighbor argued him into taking. But if she had to choose between one and the other she knows she’d definitely be picking the shellfish. 

Lavender makes her sneeze. This was discovered when Nahida attempted to wash her own hair and Al-Haitham promptly marched her back into the wash room because there were still bits of soap at the back she didn’t get out. Nahida had chosen lavender floral water to wash with because she’d been told that lavender is an excellent relaxant. And of the floral waters Al-Haitham had it was the one furthest back and completely sealed. Al-Haitham, she knows, prefers jasmine, and based on the varying bottles that had blocked out the lavender, his roommate has no preference other than not lavender, not jasmine.

Thankfully, it’s just sneezing. No other adverse effects of an allergy. Sometimes smells just make you sneeze.

Nahida quite likes the feeling of holding a book in her hands. In the evenings, or whenever they’re in Al-Haitham’s home, he’s given her free reign to browse the shelves for whatever strikes her fancy. Nahida has quietly taken this offer up. Nahida, technically speaking, probably knows everything in all of these books innately due to her connection to the Akasha network. It might no longer be active, but it’s part of her. All of it. The knowledge it holds drifts through her as part of her whether she’s aware of it or not. But the act of reading is different. It’s consumption. It’s grasping. It’s taking. It’s active.

Five hundred years of passivity has given Nahida a certain appreciation for verbs in the present tense. She quite likes reading actual books.

What she does not like is that sometimes she feels like lying down while reading and holds the book over her head but her hands are small and her arms aren’t used to holding up anything so she drops the book on her face from time to time. Maybe this is why Al-Haitham has such well defined muscles. It’s from holding books.

Also. Being god doesn’t make you immune to the sensation that is quite accurately called brain freeze. This is something Al-Haitham finds incredibly funny, to the point where he even smiled. 

Of Al-Haitham, Nahida has learned that he has a very peculiar way of expressing amusement. He doesn’t really laugh. He has this funny thing where he just exhales really low like a chuff. Or maybe he does laugh but there’s just not yet been anything funny enough happening to get him to commit to one. In any case, Al-Haitham did that funny not-laugh sound when Nahida got her first ever brain freeze.

One night, on their way back to Al-Haitham’s house he had stopped to detour down to the market underneath Treasure’s Street. Nahida’s issues with sensory overload, they had discovered, was managed a little easier by giving her one main thing to focus on at a time. He’d gotten her pistachio kulfi with falooda from a vendor close to the market entrance. And Nahida, so delighted by the color and the texture and the strange novelty of a sweet preceding a meal — which, according to her understanding was something frowned upon — bit into the tip of the treat. 

Brain freeze.

Who came up with such a thing?

Nahida wouldn’t say she sulked as Al-Haitham carried her around the edges of the market to pick up groceries for the night’s dinner. But she’ll definitely say that she could feel Al-Haitham’s not-laugh.

Another thing Nahida has learned: she misses the General Mahamatra. It should seem strange because she’s really only known him as an actual person and interacted with him as a person for a handful of days. But she does miss him. She misses his watchful eye and the jokes he would say to her when he could tell she was either nervous or focusing too hard on something. Nahida misses him being near her. He has an air of — stability? Dependability? It just feels like that when he’s there everything will be fine. Does it seem silly for her to have grown attached so quickly?

(Her only other point of comparison for people to miss is the Traveler. She doesn’t miss the Traveler this much. She still misses them of course. But not like how she misses the General Mahamatra. Is that strange? After all, the Traveler’s known about her, Nahida, for much longer than anyone else.

Then again, Nahida’s interactions with the Traveler are rather sporadic and tend to happen right in the thick of something wild. Not that that’s the Traveler’s fault, of course. They can’t help it. And based on what she knows of them, they’re whisked off and away to a new adventure, a new mystery, a new matter of trouble before they can sit down and really work on the more boring details of what to do after the adventure, the mystery, the trouble.)

These are the things she has learned about herself and others. Nahida doesn’t know if she is learning fast or slow. Is there a measure for such a thing? Learning life? Learning others? Nahida is tempted to consult the Akasha network properly to see.

Nahida learns, little by little. It feels good to learn like this. It’s harder. It’s so much harder. But in a strange way it feels like she’s earning it.

Nahida comes and goes with Al-Haitham from the Akademiya, and little by little, Nahida can look at others and be looked at without feeling like she’s going to trip and fall up into the sky.

Little steps with little legs.

-

“Where is your roommate?” Nahida asks Al-Haitham as she watches him jot down notes on the large slate mounted to the wall. He’s erased part of what Nahida now knows is a grocery list and is flipping through bits of mail. Now and then he taps the piece of chalk on the table as he mulls over something he reads before using the complex short-hand he’s built with Kaveh to note something down on the board. “Is he normally gone this long?”

“Beyond the wall in some Kshahrewar project.” Nahida feels some connection, some fundamental understanding, rear up on its hind legs like a rabbit before it’s hopping away again. “Sometimes. He comes and goes.”

Nahida feels like this is a very silly thing for Al-Haitham to sound so exasperated over. Al-Haitham, himself, seems to go about like a leaf in the wind. Although, to be fair. It’s usually part of being a Mahamata. Nahida doesn’t quite know what exactly goes into being a self-employed architect. She knows what architects do. She knows what Kaveh’s done. Something in the middle gets muddled up.

“Do you think he knows about what happened?” The Akasha’s ability to transmit weakens over long distances after all. Nahida’s not sure how much of her messages, before she turned it all off, got through beyond the Wall of Samiel. She might have reached as far as Aaru Village, but unless Nahida is looking for someone very specific, any further than that and the terminal gets finicky. “Will he be very surprised when he returns?”

Al-Haitham hums low in his chest, underlining something on the slate before setting the chalk down. As he turns to walk into the kitchen she sees the upward turn of his lip. He glances down at her as she follows him into the kitchen, a bright flash of something in his eyes like they’re sharing a secret.

“He’s been getting too comfortable. He could use a good surprise.”

Nahida, with Al-Haitham’s help, climbs up onto the kitchen counter to watch as he prepares dinner.

“I am starting to see why people don’t seem thrilled to talk to you. Your poor roommate.”

Al-Haitham, then, does laugh, eyes curling at the corners like the bright green of new fronds. Nahida isn’t sure what’s so funny. But laughter is infectious. Nahida finds herself smiling back at him.

“Tell him that when you see him,” he says to her. “And tell me how that goes.”

-

General Mahamatra sends a few letters back to Sumeru City to update Nahida on the situation and current agreements being laid out. Nahida has full confidence in his ability to work something out. He has greater experience than her in understanding the needs of people. Nahida has a lot of what she knows is called book smarts. It’s the rest of the kind of smarts she’s got to catch up on.

Al-Haitham, now set up with a permanent post in a corner of the Grand Sage’s office — his own office basically abandoned for him to send lower ranked Mahamata to in order to dig through to find various materials and documents — relays to Nahida bits of information the Mahamata’s independent network has managed to begin to circulate. Nahida gives him answers for their questions and feels a map beginning to build in her brain.

A map not of geography, but of people and their connections that Al-Haitham, when he has time, has begun to patiently explain to her. For all that the ranks of the Mahamata are much smaller than the Matra or the Akademiya as a whole, their scope of duties is vast and surprisingly deep. And even with their greater coverage they move just as quietly and efficiently as their more well known counterparts, if not more so with their lack of overall rigid structure. On the surface they monitor information, correcting or silencing as needed. If one were going to be really simple about it, if they weren’t busy dispensing orders from the Akademiya, they gather rumors. 

They’re a net of ears and eyes and processors of information and calculators of mortal condition all across Sumeru. Where the Akasha network was able eavesdrop and collect calculations on people and throw that into a complex matrix of programming to predict their every move, it was still a machine. It could never account for emotions or growth or anything new.

That’s what the Sages had the Mahamata for.

Al-Haitham’s been managing the duties of acting Sage for all six Darshans, Scribe, and Nahida’s main point of contact for understanding and being understood by the several groups that make up not just the Akademiya, but also the Corps of Thirty, the Eremites, and the people of Sumeru who don’t fall into any of the above. He’s requisitioned several of the lower ranked Mahamata to assist him in more minor tasks. Nahida is starting to recognize them, and she thinks they’re starting to get used to her.

Nahida’s latest meeting with representative from the Bimarstan comes to a close — nothing new here to report, aside from the initial flush of delight at Eleazar patients all over making a fully recovery, there’s been something of a damper as Nahida’s started to direct focus towards the exiled scholars.

Al-Haitham sends off his meeting minutes with two Mahamata officials for them to make copies of and attach to relevant documents to begin dispersing to members of the appropriate boards groups within the Amurta and anyone else who might be brought in on this. As those leave, another two enter to take their place in sitting for the next meeting which concerns getting an immediate message out to all citizens of Sumeru currently beyond the country’s borders.

One of the officials leans in towards Al-Haitham and whispers to him, passing him a note. Al-Haitham nods and sends them off to the desk as they take their positions to begin their recording of the next meeting.

It takes almost a full two hours for that meeting to conclude, but afterwards is a scheduled break. As soon as the doors close, leaving Al-Haitham and Nahida alone, he comes towards her and hands her the note.

“The Traveler is awake and returning to Sumeru City within the next few days,” Al-Haitham says. The note says much the same, written in a mix of the shorthand the Mahamata officials are trained in using to expedite their transcriptions, and some sort of code.

“I almost feel sorry for Tighnari,” Nahida says. “The Traveler and Collei are recovered and now I’m going to be sending him the Sages. Well. At least two of them will be there for real medical help. Good work.”

Al-Haitham hums, head tipping to the side as he watches her. Nahida grins up at him.

“I might have been physically isolated for five hundred years with the world’s worst case of amnesia, but I do know some things. You are one of the top officials in the Sage’s intelligence network. If I found out about the Traveler’s recovery and return to Sumeru City in any other way I’d be surprised. And a little worried.”

“The Mahamata are, technically speaking, your intelligence network. I would hope you know that.”

“Yes, and now I’m in a position to actively move them as I really need. Not how the Sages told you all I needed.” 

Nahida has to climb over the arm of the Grand Sage’s silly chair to get out. When Nahida needs to reach the desk it has to be pushed in and it’s way too heavy for her to do by herself. Even Al-Hatiham and Cyno have to work together to move it. Easier to leave it pushed in and have Nahida climb in and out of it from the side. Even if it does look quite silly.

She stretches her arms up above her head, slowly bending from left to right. Stretching is nice. She gets why cats do it.

“There’s more you’ve not told me, isn’t there?”

“You’ve not asked,” Al-Haitham replies. “And typically, the Mahamata only reports issues that they’ve been tasked to monitor or meet certain requirements. Of those two conditions, the Traveler’s movements are the former. Nothing has met the latter to the degree where it would require reporting.”

“Says who?”

“Current standing orders.” Al-Haitham looks at her with something that isn’t quite a challenge but is definitely meant to provoke something. Nahida, all at once, finds herself floundering again. This is part of Al-Haitham that she has not yet learned. 

“If I did not ask you, you would not have told me anything.”

“If you do not ask me, how am I supposed to know what you want?” Al-Haitham points out. “The Mahamata don’t report in everything they hear. Even I don’t get reports from lower ranked members until they’ve passed the checks that would make them important enough for the ears of a Sage.”

Nahida frowns at him. Al-Haitham meets her gaze un-repentantly. Well. She supposes Al-Haitham had to figure out a way to get around the Sage’s iron grip somehow.

“So if I ask, you’ll do something?”

“If you ask I’ll answer you.”

“I think you like to be difficult.”

Al-Haitham’s eyes glitter like light shone through glass.

“I feel so sorry for your roommate,” Nahida sighs, walking over to his table. “Alright, Al-Haitham. I’ll ask. What else is there for you to tell me about current events around Sumeru?”

There is, in fact, quite a lot for Al-Haitham to tell her and very little time for him to tell it to her in. At the end of it, Nahida can understand why the standing orders were so non-specific and essentially kept most issues quiet. 

“That’s a lot,” Nahida says. And then. “And that’s just the parts that got to you?”

Al-Haitham hums, brow furrowing in thought. “The flow of information within the Mahamata is complex. Each members has their own individual network and known preferences for types of cases. It’s a combination of official sources and privately cultivated connections. There’s information that comes to me as procedure should dictate. And there’s information I learn on my own. And information passed onto me by others who believe that the information relates to something I might be interested in monitoring.”

“An official network of gossips.”

Al-Haitham’s lips flick up before leveling flat again.

“I would also like to be part of this little loop,” Nahida tells him. “I think new standing orders are needed.”

Al-Haitham’s hands move to the ready as he brings pen to paper.

-

Later that evening Al-Haitham pauses as he’s helping Nahida with her hair — another thing she’s learned about him is that he’s quite clever at fixing people’s hair. Or at least, Nahida’s. This she found out when he caught her with her hand tangled in her hair trying to fix it into something a little different from the simple off-center tail. She’d looked at him, embarrassment pushed to the side, and asked without expecting an answer — “You wouldn’t happen to know how to braid hair would you?” And he said “I do.” And she said, “Really?” And he said. “Really.” And then proceeded to help her untangle her fingers and fix her hair up for her properly.

“Ah,” He blinks.

“What?”

“I forgot.”

“You? Forget? Head injuries can sometimes present delayed after effects.”

“All of you are too focused on the head injury. It wasn’t that bad. No. It slipped my mind as unimportant. Nilou of the Zubayr Theater is hosting a celebration for the General Mahamatra’s reinstatement. She’s sent invitations out to certain people, the Traveler among them. I expect that’s part of why they’re returning to Sumeru City so soon upon waking.”

“But the General Mahamatra was never officially removed from office. He just…went away for a little.”

Al-Haitham shrugs, tying off the end of Nahida’s hair before returning to the book he’d been flipping through before she’d asked him for help.

“It seems more like a gathering to celebrate a job well done. She’s also invited Tighnari and Collei, although my understanding is that both have declined due to their current workload. An invitation has also been sent to Dehya and Dunyazard, although I believe it has not quite reached either of them yet.”

“Do you think you’ll be invited?”

“If I am, I’ve not yet seen it and I’m not going to go looking for it.”

“The General Mahamatra doesn’t seem the type who would enjoy a party, least of all about himself.”

“I assume that’s why he’s not been invited,” Al-Haitham laughs his not-laugh. “I suspect that Nilou is going to be drafting the Traveler in getting the general to show up.”

“You’re having too much fun,” Nahida says, climbing up onto he sofa to sit next to him. She’s going through a series of books of poetry. They’re not Al-Haitham’s based on the little notes someone’s (Kaveh’s, most likely) written in the margins. Honestly, Nahida isn’t so sure if she likes this kind of poetry, but the comments written in are a mix of funny and insightful. 

Nahida wonders if she should go. Not actually go of course. Just — peek in through the eyes of a bird or something. And she would like to thank everyone somehow. She hasn’t gotten a chance to thank Dehya. Oh! She would also really love to say something to Dunyazard in person after so many years of quietly supporting the girl from the shadows.

But she wouldn’t want to make anyone uncomfortable. She remembers she once asked Nilou — through someone else’s mouth, of course — how Nilou would feel if Nahida were to watch her perform and gotten gently, but firmly rebuffed. It wouldn’t be the same thing, sure. But if Nilou wouldn’t want Nahida to see her dance, she probably wouldn’t want Nahida to go to her party.

“The Traveler also asked about the condition of a person named Nahida,” Al-Haitham says.

Now that’s a weird way to say it, Nahida thinks. And then she smacks her own forehead, causing Al-Haitham to pause mid page turn. Ah! Yes. Right.

“I’m Nahida,” she says. “I forgot.”

“You forgot that you’re Nahida?”

“I forgot that you didn’t know that part. You should call me Nahida,” she says. “I mean. I suppose that you should still refer to me as Lord Kusanali when we’re working. But like this you should call me Nahida.”

“Is that so?”

“It seems very strange for you to call me Lord Kusanali when you braid my hair and buy me sweets and read with me,” Nahida points out. “So yes. That’s so.”

She holds her hand out to him. “Nice to be officially introduced to you, Al-Haitham.”

Al-Haitham shakes her hand in his, his palm is so warm it feels sleepy.

“Likewise, Nahida.”

-

The day that Nahida meets the roommate, Al-Haitham and Nahida leave the Akademiya early. Apparently Kaveh had returned and gotten swept up by his panicking fellows, resulting in Kaveh confronting Al-Haitham in the House of Daena during a break Nahida had strong armed the man into taking.

“I’m sorry your break wasn’t much of a break. I did mean for you to come back rested,” Nahida had said when Al-Haitham returned to her to explain what happened. 

Al-Haitham blinked at her with a slight jerk of his head, in the way she’s learned to mean is genuine surprise.

“It was restful.” And then. “We should be able to leave the Akademiya early today. With Kaveh back, the Darshans will be turning to him for advice and leadership.”

“All of them?”

“Except for the Haravatat. Although, after the next round of budget cuts, they might consider turning to him anyway. For whatever reason, everyone thinks that I’m the one behind every decision going on as though they don’t see you right next to me. And of course, if one is going to challenge me, it might as well be Kaveh to save everyone time and effort.”

Sure enough, before the afternoon meeting with the senior Darshan officials a message is sent that they’re cancelling to restructure the standing members currently in charge of working with Nahida and Al-Haitham.

“Excellent,” Al-Haitham said, dismissing the Mahamata waiting to begin their work. “We’re leaving. Let Kaveh handle that and maybe by the time they’re done complaining at each other they’ll have regained enough faculties to do something constructive instead of focusing on sulking.”

Now they’re home and the sun is still quite high in the sky and there’s plenty of time before Al-Haitham has to start preparing supper.

Al-Haitham sits on the sofa, book splayed open on his thigh along with a piece of scratch paper as he makes his own fun with doing his own translations. Nahida goes to his shelves to pick a new book of poetry.  Just as Nahida is getting settled down with a volume of Inazuman poetry she hears the sound of a key in the lock. Nahida and Al-Haitham both turn to look, Nahida twisting up onto her knees to see properly over the back of the sofa.

And there’s the roommate, Kaveh the Architect, in the flesh looking quite agitated. His light hair is messy like he’s been running his hand through it, and his face is flushed from the sun or from running or irritation or all three.

“Who even let you graduate from the Akademiya?” Kaveh demands as soon as his red eyes land on Al-Haitham. “Name them to me. Right now. I’ve been gone for two months and I come back to this? And I’m thrown im — Al-Haitham.”

“Kaveh.”

“Is that god you’ve got next to you?”

“Your powers of observation are one of your best features.”

“You will someday move me to unspeakable violence and there will not be a single person who would honestly be able to say it was unwarranted, unprovoked, or unnecessary. Hello, Lord Kusanali. Please tell me you’re here of your own free will.”

“You can call me Nahida. And I am.” It seems only fair that Kaveh calls her Nahida. She’s been reading his poetry books and living in his house and it feels like she knows him very well through Al-Haitham. Nahida nervously holds the book she’d been reading up. “Al-Haitham has let me go through some of your collection. He said you wouldn’t mind. I like the notes you made in the margins.”

Kaveh puts a hand to his head, leaning heavily on the still open door, eyes fluttering open and closed before he laughs. “God thinks my opinions on Inazuman poetry are nice. God is reading in our living room. You just headed off an entire coup and now God is in our living room. Just. Reading. Sure. Are you staying for dinner?”

“Not if you’re cooking,” Al-Haitham mutters. Kaveh glares at him.

“I wasn’t talking to you. Get a clue.”

“I would love to try some of your cooking,” Nahida says before they can really get into it, which — according to rumor — could carry them all away for the next few hours and it’s too nice of a day for a first meeting to go that way. 

“Close the door before the neighbor spots you standing in your own doorway,” Al-Haitham says, turning his attention back to his little game of translating. “Don’t come crying to me when she takes you aside to lecture you on whatever it is that’s caught her eye as wrong.”

“You think her lectures are funny, don’t even pretend,” Kaveh sighs, stepping fully into the house and shutting the door behind himself. He covers his face with his hands and groans into his palms. “I’m going to have a bath. I’ve been traveling non-stop for almost a solid week and a half now. I’m disgusting.”

Al-Haitham hums. Kaveh slaps the back of his head on his way past with a muttered, “Typical you,” causing the shorter strands of warm gray hair at the back to stick up like feathers.

Nahida watches Al-Haitham’s face and can only pick up a sense of warm contentment. She decides that this must be part of their language for each other, so she sits down properly to read.

By the time Kaveh is finished freshening up, Al-Haitham has gone to the kitchen to begin preparing dinner. He’s started to let Nahida start helping in preparing the ingredients while they talk about various things: updates from the Mahamata, thoughts on the things they read, idle commentary about various things from earlier in the day, speculation on what the General Mahamatra is up to, so on and such.

Kaveh walks into the kitchen with his hair brushed smooth and neat, pulled back from his face with clips and pins in his mouth.

“And why is the guest cooking?” He asks Al-Haitham, freeing his mouth of the clips and pins one by one in quick succession as he fixes them into his hair. He looks over Al-Haitham’s shoulder to inspect what’s being done. 

“Because she wants to,” Al-Haitham replies.

“It’s a very informative experience.”

Kaveh’s sharp eyes move between them, searching out some sort of trick, before he sighs, resting his chin on Al-Haitham’s shoulder.

“Move,” he says, poking Al-Haitham’s back. “You don’t know how to season things. I’ll cook.”

Al-Haitham does not move.

Kaveh continues to press his fingers into Al-Haitham’s back, deeper and deeper. Finally, Al-Haitham jerks his elbow back and Kaveh catches it against his palm.

“Brat,” Al-Haitham sighs, allowing Kaveh to move him aside by the hips. Al-Haitham meets Nahida’s eyes as he comes to join her at the table where he’d had her shelling peas. 

He starts plucking sprigs from the mint plant that’s had a strange place at this table since Al-Haitham brought it inside the first time Nahida came here. It’s so tall that even though the stool it sits on isn’t any taller than the chairs, the plant itself determinedly stands above the table’s edge. Actually, she’s pretty sure that the mint plant is taller than her.

Oh, that’s something to think about thinking about.

Kaveh cooks and Al-Haitham brings to him the ingredients as they’re ready. Al-Haitham gestures for Nahida to follow him into he living room. He begins to move furniture to the sides while Nahida finds places for the smaller items. 

Al-Haitham goes into what she now knows is a storage closet to bring out a large piece of folded cloth that he snaps out over the now cleared floor.

“Plates for three,” he tells her as he straightens the fabric out. Nahida goes back to the kitchen. The smell of the food Kaveh is cooking is mouth watering but also worryingly strong. She quickly gathers plates and cups, carefully balancing what she can in her arms. What she can’t Nahida floats along with the powers of her mind. 

She sets the dishes down on the floor. Al-Haitham and Kaveh begin to bring out dishes, laying the large platters on the floor. On his last trip out from the kitchen, Kaveh brings a decanter and two cups. Al-Haitham brings a third that he gives to Nahida. It’s filled with milk.

Nahida quickly goes to wash her hands before going to sit down across from Kaveh and next to Al-Haitham on the floor. She quickly figures out why Al-Haitham plucked so much mint when none of the dishes called for it, and why he’d given her a cup of milk instead of water like usual.

Kaveh’s cooking, while quite delicious looking, instantly makes Nahida’s mouth explode. Explode. Really. Really explode. It’s not even that it tastes bad. It tastes good, in fact. It’s just that it tastes a lot. Kaveh eats it normally, but out of the corner of Nahida’s eyes she sees Al-Haitham press a single leaf of mint between his lips. He looks at her and flicks his eyes down to a small wooden bowl with several carefully rinsed and trimmed stems and leaves.

Eyes beginning to water, nose already half-way to jogging, and mouth confused, Nahida takes a leaf and copies Al-Haitham. Relief is instantaneous. The strange cooling sensation of the plant tickles the nose and calms the lip.

Al-Haitham, still looking at her, nods before turning to Kaveh to ask him about what he’s spent the day doing haring about. Kaveh shoots Nahida a look that clearly shouts, “Can you believe this man?” And then he turns to tell Al-Haitham exactly what his business has been for the day.

Between Kaveh and Al-Haitham, Nahida feels as though she’s somehow skipping over several steps in getting to know a person. But she’s quite fine with that! There’s something marvelous about how Nahida knows Kaveh through Al-Haitham, and how this knowing bleeds over into the real thing. She wonders what of Al-Haitham she will learn through Kaveh.

And on top of that, there’s something quite lovely about how Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s knowing of each other pulls them leaping over and through dozens upon dozens of steps to arrive at conclusions and pathways in handfuls of words, all the while they effortlessly bring Nahida along with them. It feels like Nahida has been brought inside of something. Something new, unfamiliar and comfortable all the same. It feels like sharing a secret. Though Nahida has no idea what that secret could possibly be.

Nahida interrupts what seems to be a truly fascinating tangent into the textile industry to ask about what Kaveh was doing in the desert. Kaveh tells her a little about the ruins he was tasked with analyzing, although he’s quite vague about it. Not because he’s hiding anything, but genuinely because he has nothing he believes worth telling.

“I left before we could finish, really,” Kaveh admits. “Progress was slow going due to environmental conditions and lack of supplies. Not much to report on that end. If anything else has been found out it was after I left. It seems all the excitement was here, in any case.”

Kaveh turns to scowl at Al-Haitham.

“I can’t believe that you’ve been inviting god to our house,” he says. “And I can’t believe that Cyno was alright with it.”

“There wasn’t much in the realm of options, Kaveh,” Al-Haitham says, soaking up bits of curry sauce with bread. “Unless you wanted us to ask our recently freed lord if she’d like to stay in a student dorm or go back to her cage.”

Kaveh winces, then turns to Nahida, confusion wrinkling his brow.

“Wait — where’ve you been sleeping? While you’re here.”

“The sofa,” Nahida and Al-Haitham answer. Kaveh blinks rapidly, turning to look behind himself at said piece of furniture.

He turns and grasps Al-Haitham’s elbow, shaking him. “You put god on our sofa. There is something actually wrong with you. Are you quite certain that you weren’t addled? Do I need to drag you to see a specialist of some sort?”

“And where else was I to put her, Kaveh?” Al-Haitham pulls his arm free. “Your room? You don’t even sleep in there.”

“That’s different,” Kaveh protests. “Yes, you could have put her in my room. The sheets are practically new with how little I’ve slept on them between the traveling and the insomnia and the you.”

Al-Haitham squints his eyes at Kaveh. “The issue isn’t the sheets, Kaveh. There’s no room on the actual bed for anyone to sleep on. You’ve turned the bed into a storage space. I couldn’t have even moved enough of it to make space for her to sit down, let alone lay back without risking accidentally burying her alive. That seems like an ill-fitting end for a god who’s just been freed of a five hundred year long imprisonment.”

Kaveh’s lips twist downwards, brows deeply furrowing as his jaw works. Nahida looks between the two and takes the opportunity to try and calm the situation down before she gets a live, in-person reenactment of some of their more incendiary message board correspondences.

“I don’t mind the sofa,” Nahida says. Neither man looks at her. Kaveh’s scowl only deepens and Al-Haitham tips his chin up in defiance. “Really. It’s much better than the chair.”

Kaveh’s head snaps to her. Nahida thinks that this is what rabbits feel like when a Rishboland Tiger gets them in their sight.

“The what,” Kaveh says, clearly attempting to keep his voice level. “Pardon, Lord Kusanali — Nahida. Repeat that.”

“It’s…better than the chair?” Nahida doesn’t mean for it to come out so small. Also she realizes that, in hindsight, comparing a person’s very nice and very soft sofa to a chair is probably insulting. Nahida is quick to try and correct this, waving her hands in front of herself. “What I mean is — it’s very soft. And I can lie down straight on it! I like it very much. You have very lovely blankets. And cushions. Your sofa is a lot better than the chair. I would say I would rank it very high up on types of furniture to sleep on, indeed!”

Nahida’s sample size for furniture slept on is two. But she’s sure if she had anything else on there that the sofa would be quite a strong contender for those other hypothetical pieces of furniture to compete with.

Kaveh’s jaw works, red eyes narrowed into near slits.

“It smells pleasant too,” Nahida continues. “And I can hear a lot of sounds from here, which is nice. I’m…I’m embarrassed to admit I’m not very good with the quiet. Absolute quiet, at least. And I can see morning coming in. I understand that neither of these things are actual compliments of the quality of the sofa itself but more attributes of the location, but location certainly factors in. I think. This is all to say that I really, really don’t mind the sofa at all. In fact I quite prefer it. Please don’t fuss on my account.”

Kaveh turns to Al-Haitham. He raises his left hand, and gestures towards Nahida with his palm up. And then he points at Al-Haitham, and twists his hand with a sharp turn of his wrist to present his palm to Al-Haitham. His hands seem to say “now you”, but his face is much less inviting.

Al-Haitham, well versed in the language of Kaveh in the way Nahida is slowly learning to be conversationally adequate in the language of Al-Haitham, immediately speaks to answer whatever demand, question, command, or argument Kaveh has just made.

“Nahida has spent the past five hundred years locked in the Sanctuary of Surasthana. She has no living quarters. Before our sofa she was sleeping in the Grand Sage’s offices. In his chair.”

Kaveh closes his eyes, open palm curling into a fist, which he brings the knuckles of to rub between his brows. He hisses out a sigh like a water dumped on an oil fire.

“That stupid pretentious compensation piece?”

“Yes, Kaveh.”

“God.”

“Yes, Kaveh?”

“What? No. Sorry. Fuck. Sorry. Wait. You’re thousands of years old — do you — is it appropriate to swear in front of gods? Is it more of an age thing or — “ Kaveh sharply waves his hand once, like he’s wiping an invisible slate clean. “No. We are not going down that one. Not now. Not ever. Back to the incredible matter at hand. Al-Haitham, there is one other bed in this house. And it didn’t even cross your mind to offer it.”

“I like the sofa.”

“She likes the sofa.”

“Al-Haitham, she’s being polite. Also you haven’t really given her much of a choice. Nahida, our benevolent Lord Kusanali, is too well mannered to demand you show her basic hospitality, it seems.” Kaveh sighs, pushing to his feet and retreating towards the bedrooms.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to strip the sheets off of our bed,” Kaveh says, “Because Nahida, God of Wisdom, Archon of Sumeru, is not sleeping on our sofa.”

Al-Haitham sighs. Nahida turns to look at him and he shrugs a shoulder, reaching over to rip a piece of bread in half, giving her the other one.

“Kaveh,” Al-Haitham raises his voice, not very much, just enough to be heard.

“What?”

“And where do you expect us to sleep?”

“The sofa, since apparently you thought it suitable for a god.”

“Kaveh.”

“What?”

“There are two of us and we are several times Nahida’s size in every conceivable physical measure. You’re the architect, surely you don’t need me to point that out.”

“Fine. I’ll take the sofa, you can sleep on the floor,” Kaveh replies. “Sevens know that I’ve tripped over you doing just that enough times to know that you somehow find it restful enough.”

Nahida immediately feels guilty. She puts her bread down and thinks very hard on whether or not she would feel better or worse if she knocked Kaveh out and made him dream that she slept in the bed.

Al-Haitham shakes his head with a low click of his tongue.

“Stubborn,” he mutters under his breath. Then he turns to Nahida. “Historically, appeasement has always been a poor strategy for dealing with anyone or anything, but in this situation I would advise it because this is genuinely something not worth the time or energy of going to war over.”

Nahida blinks up at him, and with her passable and growing fluency in the ways of Al-Haitham, she realizes that he’s quite entertained by all of this.

Nahida nods solemnly, mimicking his tone, “I’ll take your counsel, Scribe of the Akademiya.”

-

After literal centuries of near constant sleep, Nahida’s relationship with slumber can only be described as odd. She can send herself and others to sleep at will, she can conjure dreams and illusions of the mind over a person that can last less than a second to hours and days. But Nahida has lost so much of her life to the fantasies of repose. Even if that was the only thing available to her at the time, the glut of it makes her nervous.

Now, with the ability to live the life she’d only dreamed of seeing from the outside looking in, Nahida feels that sleeping through the night is quite a waste. And maybe her body agrees with her because ever since she left the Sanctuary of Surasthana she’s been unable to sleep completely in a consistent state of unconsciousness without exerting some of her own power over herself.

It isn’t that she doesn’t sleep. It’s just that she sometimes wakes, or feels herself waking, for no discernible reason. Nahida had though that it was unfamiliarity. Or maybe insecurity. After all, Nahida had never slept anywhere other than suspended inside of a magical prison cell in complete and utter silence.

But after spending several nights in Al-Haitham’s house, long enough that she’s become familiar with every sound the house and its surroundings can come up with, Nahida has come to realize that insecurity and unfamiliarity may not have been the main factor she has to contend with.

Nahida feels herself slipping back into her body, aware and conscious of the fact that she is not sleeping, although not quite awake.

Her powers are in flux like this. Nahida is part god: a blanket stretched over every sleeper in Teyvat but anchored and condensed mostly in this country, region, city, house, room. Nahida is also part body: limited to four little limbs and a little heart and little eyes that are blurry with sleep as they crack open.

Nahida is god and she is a vessel, and her brain doesn’t quite understand which to favor. Like this, stranded between god-who-knows-everything and body-that-can’t-hold-everything, Nahida is unable to regulate her powers, her senses, as well as she should.

In the next room over Nahida hears Al-Haitham and Kaveh speaking in hushed, heated whispers. If she reached she could probably skim the context from their minds, but Nahida-in-between can’t focus enough to do that and can’t think enough to know why that’s not polite or proper.

“When you sent the message from Caravan Ribat you haven’t any idea how surprised I was. You couldn’t have been a little more clear? Offered any more detail aside from — emergency, come?”

“I hadn’t the time.”

“You had the time so somehow go all the way out to the Wall of Samiel to send me a note but you couldn’t be assed to provide context for it.”

“You came, did you not?”

“Fearing the worst the entire time, yes.”

“The Akademiya almost fell, the governing body has been gutted, and we face an unprecedented amount of restructuring due to institutionalized corruption dating back actual centuries. How is this not the worst?”

“You’re safe. You have a clean bill of health. And you aren’t in trouble. The source of trouble, as to be expected of you, yes, but you, yourself, aren’t in trouble. Are you? You’d tell me if you were.”

“Kaveh.”

“Al-Haitham.”

Nahida, the omnipotent, knows the near-silent creak of the sofa as a body turns, weight shifting. Hair and cloth and skin and viscera alike all turning on the base of a calcium scaffolding.

Flesh reaches out to know flesh. A kiss is pressed to the center of a wide palm.

“And when I tell you, you would come to join me in the thick of it. Yes, Kaveh. Yes. Sleep, Kaveh. Sleep.”

Nahida, the body, closes their eyes and their ears and rolls over onto their side and back into dreaming. Fungi with red and orange caps bounce next to giant chilies and the dream is made of gold.

In the morning when Nahida the body and Nahida the god reunite, she quietly pads out of Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s room to check on the pair.

Sometime in the night, Kaveh had abandoned the sofa to join Al-Haitham on the floor. The two of them are tangled together like the most ancient roots of Irminsul that grow upwards seeking sun; their two bodies made into one indistinguishable-from-the-other shape underneath the lumpy mix of their mismatched blankets. Their heads are so close together that if one of them jerked in their sleep they would surely hurt both themself and the other. They’ve come together like two halves of a heart; the rise and fall of one body flowing into the next like a connected system.

A little bit of early morning light — a sleepy dappling — peers through the curtains, joining Nahida in watching the sleeping pair. Nahida reaches out to both of their minds, not to see, but to secure.

She wraps the edges of their dreams a little closer, a little softer. Whether they remember these dreams or not is entirely up to them. But for now, she encourages what their minds have created to feed their souls. Let them have something kind.

Give them something good.

-

Kaveh cajoles Al-Haitham into attending Nilou’s dinner party, volunteering to take Nahida back to their house.

(“Buy food on the way home,” Al-Haitham said.

“Why? Are you going to give me the mora for it?” Kaveh replied.

Al-Haitham turned to Nahida and said, “My condolences.”)

Thankfully, tonight’s supper — while still quite strong in the flavor department — had enough variety in types of flavor that Nahida wasn’t being overwhelmed by spice, heat, and spice and heat. 

`

“There is one thing that confuses me,” Kaveh comments as he cuts open spiny red rambutans for her to try.

“Just the one?” Nahida asks, inspecting the fruit in her hands before popping it into her mouth. It bulges against the side of her cheek as she moves it aside to keep talking. “Because I’m a god and I’ve got a great deal more than just the one, Kaveh. If you’ve only got one thing in this entire world that confuses you, you must share the secret. I insist upon it.”

“You’ve spent too much time with Al-Haitham,” Kaveh declares. “There is one thing that I’m curious about that I want to talk to you specifically about in this very moment. Is that exact enough for you?”

“Close enough,” Nahida says, smiling at him with her distended cheeks. Kaveh grins, popping a fruit into his own mouth to copy her. They must both look quite silly.

“This little party,” Kaveh says, “It seems to be a gathering of people who’d come together to free you. People who care about you, at least. It seems strange that you aren’t there as well.”

“Not really,” Nahida shrugs, spitting the pith out into her hand and dropping it into the bowl with the peels. “It’s a party for the General Mahamatra, not me.”

“It’s about the both of you and Sumeru and a lot of other things, but it’s basically a party between friends. I’m sure that they would like it if you went.”

“But I already ate dinner,” Nahida says. “I don’t think I’ve got room in me for two.”

“You’ve got plenty of room for dessert,” Kaveh observes dryly as he hands her another of the waxy white fruits.

“You’ve already peeled the fruit, I don’t want it to go to waste. Besides, you’d be lonely.”

Kaveh’s eyebrows raise. “Is that so?”

“So it is,” Nahida nods, popping the rambutan into her mouth. “Al-Haitham says you get weird when you’re by yourself for too long.”

“Have you considered that Al-Haitham isn’t an unbiased source?”

“I did. And then I also considered the fact that he’s probably an expert authority on you, since you live together and all.” Nahida’s words sound funny because of the fruit in her cheek. She tries not to get distracted by that. “I can’t go. I wasn’t invited. That would be rude. I don’t want to be rude.”

“You’re talking with your mouth full.”

“I don’t want to be rude to Nilou.”

“I need to get you spending time with people who aren’t Al-Haitham.”

“I’m spending time with you.”

“And it’s doing you no favors, apparently. Look, I’m not going to force you to go. But you look like you want to and no one’s going to get upset about god going to a party that’s basically celebrating the success of said god being broken out of prison. And considering the guest list, someone being a little rude is the least of their concerns. Just pop in and say hello.” Kaveh wiggles his fingers by his head. “Al-Haitham told me about your ability to move as a mind. If things don’t seem to be going well just leave.”

Nahida worries at the pith in her cheek before spitting it out into her palm and picking at the pale white woody shell of it.

“Let me put it this way,” Kaveh continues, “Are any of the people at this party the sort of people who would find you unwelcome?”

Well. She would certainly hope not. 

Kaveh pops another fruit into his mouth, tossing the pith of the old one into the bowl of rinds and stones.

“Would Al-Haitham find you rude?”

“I don’t think Al-Haitham has ever found anyone rude.” Maybe, to his standards, boring or irritating. But not rude.

“Correct. Would Cyno find you unwelcome?”

“No.”

“This mysterious traveler that I’ve yet to meet?”

“I don’t think so.” The Traveler got arrested to meet her and drag her out of the darkness and all. Nahida’s pretty sure you don’t do that kind of thing for someone you don’t care to be around. Or maybe it’s just basic decency? Nahida’s not a good judge for this kind of thing.

“I don’t know the Flame Mane personally, but from what you know of her, is she the sort to get stuck on something like if someone was or wasn’t invited to an informal gathering?”

“I don’t think so.” From the bits and pieces Nahida knows of the Flame Mane, the mercenary is surprisingly easy going. And she seems to get along with Al-Haitham in more than a simple tolerance. That speaks volumes about a person.

“And this lady Dunyarzad? Would she be unhappy to see or hear from you?”

“No.” Dunyarzad has never been anything but happy to meet Nahida, although that’s usually as a disembodied voice in dreams. Nahida can’t imagine Dunyarzad wanting her to leave. Even after that whole mess with the Sabzeruz Festival, Nahida could still feel Dunyarzad’s faith and love through every dream.

“And what of Nilou? Do you fear that Nilou will turn you away?”

Nahida hesitates.

She had asked, once, through a borrowed mouth — what would you think of Lord Kusanali watching you dance?

And Nilou hadn’t liked that at all. She’d gently and politely declined the idea. Nahida tried not to be hurt by it. Tries not to be. She knows that Nilou is a devout believer. She knows that Nilou likes, at least, the idea of her. And Nilou was so enthusiastic to help in Al-Haitham’s plan despite not knowing much about any of the larger things in play. 

“From what I know of Nilou,” Kaveh says, reaching out to tap the wooden table in front of Nahida with his fingertip to draw her gaze back to him, “I don’t think she would be unkind to you.”

“I don’t want to impose,” Nahida confesses. “What if I take all the fun out of it?”

Kaveh doesn’t answer for a long moment. He taps his fingers on the table with one hand and idly turns a rambutan between his fingers on the other. And then he says —

“What about you do you think is so terrible that it shouldn’t be brought to others?”

Nahida blinks at him.

“Forgive me for being presumptuous,” Kaveh says, leaning forward on his elbows towards her, “But you seem incredibly certain about people not wanting you around. You might be holding back with me, but in the time we’ve known each other I haven’t had any problems with you. You’re an excellent conversationalist. I enjoy talking to you. And you know I’m not the sort who’d lie about that. If I don’t like something I say it. Haven’t you had front row seats to me telling Al-Haitham as much for the past few days? In any case, I know if I were at that party and you came I’d be quite happy to have you there.”

Nahida fiddles with her fingers, bringing a hand up to lick sticky juice from her skin.

“You really think so?” Kaveh seems like the sort who’s keen on this sort of thing. And he doesn’t have any reason to lie about it. “Maybe…a little peek wouldn’t hurt.”

“That’s the spirit,” Kaveh says, taking up the knife to return to his peeling of fruit. “I’ll be here. Do you want more fruit?”

“So will I,” Nahida says, “Sort of. We can keep talking. I can do both at the same time. Yes. More fruit please.” She holds her hand out. “Rambutan me.”

-

Nahida’s consciousness splits, like veins on a leaf. Part of her is in her physical body. She is sitting with Kaveh on the floor of his and Al-Haitham’s living room eating rambutans. Her short legs are stretched out underneath the long, low table. The air smells of Al-Haitham’s favored jasmine incense that burns in the brazier. Kaveh cuts the fruits open next to her and they are talking about chess tournaments.

And another part of her is driving over Sumeru City, pulled towards the minds she’s come to know better than most. Nahida, through the Akasha’s data files, knows everyone and everything in Sumeru. But these are the minds that she actually knows for herself.

She drifts to the theater, the glows of the lamps along the streets reminding her of fireflies. The night is quite young and the crowds of people are thick. All of the seating areas are jammed full of people bringing over dishes from food stalls on the surface level and the larger underground market beneath Sumeru. People move like petals in a stream. They clump and unclamp in giant mis-mashes. Nahida could stretch herself out over Sumeru and watch this for ages. 

If Nahida could smell like this she knows she’d be cross-eyed by the dozens upon dozens of smells turning her around and around like a top.

If Nahida could touch, she imagines she would be soaking in the warmth of the lamps, the cooking fires, and the crowds. She imagines that all of that warmth of life would create a rising layer of heat like skin. Sumeru City, alive and hot and pulsing in the night.

Nahida eases herself into the theater near some of the tree roots that the theater is built on and cradled by. The Traveler turns their head to look at her — that one’s really too keen for their own good! — and Nahida quickly hides herself away.

Nahida listens to the tone of the atmosphere first, instead of words. Everyone sounds relaxed. Nahida watches, condensing this fraction of her consciousness down into something more focused. She makes it Nahida-shaped, although still invisible. She eases out of the brush to take a closer look.

The Traveler turns and sees her once more. Nahida gives a mental shrug and waves them over to talk to her. She’ll not be getting much in the way of unnoticed observation done if she can’t be unnoticed after all!

-

Nahida stays long enough to give what she hopes comes across is her genuine thanks. She wants the Traveler to be able to enjoy the party, too, after all. And despite the warm welcome given, Nahida doesn’t want to linger as a mental projection. It’s enough for her to have talked to everyone a little bit.

Before Nahida leaves the Traveler, Nilou takes them aside.

“I’m sorry that I didn’t invite you,” Sweet Nilou says, expression contrite. “I. Um. I wasn’t sure how to get an invitation to you. Or if you would want to come.”

“If you send an invitation to me I would answer it,” Nahida says. “Don’t forget, Nilou. You and I have known each other since even before this entire mess. You danced for me, Nilou. You cared for me. You celebrated me when everyone else was content with letting me fade away.”

Nilou’s cheeks flush and she raises her hands to cover them. “It’s…well. It’s all a little embarrassing when you say it like that, Lord Kusanali. I hope I didn’t offend you.”

“You didn’t,” Nahida promises.

“You’re always welcome here,” Nilou says, meeting Nahida through the Traveler with deep and earnest sincerity. “Consider it a standing invitation. Even if there’s no events or parties or anything going on — if you want to come just come. And if I did want to send an invitation — um. Where would I send that to?”

“Send it to Al-Haitham,” Nahida says. “He sorts my mail for me.”

“Is that part of his job?” Nilou asks, blinking curiously.

Honestly Nahida has no idea what is and isn’t part of his job. She’s a little afraid to ask at this point. 

“Honestly, I don’t remember telling him to start. So I don’t think I can tell him to stop,” Nahida admits. The only person capable of telling Al-Haitham to stop is probably Kaveh. And even that, from what Nahida has seen so far, is incredibly iffy. “If you write to me Nilou, I’ll reply. If you want to talk to me, I’ll be there to listen. That hasn’t changed.”

Nilou smiles with relief. “I’m glad of it then, my lord.”

Nahida hesitates. And then, gathering her courage, she asks — “Nilou. If I wanted to come by when there was an event or a performance, would it be alright?”

“Of course. We don’t bar people from our performances,” Nilou’s smile turns into a confused frown. “Anyone who wants to can come see us here. The only real limit is seating and tickets. But if there was something you wanted to see you could let me know and I’d reserve seats for you.”

“Oh.”

Nilou’s eyebrows raise. “Lord Kusanali — did you think you were unwelcome here?”

“Not unwelcome, exactly.” Nahida doesn’t know how to phrase this delicately. “It’s just that…you see. I was under the impression that you didn’t want me to see you performing.”

“What?”

“Once, a long time ago, I asked you if you would like it if I came to see you in person. You most likely don’t remember. It was years ago and I was using the voice of another. It’s not important. I’m glad to know I’m welcome now, though.”

“Wait, wait — “ Nilou holds her hands up, reaching out for the Traveler and then deciding against it last minute. “You thought you weren’t welcome here?” Nilou’s eyes are wide and sad. 

This was a terrible idea.

“I’ve really gone and put my foot in it,” Nahida says, trying to aim for light and joking. But Nilou still looks upset. Nahida, through the Traveler, reaches out and gently touches the back of Nilou’s hand. “Don’t look so glum about it. It’s not that I thought that I was unwelcome. You just seemed uncomfortable. And I would never want to make you uncomfortable Nilou. That’s all.”

Nilou’s hands clasp the Traveler’s.

“It’s not that!” She protests, face flushing. But brave Nilou rallies and continues on. “It’s — I do love you, did you know? You are my god. I love you. How could I not? You’ve been there for me through everything. You’ve listened to my prayers and you’ve given me comfort and guidance. My dances and performances are largely dedicated to you because so many of them are about you and your stories. And it’s one thing to dance thinking about you, but — you know, most people never consider that their god, their inspiration, might be someone they actually meet. I never thought about it. That sort of thing doesn’t happen to people like me.”

“People like you?”

Nilou looks down at her hands, at the Traveler’s hands, and then turns to look over at the rest of the party. Her mouth and eyes curve into a soft smile.

“People like me,” she repeats softly. “Common people. Regular people. People who aren’t famous. People who don’t have a lot of money to their name or an important job or a long family history or anything like that. People like me. Maybe it’s different for people like them. Like the General Mahamatra or the Traveler. But to me — how could I ever dream of being good enough to meet God? Of being good enough for God to want to meet me? I’m not special.”

“You are special,” Nahida says to Nilou, putting every bit of godly authority she has into it. “Nilou. You are so special to me. Of course I thought of meeting you someday. You’re the star of the Grand Bazaar and the theater. Who wouldn’t want to meet you?”

“You are the Archon of Sumeru, Lord Kusanali,” Nilou says, “How could I have ever thought I would be good enough to meet you?”

Oh Nilou! Brave Nilou, sweet Nilou, gentle Nilou — Nilou with the soul as true as a sword and heart as clear as water.

“Did you think I would find you wanting?”

“You are God.” Nilou lowers her eyes. “In the mind of someone simple like me, how could I ever be good enough?”

“And am I that sort of god in your eyes? Is that the god that I am, Nilou? The kind of god that would look upon someone who works hard, who puts their heart into what they do, and does their absolute best and criticizes them for it?”

“No,” Nilou whispers. “But I can’t help but be a little anxious. I can’t help it. I think this is the closest to stage fright I ever come — thinking about you seeing me perform your dances. I know I have the skills. I know that I’ve put in the time and the work. I know I’m good. I know that among all of the dancers of Sumeru I’m just as good as the ones older than me by years and I am just as good as the younger ones bringing in new styles. But I still get scared when I think of you actually there and watching. What if I miss a beat? What if I don’t hit my mark? What if I make a mistake? I think about the god I dance for watching me and suddenly I’m afraid it isn’t good enough at all.”

“Oh Nilou,” Nahida sighs. “I wish you wouldn’t feel that way. But I understand what it feels to worry about being good enough. Would it make you feel better or worse to know that I’ve watched you dance and perform several times through the eyes of others?”

Nilou blinks at her.

“Um. Both at the same time. You know what it feels like to worry about being good enough?” Nilou’s brows furrow. “But — you’re Lord Kusanali.”

“Lord Kusanali lost her memory and was locked in a chamber for five hundred years. And Sumeru was content to let her be,” Nahida reminds Nilou as kindly as she can. “I do not remember what it was like to be Lord Kusanali and all that it entails. I worry, Nilou. I owe the people of Sumeru so much. I worry that all of you will look at me and find me wanting.”

Nilou looks just as baffled as Nahida feels about Nilou thinking Nahida could ever be disappointed in her.

“But it’s different now, isn’t it? You’d be alright with me coming to see you dance? As myself?”

“Yes,” Nilou says, with a shy nod. “I…I suppose. I mean. I also didn’t think I would ever speak to you. And I think I’m doing just fine at it. I hope. So yes. If you came to watch me during a performance, I think I might be alright. Honestly, I’m trying very hard not to think too much on it. Lord Kusanali coming to watch me dance in person. Oh boy. The rest of the troupe would faint away.”

“I wouldn’t want that. I wouldn’t want anyone to make a fuss on my account.” Nahida pauses, turning an idea over in her head. “Maybe — Maybe don’t think of it as Lord Kusanali coming to watch. Maybe just think of me as Nahida. The person you’re talking to right now. And maybe it won’t be so scary.”

“What?”

“I mean — don’t think of me as Lord Kusanali. Think of me as Nahida. A — a friend? It isn’t so scary, performing for a friend, right? Compared to a god?”

Nilou frowns in thought. She looks at her hands which are holding the Traveler’s. And she nods slowly.

“No. I don’t get scared when I perform for my friends. I — I suppose I could try that. It’s just. It’s going to take some getting used to. Thinking of you as my friend before my god. You’re you, after all. I — I have hard time picturing Lord Kusanali, Archon of Sumeru, wanting to be my friend.”

“Nahida, just Nahida. Nahida wants to be your friend.” Nahida, through the Traveler, squeezes Nilou’s fingertips. “But only if you’re alright with that.”

Nilou, now, smiles. She’s got such a lovely smile. Nahida’s always a little dazzled by it. When Nilou smiles it feels like she smiles just for you and means it. And she does, which is the most spectacular thing about it. She really does mean it. Every time.

“I think I can be.”

Nahida smiles through the Traveler. “Then the next time we meet, Nilou, I hope it will be in person. And as friends, I’ll be expecting you to call me Nahida.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          This fic all started because I wanted to write the lines “is that god you’ve got next to you”. That’s just how my mind works. For this one line I had to write a full fledged multi-chapter fic. Ridiculous.

Next up: Gandharva Ville

        




3. Chapter 3

Summary for the Chapter:
            Soon enough Al-Haitham and the General Mahamatra break away from the rest of the staff to join her in standing next to the carriage.

Al-Haitham looks at it and then at the general. “Tell me that this was inspected for structural damage before it was hitched.”

“Did you think I would have it out here if it wasn’t suitable?” The General Mahamatra frowns up at Al-Haitham. “Did you expect me to put Lord Kusanali on a horse?”

They both glance down to her.

The general amends — “A pony?”

          


    
    It hits her, suddenly and without any sort of warning, all at once. 

The Matra ahead of them open the doors to the side entrance of the main lecture hall they’ve commandeered for Nahida to make her first formal address to the Akademiya’s remaining senior staff, including members of the Mahamatra and the Matra. 

The echoing chatter spills out through the doors like a wave and hits her. Nahida’s footsteps stutter to a stop and her eyes almost go crossed as the sound comes at her like solid thing. It’s not even very much sound, Nahida knows that. The scholars of Sumeru are only ever loud when challenged. And as much as Nahida’s begun to get the ball rolling on several challenging projects, it’s not quite the same. 

It’s the echo, Nahida thinks. Possibly. It’s the echo of the voices overlapping each other and the way the building is built — designed to enhance the acoustics of speakers both from the stage and audience to facilitate debates and larger discussions. Nahida hears and feels against her mind a sudden rise in noise. She hears the overlapping cadences of several voices at once and her brain scrambles to separate them out and understand the noise as something comprehensible. Something real. Real sounds made by real people — words, actual words and not the strange background concoctions the brain makes to fill the silence of a dream.

After the noise is the actual visual. Or lack thereof.

This door leads backstage. Nahida cannot see the full lecture hall, only a fraction of it. The edge of the tall raised platform is lined with lights — candles with reflecting cups shielding them and focusing the light towards the stage. It causes the rest of the hall to be darker in comparison and Nahida’s eyes slam shut against the sudden flare of brilliant flame.

On the backs of her eyes she sees the brilliant flares against darkness. And she hears, a still living susurrus, like steam, pressing against every part of her. Faceless murmurations. The darkness is its face. There are people out there, there must be, but Nahida cannot parse them. 

It is just the light. The darkness. The echo. And Nahida.

Something curls itself up in her throat, making an unwanted home there. Nahida inhales deep to try and swallow it down or at least get the breath to cough it out. But the breath gets trapped too. Nahida’s stomach flutters.

She cracks her eyes open again and the candle flares are so bright she feels herself recoiling further. It seems — like it’s getting bigger? It isn’t. She knows it isn’t. If it were getting bigger then the stage would be on fire and the General Mahamatra definitely would do something. It’s some trick of the mind. Nahida knows all about those. But which one is this one?

The lights seem to mock her, haloing and overlapping and taunting the darkness to get deeper. Louder. Thundering instead of a wave. The darkness seems to reach over the lights. Nahida gasps and the air seems to slap against her mind and scatter all of her thoughts like sand.

Nahida rocks backwards on her heels, momentarily blinded by the lights, the darkness, the air that gets stuck at the back of her mouth.

Hands close in over her ears, pinning them back to the sides of her head as fingers press down on the cartilage at the front, muffling but not quite blocking out the sound. Nahida is being pulled back by those hands, turned by them so that she faces away. Nahida blinks, the world moving with her in quick flashes. The General Mahamatra moves to stand in front of her, his hands coming up to frame the sides of her face, palms cupping at her eyes to focus her attention on him. He kneels to frame the face of his palms so that all she sees his him. 

Nahida can hear the sound of her heart and above her, behind her, muffled but still a little audible like she’s underwater, Al-Haitham speaking.

She feels more than she hears the doors close. Al-Haitham slowly removes his hands from her ears, stepping away from her.

Silence. Except for the pound of Nahida’s heart. It feels so strong and loud that it must be audible to everyone else. Nahida puts her hands over her chest like that could muffle it.

The General Mahamatra’s eyes are full of open concern, though his face remains collected.

“My lord,” he says quietly, the two words containing a wealth of questions Nahida isn’t sure how to answer.

She doesn’t know quite what happened either.

“It — surprised me?” Nahida tries to explain. “I think I’ll be quite alright. I just wasn’t ready.”

The general’s eyes flick away from her to a point far above her head. Al-Haitham, probably.

“We knew she had issues with sensory overload,” Al-Haitham points out. 

“I’ve been getting better though,” Nahida protests, moving to turn out of the general’s hands. His rough and weathered palms fall away. Her vision expands once more. “You’ve taken me out. You and Kaveh both. I go to and from the Akademiya every day. We go to the market. I can even walk with you now. There’s a lot more people at the market than in that room.”

“But everyone in the market and on the street isn’t looking directly at you and expecting you to do something. Most of them wouldn’t even recognize you.”

“Stage fright?” The general suggests. Nahida turns back to him to gape.

“A possible mix of stage fright and sensory overload,” Al-Haitham agrees. “We didn’t consider this. It’s her first time addressing a crowd specifically gathered for her in an enclosed space.”

“Gods don’t get stage fright,” Nahida says.

“Proof?” Al-Haitham asks.

Nahida turns back to him to glare. He just raises a brow at her, arms crossed.

“If you’re going to say something like that in the nation of scholars you should expect someone to reply with a request for evidence.” His eyes slide away from her towards the general. “Sounds travels differently in the open, and while public spaces and crowds generally host more people, there’s a certain anonymity inherent to being in them.”

“Should we move venues? A larger hall?” The general asks, half to himself, brows drawn downward as he thinks. “We can reduce the members in attendance. Restrict it to upper ranks and have them give the main points to those under them. Or schedule multiple smaller speech sessions? ”

“There’s no time for multiple smaller sessions and you know half of those in attendance would take offense to whenever they get scheduled even if we did it by random assignment. We could reschedule the speech. Perhaps have it sent out through pamphlet form instead,” Al-Haitham suggests. “The speech was already written, we can have it run to the press and distributed by the afternoon. Honestly that might have been more efficient.”

“Wait!” Nahida says, and both of them look at her with similar frowns. “It’s fine. I was just surprised. You’re make a big deal out of this. I can handle it.”

The General Mahamatra and Al-Haitham look at each other, sharing an exchange of language that Nahida does not have a key to, and then back at Nahida. For two people who claim to be very different from each other and certainly come from very different backgrounds they sure do look the same like this. Nahida wonders if pointing this out would be a good distraction or not.

Well. She did want them to get along, right?

This is what the phrase “be careful what you wish for” was meant to apply to. Good to know even gods are not exempt.

“I can,” Nahida insists and tries not to sound like a child. Nahida tries to sound like God. Like an Archon. Like Sumeru’s leader.

The two men turn to look at each other in another completely silent exchange in the eyes, neither moving a single muscle.

Al-Haitham breaks away first, striding towards the door and pushing it open.

The noise resumes and Nahida, before she can stop it, feels her throat close up with a squeak.

“Ignore that,” Nahida commands.

Al-Haitham looks over Nahida’s head towards the General Mahamatra, eyebrow raising.

“That was an order,” Nahida clarifies, in case they didn’t hear the imperative tone. They might not have. Nahida’s not very well practiced in using it. 

Al-Haitham tips his chin forward and at some unseen signal from the general behind her he nods. He then slips through the door, closing it behind himself.

“What’s he doing?” Nahida turns to the general. “General Mahamatra, what is the Scribe doing?”

“He’s going to thin the crowd,” he says. “And then he’s going to have the stage lights extinguished and the hall lights amplified.”

Nahida frowns, looking from the general to the closed doors. “He doesn’t have to do that.”

“A full address to the Akademiya is not needed at this point,” the general says. “It can be delayed. And the Scribe was right. The speech can be distributed in written form.”

“The point of a speech is to be heard. The point of all of this is so that they see me and know me,” Nahida frowns, hands opening and closing at her sides. If she goes in there right now what would she do? Undermine Al-Haitham? The man who’s basically been juggling the entire Akademiya for her as the main point of contact? 

“There’s time,” the General Mahamatra says, voice low and careful. “There will be time.”

But what about now? Nahida does not ask this out loud. It would sound petulant no matter how she tries to cut it. Does something sounding petulant make it less true? Sumeru needs her now. The Akademiya needs her now. Nahida needs to do these things now because she’s spent the past five hundred doing nothing at all. How long can the world be expected to wait for her? And what a silly thing to make it wait for! Just because Nahida got a little startled by the lights and the sounds? 

What was she even startled by them for? Nahida’s bartered with the Lord Second of the Fatui by herself. She’s gone up against a man-made god with a stolen gnosis. Nahida, apparently, went through an entire cataclysmic event and lost all her memories. What’s she got to be afraid of from some candles and a room of less than a hundred people an eye blink of her age?

The candles, the darkness, the whispers, flow through and under the thoughts of her mind and melt the questions hollow, leaving behind the same feeling of raised heartbeat and prickling cold-hot skin. Nahida’s stomach turns over itself. It shouldn’t be able to do that. Nahida resists the urge to look down at herself. Stomachs don’t turn over. Not normally. 

Wait. Is it different for Nahida?

Do gods have different biologies? Maybe Morax and Barbatos did. The Goddess of Flowers was a seelie, were there any records of seelie biology about? She can’t be too sure about the others. But Nahida’s fairly certain she doesn’t. Who would she even ask? Would the Akasha network have anything on that?

Do gods get sick? How would Nahida know if she’s sick? Nahida feels the worry begin to pick up again, but before she can choose to chase that thought or hurry it off, the door opens again and Al-Haitham nods at her.

Nahida doesn’t know what Al-Haitham said to everyone because it’s dead quiet and there’s only about twenty or so people left, all of them clustered in a neat almost circle in the first few rows of seats. The lights are turned up so Nahida can see the entire empty lecture hall. Nahida recognizes several of the faces — Mahamata and Matra ranks who’ve been working with Al-Haitham and the General Mahamatra in close proximity to Nahida for the past several days. She even recognizes the ones from the Akademiya in general as ones who’ve sat in on the meetings with the Darshans and various other Akademiya boards.

Nahida feels a little silly standing at the podium to deliver her speech to this handful. But it feels like she’s talking to them during their briefing sessions. Al-Haitham stands somewhere to the back and left of her, and the General Mahamatra at her back right. They could be in the Grand Sage’s office or one of the rooms that’s been requisitioned for meetings and planning.

Nahida’s voice echoes in the hall and her first few words are shaky and a little rushed. But she soon finds her flow and her confidence, and she delivers her speech on the directions she wants Sumeru to try and reach, together. Nahida speaks of the tree that represents their nation and how they’ve spent so long looking upwards that they’ve forgotten to tend to the roots, the trunk, the branches. Nahida speaks of the things she’s seen in dreams. She speaks of dreaming in general.

And she hopes that someone, at least one of them here, listens.

-

Al-Haitham takes a copy of Nahida’s speech to the rooms shared by the Kshahrewar, Vahumana, and Haravatat for the use of presses and copy machines to have it printed and handed out to the rest of the Akademiya and its offshoot campuses through the Mahamata.

The General Mahamatra takes Nahida back towards the Grand Sage’s office. The speech, she thinks, went well, although it wasn’t towards the people — the full amount of people — she meant to give it to. It would have meant more if they could hear it, she thinks. There are things that must be said, heard, not read. There are things that people need to hear you say yourself in order for them to understand its importance.

Perhaps sensing her mood, the general dismisses the greater number of their retinue, leaving the two of them alone.

“The speech was well written,” he says quietly, “And sincerely delivered.”

“But it didn’t reach the intended audience,” Nahida protests. “Those people already knew what I wanted for Sumeru. They know what the current plans and goals are. We’re about to meet half of them to talk about discussing rehabilitation programs for Akasha withdrawal in an hour. The people who needed to hear that speech were the people I’ve not met before.”

“And they will get the message.”

“It should have come from me directly.”

“Did you not pen the word?”

“It’s not the same.” Nahida turns to look at him. “You both should have let me go on as it was. I was just shocked for a minute. I would have gotten over it.” Probably. The only way out, sometimes, is through, or so they say.

The general dips his head but he doesn’t apologize or say anything else.

“I know you both mean well.” The General Mahamatra more than Al-Haitham, maybe. “But you don’t need to treat me like a child. I know I look like one and in a great many ways I am one. But I am also this nation’s Archon, their lord. These are things that I have to do for them, for us. I appreciate the care shown to me. But I cannot be coddled.”

“I apologize if that’s how it comes off as. We are not coddling you. You simply cannot give what you are not ready for,” the general replies. “Forgive the impertinence, but from our side you looked like you were going to faint. Both times the doors opened.”

Oh boy, was it that bad? Nahida thought that this sort of thing is supposed feel worse than they look. Nahida doesn’t think it felt like she was going to faint. Granted it felt like a lot of different things and Nahida’s never felt the feeling of fainting before. So maybe she isn’t so good a judge on that kind of thing.

“I would have gotten over it.”

“There is credit due to those who face that which is uncomfortable to them head on,” the general concedes, “But there are some situations where it would be more prudent to work around rather than through.”

“I won’t run from my duties.”

“It is not running to change the situation to suit your capabilities. Every warrior knows to use the terrain to their advantage. Every scholar is taught to seek out the facts and information that would support their argument the best.”

“You make it sound so nice, general. I wonder if that’s what the rest of them will see it as. Will the average person of Sumeru think kindly on me for hiding during the time they need to see me with them most?”

“The average person is mean.”

Nahida turns to look at him. Part of her does want to giggle. It wants to laugh very much. The General Mahamatra has a truly under appreciated talent for jokes.

At the same time —

“Being incredibly funny won’t always save you from me,” she warns him. She hopes she comes across as stern. She supposes that it must be very hard for people to be stern with the General Mahamatra himself. Joking aside, he seems like the very picture of sternness.

The general dips his head to her.

Nahida and the General Mahamatra finish the walk to the Grand Sage’s office in silence.

-

Nahida insists upon calling a few more gatherings to give smaller speeches to over the next few days. Al-Haitham and the General Mahamatra say nothing about it one way or another. Nahida thinks her speeches — which she tailors for the different groups — land well. Perhaps having smaller sessions of talks with more tailored groups of people was a clever move. Nahida can speak to the specifics of each of them, targeting their interests and adjusting her language to suit their frames of mind. 

But Nahida’s mind keeps returning to that moment. The moment when those doors opened and the sound crashed upon her — despite the softness of tone and volume — like an avalanche and rattled her bones all the way down to the marrow. That moment when her skin was hot and cold and clammy (more proof that things from the sea aren’t good for you, no one ever thinks being clammy or fishy or crabby or a shrimp is a positive thing, do they?) and suddenly weirdly present. Nahida’s mind revisits this moment in stillness, in movement.

It catches her off guard, just like that first exposure. Nahida will be carefully writing out some ideas on a topic she wants to discuss further in a meeting and suddenly — Bam! The back of her neck prickles and she thinks of the menacing flare of the candles with their halos of light and her throat starts to close. Or she’ll be browsing through Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s books and her hand will suddenly curl up like a little claw because she’ll remember the pound of her heart in her palms and her chest and her mouth will run dry. Nahida stays awake with that moment mocking her.

One of her first public — semi-public at least — actions as Lord Kusanali of Sumeru falling apart just like that. Some part of her wants to confront Al-Haitham and the General Mahamatra. Why did you do that? Why did you stop me? Why did you ignore my order? I thought you were on my side.

But another part is so relieved that they did. That they eased the fear as much as they were able without fully taking her chance away. And there is part of her that is so very ashamed of that relief.

It’s a lot of complicated feelings to be felt all at once for one moment of time that was less than five minutes altogether. Nahida has other things to worry about, to think about.

But her mind goes back to that moment.

Failure, the darkness whispers. Failure. Failure. You’ve disappointed them. You’ve shown them why the Sages from five hundred years ago put you away. You’ve shown them why all the Sages since did not let you out. You’ll be going back soon. This is where it ends. Was it good?

Nahida tries to shake those thoughts free.

She really does try.

But since when did trying to anything good for you?

-

“I depart for Gandharva Ville in two days time,” the general reports to her, “Are you sure you don’t want me to collect the former sages posted there for a more…punitive measures?”

“This is a Sumeru about second chances and new starts,” she says, “So yes. I’m quite sure. I appreciate you asking though.”

The general does his best not to look too visibly disappointed. Perhaps he succeeds in other eyes, but Nahida spots the slight pinch at the corners of his eyes and mouth. She thinks that she notices because she’s gotten used to watching him, looking to him.

“I think I’ll go with you,” Nahida says, surprising herself and both the general and Al-Haitham. The General Mahamatra tips his head to the side, hands folded behind his back before he quickly glances to Al-Haitham. And because, maybe, Nahida is feeling a little bit mean about Al-Haitham’s more active role in interfering with the speech from a few days ago, she says, “Al-Haitham can handle matters while I’m away.”

Al-Haitham, out of the corner of Nahida’s eye, goes perfectly still before exhaling quietly and resuming his transcription work.

Nahida feels a need to put reason to this sudden request. Thankfully reasons are quite abundant.

“I want to make sure the recovering Eleazar patients are alright. And I should check on the Withering Zones that are still remaining,” she says. “And while I have no intention of speaking to the Sages we had sent there to meditate on their wrongs, I do want to make sure that the Sages of the Amurta and Vahumana are recovering well. I’m sure that they are under the watch of your General Watch-leader, but I think we’re all learning about how we need to verify things with our own eyes, yes?”

The General Mahamatra coughs, eyes flicking down and to the side. He mutters — “He’s not my General Watch-leader.” And then he clears his throat and raises his voice. “As you wish. I will send a messenger ahead today to alert Forest Watcher Tighnari that you will be coming.”

“Thank you, General Mahamatra. I understand it is short notice. Please make sure that they don’t go to any extra trouble. I’m not going to be there for fun, after all.”

The General Mahamatra nods, pressing a hand to his heart as he bows.

“I will make the arrangements.”

-

Now, maybe Nahida should have thought this through. Because most of her travel has been done through the powers of her mind, Nahida has never had to physically transport her body anywhere farther than Al-Haitham’s house at the edge of the residential areas of Sumeru City before.

Somehow, when Nahida envisioned going to Gandharva Ville she thought they’d just be there. Nahida can use the teleport points after all. But she did not account for the large caravan of supplies. And that is a little funny because Nahida did sign off on all of this and she was even insistent upon some of it being added onto the original supply request the Forest Watchers had sent in.

There’s a carriage. Nahida has dreamed being inside of a carriage. Nahida has dreamed being on top of a carriage. Nahida has even dreamed about pulling a carriage.

But she didn’t think she would ever actually get inside of one.

She stares at it. And then at the horses in front of it, and then back towards Al-Haitham, flanked by a veritable swarm of Mahamata, and the General Mahamatra who are discussing last minute plans and contingencies. 

Soon enough Al-Haitham and the General Mahamatra break away from the rest of the staff to join her in standing next to the carriage.

Al-Haitham looks at it and then at the general. “Tell me that this was inspected for structural damage before it was hitched.”

“Did you think I would have it out here if it wasn’t suitable?” The General Mahamatra frowns up at Al-Haitham. “Did you expect me to put Lord Kusanali on a horse?”

They both glance down to her.

The general amends — “A pony?”

“I would love to ride a horse or a pony,” Nahida says. “I imagine that a horse or pony would much rather have me sitting on their back than have to drag behind a carriage. I could be wrong, I haven’t had a chance to ask those horses.”

“If you learn how to take a fall I’ll get you horse riding lessons,” Al-Haitham says to her. 

The General Mahamatra closes his eyes and breathes in deep. This reminds Nahida very much of Kaveh. She wonders who learned that from who. She knows that the general and Kaveh are friends. Or maybe it’s just something a person picks up from being around Al-Haitham.

“That sounds fair,” Nahida says and then beckons Al-Haitham down so she can whisper to him. “I think that the representatives from the Akademiya will try something funny with the budget while I’m away. They’ll be picking at things they consider low priority and things that they think you’ll be amiable to. Do me a favor and be particularly nasty to them, won’t you? If they try anything to the art budget make them cry.”

Al-Haitham hums lowly, nodding as he straightens up again with a bright shine in his eyes. Nahida doesn’t know why people think Al-Haitham is so complex. He really just likes to do what he pleases and have fun while doing it. Nahida can appreciate that sort of free spirit. Well. Sometimes. He has his moments of frustration.

Nahida turns and climbs into the waiting doors of the carriage and immediately sneezes.

“Where did you excavate this from?” Al-Haitham asks the general.

“Confiscated goods,” the general replies. 

“The Sages had a carriage.”

“Do you want to guess if it was better or worse than the Grand Sage’s chair?” The General Mahamatra crosses his arms with a shake of his head. “I’d rather not have the Lord Kusanali sitting in a giant target that requires eight horses to pull while she rattles around in it.”

Nahida flops down onto a padded bench, pressing her hands to the worn fabric.

“It’s nice,” she says, climbing onto the bench to turn around and look out the back window lattice. “It’s excellent craftsmanship.”

Al-Haitham sighs. “Safe travels.”

He walks off, ushering with him all of the Mahamata officials like a flock of birds.

The general closes and secures the carriage door then moves to stand by the window closest to Nahida.

“We will be taking the private back roads the Akademiya uses for cargo out of the city. There will be a portion of the road that is semi-open to the public. When we get close to that point I will ask you to close the window lattice and the curtains, and once we are on the open road I will let you know once it is safe to open them again. For most of the trip I will be riding alongside you,” he tells her, “Although I may ride to different portions of the caravan to check on others. If you have need of me, call, and I will return to you. We should arrive at Gandharva Ville by late afternoon to early evening if we keep a steady pace with no obstacles. We will break twice along the way. If you feel ill breathe the fresh air from the window and tell me. We can stop for you to rest.”

“I’ll be fine,” Nahida assures him. “Do what you must.”

The General Mahamatra nods moving away and out of view.

Nahida settles back to wait. She runs her hands over the seats again. She turns to examine the carving of the window lattices which have little rose flower details cleverly carved into them. They might have been painted white once, but time has dulled the paint quite a bit. There are drapes as well, pinned back with an old gold tasseled cord. Nahida lightly tugs on the tassel. It’s soft. She runs her finger through it. It tickles.

Nahida could lose herself in just that. The tassel. The wooden roses. The soft give of the cushion underneath her.

There’s sounds from up ahead, Nahida looks up, even though she knows she won’t see anything. Nahida hears the sound of hoof beats approaching. She kneels up on the bench of the carriage and pushes the lattice further to the side so she can put her head out. The General Mahamatra approaches astride a horse. He pulls the horse up aside the carriage, deftly turning around so both he and the horse face the front of the caravan train. He leans over towards her, hooking his fingers into the wooden lattice.

“Sit back, Lord Kusanali,” he says, “We’ll be moving out. The wagons ahead of us just began to move. You might hurt yourself getting used to the movement of the carriage.”

This is very reasonable. Nahida sits back and the general half-closes the shutter before straightening up in the saddle.

Moments later the man says, “Brace yourself.”

And the carriage lurches into motion. Thanks to his warning Nahida had reached out to grip at the window ledge. She still jerks forward a little. The carriage comes alive with sound — the wheels, the horses ahead, the odd creak of the frame here and there. Nahida looks all around herself, surprised at how this place is made new with motion. 

What a gift that Sumeru’s paths are smoothly paved. Nahida can’t imagine what this would be like on cobblestone. 

Nahida spends a few minutes getting used to the feeling of the carriage moving before turning to look out the window once more. The world moves by quickly, much more quickly than Nahida is used to. Her eyes leap from one point to another and another. Objects in the distance — trees, building tops, even the great mushroom forests on the far horizon — seem oddly still in comparison to everything in the foreground.

Nahida folds her arm on the window’s edge and rests her chin upon them as she gapes at the world moving past. The jostle and rock of the carriage becomes steady and expected. The sound of the wheels and the horses, at first loud and a little worrisome to Nahida’s inexperienced ears, blend into the background. It’s a little soothing in a way.

She focuses on the world outside as it moves. As the general said, he keeps his horse going at slow trot close by to the carriage. Nahida watches around him, past him, as they move through the hidden pathways of Sumeru City as it wakes. Nahdia listens to the sounds of the city changing, moving, as they are moving. This is a part of the city Nahida does not know.

The road is lined mostly by storage buildings of the Akademiya — Spantamad and Kshahrewar primarily. Although she’s sure that a lot of these warehouses are for the generalized use of the Akademiya as a whole. Nahida tries to guess what’s inside based on shipment orders and details she’s seen. A few people are out and about. Nahida waves to them if they spot her. Most don’t react in time to wave back. She doesn’t mind it.

Soon the sounds of Sumeru City get louder by quite a lot — more carts, chatter, hoof beats, criers, the sounds of people in all of their varying volume and timbre. Nahida turns to look but the carriage is towards the back of the caravan so she cannot yet see what is ahead of them.

The general brings his horse closer to the carriage. Nahida sits back and moves the lattice in place.

“Can’t I keep the curtain back?” She asks, pausing with her hand on the little tassel. 

The general thinks it over before nodding, and then saying, “Yes.”

Nahida sits with her face close to the lattice, excited as the sounds and colors and even the feeling of the wheels moving change. The pace of the carriage slows and then stops.

“We must wait for space on the road to enter,” the general explains to her, “There is another caravan that is moving into the city through this road.”

“Can only one move at a time?”

“For the portion of the street dedicated to large caravans, only one can move in and one can move out at the same time. Pedestrians and smaller groups have other portions of the street to use freely,” the general explains. “But the street would be too tight to pass if both ours and the other caravan went through at the same time. And with the current situation, it would be better for the Akademiya to cede and allow others to move first.”

Nahida nods, trying to peer through the lattice to see more.

Soon enough they begin to slowly move again. And the closer they get the louder it gets. Nahida can smell, stronger, the smell of bodies — cows, horses, other livestock, people — and the smell of goods like grains and flour and flowers.

Nahida understands why the general had her close the lattice and originally wanted her to close the curtains once the carriage fully enters the public section of the road. It’s like they’ve dived into a sea of sounds. The Matra and Corps of Thirty with them encourage a little bit of space when they’re able, but this area is alive with movement.

If Nahida opened the lattice and reached out, she could touch the shoulders of people passing — or she would if the General Mahamatra hadn’t positioned his horse right next to the window. With the horse in the way, Nahida isn’t able to see as much. She supposes she could  move to another part of the carriage and look out a different window. 

She pushes up onto her knees, twisting about to look out the back window, pushing the curtain aside a little. There’s more wagons behind the carriage carrying supplies of grain and fabric and other items that the Forest Watchers and doctors stationed at Gandharva Ville had asked for. But from the back window Nahida can see a wider view of the street. Nahida sees a cart full of chicken cages rattling down one side. And walking in a group coming in the same direction as the caravan, several women with baskets of overflowing flowers on their heads and their hips with long trails of flowers woven into strings hanging off of each basket. Nahida sees and smells the perfume of the flowers along with the smell of animals. Nahida picks at the fabric of the cushions and her eyes flicker all around.

Nahida spots a man with a great yoke on his neck and large metal canisters hanging off each side, trundling along. Nahida hears the sound of people yelling out to make room, to advertise their wares, to greet each other as they pass. 

She closes her eyes and listens. The rustle of feathers, the honk of geese, the lowing of cattle, , doves and pigeons cooing as they burst into motion, squawking of fowl, fabric in all of its permutations around bodies, the clip of hooves, the ring of bells, the jingle of mora and metal, the rattle and creak of wheels as people and goods move. With her eyes it seems as though every sound is even further magnified. But it isn’t overwhelming. Is it because she’s in the carriage? Seen but not seen?

Nahida breathes in deep and the warm mix of the smells of a life being lived fills her mouth, her lungs, her heart and her mind. Nahida breathes and she tastes the colors of Sumeru’s morning as its heart of commerce and trade begins to move the people and goods like blood through arteries. Liyue may be the birthplace of commerce and Fontaine may be the nation of the hydro Archon, but Sumeru is a country that flows. In Sumeru they are all moving parts. They are the root. The trunk. The branch. The leaf. The flower. The fruit. The seed. They are all of these things at once together. They are the country of growth. 

Nahida breathes and she tastes and she listens and lets the rocking of the carriage slip her into a state of not-waking, not-dreaming. Nahida feels the part of her that is more dream, more god, than body. She feels it coaxed to the surface of herself as her body is lulled into a strange sense of not-here, not-there. But she stays. She keeps herself close. No need to go far.

It is enough to be surrounded in the sounds of living.

-

By the time the caravan arrives in Gandharva Ville Nahida has napped quite a bit and she’s excited to get out of the carriage. After they left Sumeru City Nahida had opened all of the window lattices and shamelessly leaned her head out of the windows to drink in every single part of the world she could see. The general left her to it, falling behind to check on those behind them or riding ahead to check on those ahead in the caravan at turns but never staying away from her side for too long.

Nahida reached her arms out of the windows just to feel the movement of the air through her fingers, over her skin. She closed her eyes towards the sky to soak in the sun. Nahida lay down upon the bench of the carriage and napped with the sounds of birds and horses and wheels and chatter blanketing her likes mist. 

(So this makes a grand total of four things she’s ever slept on and Nahida will be quite happy to report to Kaveh that his sofa is still quite high in the rankings, so would he and Al-Haitham please let her go back to sleeping on their sofa so they could stop sleeping on the floor?)

In between naps and watching out the window, Nahida played games by herself. She used her dendro powers to play cat’s cradle and conjure little butterflies and birds that she flew about the carriage before letting them disperse. Nahida also has some reports that she’d insisted Al-Haitham let her take with her — not that she needed to push the issue that much. Al-Haitham just shrugged and had additional copies made. But Nahida couldn’t quite bring herself to focus on them. She was too excited by the adventure of leaving Sumeru City and seeing Sumeru the country with her own eyes for the first time.

They had taken two breaks as the general said they would, once to eat and another to let the horses rest. Each time they came to a stop, Nahida hopped out of the carriage as soon as the general opened the door and stretched. She reached her arms up high to touch the sun. She bent over low to touch the grass. She stretched from side to side like reeds in wind. She breathed so deep that it hurt and she held her breaths until that hurt and she released them slow like she was squishing a slime between her palms. The general watched her for any signs of dizziness or carriage sickness. But Nahida felt quite fine. Maybe if they were moving faster on a poorer road she would have felt ill. 

Between the adventure, the newness, and the sunlight, Nahida felt quite well indeed and probably a little too awake by the time Gandharva Ville came into view. The sun was just beginning to set, barely beginning its descent to usher in the dusk at the farthest reaches of the sky.

“We walk from here,” the general said to her, dismounting from his horse and holding his hand out to help her down from the carriage. Nahida, with her papers under one arm, looked around in question. “The wagons and carts will be unloaded with their contents carried down to where they need to go. Half of the caravan will return back to Sumeru City. The rest will remain for transport of any patients Tighnari deems it necessary and suitable to move to a more detailed Bimarstan observation and care, as well as any other goods that need to be sent to the city.” He turned and gestured further down the road. “They’ll be stored there, along with the horses. Gandharva Ville’s main pathways are pedestrian only.”

Nahida nodded as that made quite a bit of sense. Gandharva Ville is mostly built and suspended from trees and cliffs after all. 

They walked into Gandharva Ville together, the general nodding to those he recognized along the way. Nahida tried to look — not scary. Not intimidating. She thinks that she should have an advantage in this. No such luck. People glance from the general and see her at his side and do a double-take about face and immediately start bowing and trying to give them distance that doesn’t exist. Someone even almost tips over the edge of a rope guard rail and is saved only by the people they were with grabbing them.

The General Mahamatra’s fingers brush against Nahida’s shoulders and he says quietly, “Don’t mind it. The first few times I came here the exact same happened when people would see me. Someone actually did fall off one of the bridges once.”

“Were they alright?”

“Not after Tighnari was done with them,” the general replies, smile flickering over his mouth before he gentles it into a quiet sort of warmth at the edges of his face. “They didn’t make that mistake twice.”

The General Mahamatra leads Nahida to a series of larger buildings in Gandharva Ville, walking up to one and sharply rapping his knuckles on the frame of the open door. 

“General!” 

There’s the sound of scrambling and a young woman with green hair and violet eyes comes into view, almost knocking into the general himself before he catches her by the shoulders and steadies her. She beams up at him, face warm with joy even as she puts herself to rights. The General Mahamatra brushes his hands over her shoulders, eyes flickering over her before he releases her. 

“Collei,” he says warmly before turning to indicate Nahida at his side. “Lord Kusanali is here to check on the recovering Eleazar patients. Is Tighnari handling the sorting of supplies or is he in the clinics?”

“Master is checking the supplies — “ Collei’s eyes flick from the general to Nahida, nerves quickly over taking her as she tries to figure out who she should be focusing on.

“Hi,” Nahida says, waving.

“Hi,” Collei waves back on reflex and then stops, looking at her hand like it’s gotten a mind of its own and quickly tucking it behind her back. She awkwardly bows. “Welcome to Gandharva Ville, Lord Kusanali. Um. It’s not much, but Master had a cabin set up or you.”

Nahida wonders if she should say that she’ll be quite happy with whatever accommodations there are because after five hundred years of solitude in a bubble everything seems grand indeed. Is that an insult? Is it too soon to talk about something like that? Is that too much too soon? Too much for a first interaction? It’s very hard to judge how much is oversharing when you’re used to just knowing things.

“Thank you,” Nahida says. That’s a very appropriate response, she thinks. It never hurts to say thank you, does it?

“It’s um. It’s over this way. It’s between mine and Master’s,” Collei says, pointing nervously. “Do you want to go there now or did you need to see Master right away?”

Nahida holds up the documents she’s pretty sure that she’s not actually going to be reviewing even though she told Al-Haitham she would. “I’d like to put these down first, if that’s alright.”

“Right. This way.” 

As Collei leads them Nahida watches the young girl for any signs of lingering pain or stiffness from the Eleazar. From what Nahida understands all patients at every stage of the disease have made a full recovery. All the scales and petrification have been replaced with normal tissues, although there are some complications that have arisen from that as well. It’s part of the reason why Nahida wanted to come to Gandharva Ville in the first place.

While Eleazar patients are scattered across Sumeru, it is in Gandharva Ville where many of them had come to seek treatment from one of the brightest minds to leave the halls of the Amurta Darshan in living history. Of all of the doctors and scientists who’ve studied Eleazar, Tighnari is the only one who’s been able to study and treat it, as well as understand it as a symptom of a larger whole. The Withering, Eleazar, Irminsul’s sickness — he was the only one to truly understand that they were all connected, and care enough to try and fix it on the ground level. Nahida knows that there are others like him all over Sumeru who fought that fight, but it is Tighnari to whom they all turn as the paragon for their cause.

General Watch-Leader and Amurta-Spantamad treasure indeed.

Collei seems to move well from what Nahida can see. Her Eleazar wasn’t as far advanced; limited to sclerosis on her hands and feet with limited growth on parts of her back and upper shoulders. From what Nahida knows, the main concern was that Collei’s Eleazar was turning inwards, presenting as calcification and stenosis of the arteries resulting in shortness of breath and persistent fatigue that was causing her immune system to weaken. 

Tighnari and Collei had both been meticulous in establishing a solid routine of preventative care and monitoring the Eleazar’s spread. They managed to stall it quite well, all things considered. It wasn’t until just a few weeks ago when her Eleazar had become more aggressive. Thank goodness they managed to resolve Eleazar permanently. Thank goodness.

The Collei in front of Nahida now moves well with no visible signs of pain or exertion. Each step is sure and her breathing sounds normal when Nahida focuses her ears on it.

Collei shows Nahida to a little hut with a bashful wave of her hand before she points out her own hut and Tighnari’s, a little ways off.

“Sorry, we don’t really have much in the way of spare quarters,” Collei apologizes. “I would give you mine, but I’m sharing with some other Forest Watchers who’ve given theirs up for Eleazar patients’ families who’ve come to bring their family members home.”

“I don’t need much. I’m happy with four walls and a roof. Really. I’ll just put this down and I’ll be right out,” Nahida promises, pushing the door open.

Inside is a simple narrow bed, a plain desk and chair, a lamp, and a rack presumably for hanging clothes or fabric to dry. There’s one window that opens out in the direction of Tighnari’s hut. Nahida goes to put her papers on the desk. Even if someone did come in to steal them, they’re written in the Mahamata’s short hand and codes. And it’s actually not that terribly interesting. 

When Nahida had Al-Haitham pass down new standing orders to the Mahamata, she had told them to shift their focus outwards instead of in. Nahida wanted them to pass onto her anything they heard of the outside. What do the other countries know of what happened in Sumeru? What do they care? What are their current stances on the Akademiya? The country? The people? Sumeru has spent so long feeding itself, feeding the Akademiya without properly giving in return. The fruit the tree of the Akademiya produced has been hoarded, the juice and the nectar trickling down to the rest of the world in fractions. That was never how it was supposed to be. Nahida doesn’t remember creating the Akademiya but she knows that it could never have been for that purpose.

Well. She supposes this information could be interesting to someone. But probably not someone here in Grandharva Ville. Except maybe the exiled Sages, but if the Sages are able to sneak into Nahida’s room and take her papers to read she’s pretty sure that there are other problems to worry about.

Something in Nahida twists uneasily at the thought. It’s strange. Nahida, in all of the five hundred years she was locked away, could probably count the amount of contact she’d had with another living being and have it in the double digits only. And most of those interactions would have been in those first twenty or so years, with those first sages that found her. Contact only dwindled over time. In recent generations Nahida would probably have only met the Sages when their predecessors — if they cared enough — came to show her off. The caged and captive god. The useless bauble.

So why, she thinks, does the thought of seeing them now seem so strange? So uncomfortable? Nahida has not met the Sages of this generation, Azar aside. Nahida only knows them through their files in the Akasha network. Granted, it was this group of Sages that tipped the country over into…well. This. But Nahida’s not spoken to them. She’s never been in the same room as them. Nahida has never met them.

Why then, does it feel like something cold is creeping up on her? Something mean?

Nahida rubs her arms. The worn floorboards of the hut are warm underneath her feet but the rest of her feels so terribly cold. Nahida turns around to go back towards the general and Collei, eager suddenly, not to be alone with herself.

As Nahida’s hands touch upon the wooden door she hears Collei’s voice —

“ — I’m alright now. Really. Didn’t I say so in my last letter? My writing isn’t that bad anymore is it? I thought I was getting better.”

“It’s one thing to read it from you and it’s another to see it in person. Yes, Collei, your writing is much improved. I imagine it will get even better, now. I’m sorry for not replying.”

“I guess it would be funny if you replied and then showed up in person half a day later. I can’t believe you really brought Lord Kusanali with you.”

“Did you doubt?”

“I mean. It’s one thing when Master Tighnari tells us all that Lord Kusanali is coming to check in on things here. But it’s different when you walk up with her literally right next to you! Most people don’t think they’re ever going to meet a god you know!”

“Is that so?” The general laughs quietly and there’s the sound of a brief scuffle and Collei laughs —

“So it is! Hey! My hair!”

“You’re truly well then?”

“Yes! I said I am! Even Master Tighnari says so. Are you doubting Master’s word on it, General?”

The General Mahamahtra’s voice is gold in sunlight.

“Never.”

Nahida pushes the door open and sees the General Mahamatra’s arm around Collei’s shoulder, bringing her head to his shoulder, their white and green hair mixing and overlapping with each other as she leans into his side. When the door opens they turn to look and the general lets Collei go with a parting ruffle to her hair. Collei raises her hands to fix the shorter strands that got pushed up, rosy blotches of color blooming over her face she shoots the man at her side an annoyed look.

“To the General Forest Watch-Leader?” Nahida says causing both of them to grin, the General’s smile melting to the edges of his face like afternoon as he adopts a more solemn expression, and Collei’s rising over her eyes like the an uncontainable morning. “Should I really not be calling that to his face though? It’s a very grand title.”

“Too grand, he would say,” the General Mahamatra says, gesturing for Collei to lead them on. 

“I’m sure that if you called him that he wouldn’t mind it too much,” Collei says, walking ahead.

The General Mahamatra laughs quietly and Collei quickly adds on — “Well. He would, but he’d mind it at the General Mahamatra, not at you.”

“I won’t call him that then,” Nahida promises the General Mahamatra, “I wouldn’t want to cause trouble for you.”

“It’s a good kind of trouble. I don’t mind it.”

Collei leads them down a network of platforms and suspended bridges, the sun beginning to nestle among the leaves as the sky runs into the colors of hibiscus, chased by the petals of a Sumeru Rose. As they get closer to the ground the sounds seem to change and echo. Nahida is at once struck with how wide the world is, how vast, and how incredibly intricate it can be no matter where she looks.

Everything is a collection of colors, textures, shadows, and movement. From the patches of grass and weed to the tops of the trees, everything is alive in ways even Sumeru City is not. There is a discordant quality to life here that makes it seem even more vivid, more lived, more something. And there is beauty, glorious beauty to be found here among the gnarled roots and the muddy waters and the buzzing gnats. There is beauty to be found here with every bite of humidity that lays itself upon your tongue. There is a wild sort of thing that lives out here that cannot be found in the streets of Sumeru City, in the marbled Akademiya Halls.

Nahida falls in love with it, falls into it, even as her mind feels like it’s being spun around and around like the sugar floss Kaveh once snuck her a little of when Al-Haitham wasn’t looking. 

Forest Watcher Tighnari is standing with a few others, some from the Corps of Thirty, with a couple of his own rangers with him as he reviews the contents of the lists of items brought today. 

Nahida has met this man before, through the body of another. Spoken to him with her voice through another’s mouth. But it is still a little daunting, this business of meeting someone. Nahida should be used to it by now. She wonders if that strange feeling will ever quite go away. Is this how it is for everyone when they meet someone new? When they meet someone they’ve only known as a name on a page, as an existence out of another’s mouth and mind?

The three of them wait as the man finishes his business. Nahida stands with her head tipped back, staring into the sky as it changes color. She can look straight up here. The tree cover isn’t as dense as it is in Sumeru City — located directly on top of and underneath and on a tree itself — and so Nahida can tip her head back and gape up at the sky as much as she likes. And with not a single thing around her to frame it! Nahida can look at whole patches of sky without her eyes being caught by some branch or building spire. 

How marvelous! 

Nahida suddenly wishes for wings, as she would in a dream. She is equally disappointed and relieved when she does not transform into a bird. It is nice to be reminded that things are real.

The General Mahamatra and Collei talk quietly — the general throws in a joke, pointing to some some of the Forest Watcher’s trained dogs busying themselves with play scuffling and barking at each other on the lumpy and raised tangle of soil and gnarled roots as their masters finish distributing cargo. 

“Collei,” he says, “Those dogs are talking about bark.”

Collei groans and Nahida smiles big like the sky.

“Tell me that you don’t tell Lord Kusanali your weird jokes,” Collei pleads, sounding every bit like the teenager she always should have been. “Please.”

“What do you get when you cross a joke with a rhetorical question?”

“General!” Collei practically whines.

“What? Lord Kusanali thinks they’re funny.”

“They are,” Nahida says, turning around in a slow circle so she’s facing them in body but still looking up at the sky. She can see murmurations of birds returning to the forest to settle. They look like strange waves against the rapidly pinning sky. Nahida wants to run her hand through them. What would it feel like, to run your fingers through the sky? Through a flock of birds?

When Nahida looks into this sky with its birds and its pinks and its purples and its vastness she doesn’t feel like she did at the Akademiya. Nahida does not feel as though she’s falling into it. It feels like, strangely enough, if Nahida looks at it for long enough, it will fall into her instead. As though if Nahida’s eyes focus and not-focus on a single point of it, that point will get speared upon her pupils and drawn in like snagged cloth. And the sky will unwind, strand by strand to be spooled into her, woven into the tapestry of herself.

There is a part of her, that does not fit in her bones or her blood or her softer tissues, that wants it to. Some part of her that exists as thought and the formless thing called the soul looks at the sky that teeters between the grasp of sun and moon, warm and cool, light and dark, and says — Come. There is room in me for you. There is room in me for all of you. I am a vastness waiting to be peopled. Let us fall into each other and become one beautiful thing so terrible it makes you weep. I am the God of Dreams. Let us be terrible and terrifying, awesome and awful together. It becomes me. Become me.

Nahida looks into this sky and can feel beneath her the thrum of Irminsul and all of the ley lines as though they are connected directly to the nerves of her feet. How strange, considering that Sumeru City is built on a Divine Tree. Perhaps it is because this section of the world has not yet been made tame with iron and glass and copper. Perhaps it is because this part of the world still fears the storm and still guards against lightning. Perhaps it is because this part of the world does not care to stop. 

She turns away from the sky when she hears Tighnari call out — “General Mahamatra, Lord Kusanali. Welcome to Gandharva Ville. You’d brought more than I anticipated. You’ve got everyone excited now.”

“You asked for less than what you need,” Nahida replies. “Hello.”

“Hello,” he smiles, a gibbous-moon smile that illuminates his face without actually touching the structures of cheek and lip and jaw. It is about the eyes. Like with Al-Haitham and with the General Mahamatra. It is about the eyes. “It’s good to meet you in person, Lord Kusanali.” He holds his hand out to her and she takes it, the texture of his glove worn with age and care against her child’s new palm. She feels, instantly, at ease. How could she have ever possibly fretted about meeting him she wonders.

“Nahida,” she says. Because if you’re going to be running about Sumeru talking about Fatui plots and would-be-gods and insurrections of the state with someone, the least you can do is allow them the use of the name you’ve chosen for yourself.

“Nahida,” Tighnari nods. “Gandharva Ville welcomes you, Nahida. Shall we eat? And to business tomorrow.”

“That sounds good to me,” Nahida says.

“As you will it,” the General Mahamatra says when she glances up towards him.

“And I do,” Nahida confirms.

“Good.” Tighnari marches past them, beckoning them to follow with a curl of his fingers and wrist as he passes. “Because it’s been a long day and I need to eat something before I snap. And trust me, I’m not going to be the one regretting it when that happens.”

The General Mahamatra sighs and gestures for Nahida to walk on, he and Collei following behind. The two of them fall into quiet chatter. It’s mostly Collei informing the general about the current goings ons and the things she didn’t include in her letters for whatever reason. Now and then the general hums or asks a question to get her to talk more about something but is for the most part a contented listener.

Nahida hurries to fall into step with Tighnari. His tall ears twitch slightly in her direction before he slows his pace.

“Changed your mind about business later?” He asks and holds his hand out to her. Nahida takes it. There’s a novelty to someone holding her hand like this. The General Mahamatra holds her hand to help her move around a large object. Kaveh and Al-Haitham hold her hand when they cross the street or have to move through a thick crowd — though usually both prefer to just pick her up. 

“No. But I thought that I’d like to talk to you. Pick your brain, or so they sometimes say. Not literally of course. I like you too much for that,” Nahida says. “Your Darshan still thinks highly of you and so do I. You’re quite lucky that Sage Naphis is on the road to recovery, Forest Watcher Tighnari. Otherwise I think you might have been drafted for the next Sage of the Amurta whether you like it or not.”

Tighnari barks out a sharp laugh, shaking his head. “They could try it. I’d disappear into the forest as soon as I hear them coming. Good luck finding me. They’d have to send Matra and I happen to have an inside source on that.”

He smiles down at her, a sickle-moon that flashes like silver scales. 

“Glad to know that you like me enough not to pick my brain. What do you want to talk about?”

Nahida smiles at him her own moon of a smile, half shadows and half sunlight.

Nahida is God of Dreams, God of Wisdom, God of Sumeru. When any of her multitude of names and epithets cross another’s mind like the streak of a star in the sky, when they spill from lips like spring water — she knows it. Nahida may not consciously register it, but it stays with her in that vastness of divinity. 

Tighnari has thought of the connections of the land and time and the forests. He has picked at the threads that connect people and earth. It is part of his great successes in combating the Withering and in advancing research on stalling Eleazar. And in his mind he has wondered in the direction of Lord Kusanali — why?

Nahida cannot answer him. For all that Tighnari is very clever and a mind as bright as the Morning Star that clears the way for the sun, there are some things that mortal minds cannot hold. She can show and suggest to him glimpses, like watching an eclipse through a shadow box. But she can’t give him the full truth of the world, of Irminsul, of time, of dreams, of universes. Even Nahida, herself, cannot hold it all as a body, as a brain.

So Nahida says instead — “Tell me about the classes you are teaching. I would like to have some of those taught in the Akademiya. But I’d like to know a bit more about them first. Specifically about the sort of people who would most benefit from them.”

“I thought we weren’t going to talk business?”

“Oh, this isn’t business. This is gossip,” Nahida says. “I want to know all about how poorly people do in them. I’m sure you have some excellent stories.”

And oh does he ever.

-

The four of them pile into Tignari’s cabin for dinner. Night falls fast in the forest and the orange glow of the sun is just barely burning against the dark crowns of the trees. 

Tighnari, Collei, and the General Mahamatra fall into an easy routine that speaks in their languages about each other as separate countries, and together as one union. This is what Nahida finds so perplexing and fascinating about people. In dreams you know intent, you can pluck it out of a person just by looking at them. In waking you must rely on a complex formula of bodies, of breath, of sound, of motion. Every interaction becomes a dance of parts. Nahida might neither be good or fluent in either the language or the dance or the formulas, but that doesn’t lessen her appreciation for it all. How splendid it is. How amazing. 

The language of people and their relationships is a living thing, constantly changing. It grows with you.

Collei sweeps the floor of any dust that came in during the day and the General Mahamatra lays out a blanket on the floor. Tighnari cooks at his small kitchen, taking a tajine that must have been carefully tended and left to slow cook from earlier in the day off of the heat so he can stoke the flames of the stove to cook flat bread on the tawa. He prepares potatoes and mushrooms, too, although Nahida sees Collei shudder a little when she sees them, moving past her master to collect plates and cups. Tighnari’s tail sways and lightly hits against her hip as she moves past him again.

“You can trust me not to poison you,” he says.

“You’ve taught me too well about the dangers of fungi,” she complains, gesturing for Nahida to follow her outside to the water pump close to Tighnari’s hut. They draw a bucket of water, washing their hands carefully before returning.

The General Mahamatra has removed his helm, and is sitting on one side of the blanket talking to Tighnari who sits on the edge to his right. Collei sits across from him, leaving Nahida at the last edge across Tighnari with the general on her right and Collei on her left.

They begin to eat, both Collei and the General Mahamatra quick to pile food onto Nahida’s plate, leaving Tighnari free to fill theirs as they descend into full chatter.

Nahida should probably feel like an outsider. But the cabin is so small and the people are so warm that there is no room to be outside, only inside. The general delivers his excellent jokes at every opportunity, like he was saving them. Nahida can’t help but laugh, though Tighnari and Collei groan and shake their heads in dismay.

The General Mahamatra slants a sly look towards her, the sun of his eyes practically glowing with contentment. 

“They’re definitely funny,” he says, “Lord Kusanali thinks so. Are you going to deny the wisdom of the God of Wisdom?”

“Then consider me an ignorant fool,” Tighnari deadpans, although the moon of his smile illuminates his eyes over the clouds of his flat mouth. 

“I’m just not smart enough to get it then,” Collei agrees, eyes twinkling, cheeks blooming.

“Maybe you’re just not old enough to appreciate it yet,” Nahida suggests.

“Are you calling the General Mahamatra old?” Collei asks.

“He’s got the hair for it.” Nahida looks down at her own hair, pulled over her shoulder. “Maybe it’s a white-haired people thing.”

They eat and they talk and they joke and Nahida learns little by little the language of this family. Because that’s what they are. A family. Nahida sees it in all the ways they come together and in all the love shared with every word spoken and gesture made.

What a beautiful thing it is, indeed, to be allowed to look in on something as precious as this.

Is this what Nahida lost? Were the Seven like this once? Surely they must have gathered now and then. It seems strange that the victors of a war of gods wouldn’t have at least tried to meet to know their fellow’s faces. Were they nice to each other? Civil? Did they have their own languages together, in all of their permutations? Did they introduce themselves to the successors of their fallen numbers? Did they ask each other advice? Tell each other stories?

Nahida reaches back into her mind. She tries to reach back, further than the five hundred years of isolation. She knows there is nothing there. An absence. Gone forever. Nahida touches against nothing. There is nothing for her to recall, to regain. 

Is there anyone who would mourn the loss?

After all — No one seemed to care to look for Lord Kusanali. Was her absence normal?

Nahida quietly tucks that thought away. There is nowhere she can put it where she won’t come back to worry at it, like a scab or a loose bit of skin. But not now. Tonight is too kind for that. And for once, Nahida feels like sharing in extending that kindness to herself.

Soon enough Nahida notices Collei’s eyes being to drift closed. She is not the only one. The General rises to his feet, walking around to put his hand on Collei’s shoulder. She looks up at him, purposefully widening her eyes.

“I’ll walk you to your quarters,” the general says, helping Collei to stand.

“You can see my place from Master’s window,” Collei protests. “I’ll be fine.”

“It’s for my peace of mind, not yours,” the general insists gently. “Besides, don’t you want to spend time with me?”

“You’ll let the General walk you back,” Tignari says firmly. “And I better not catch you pulling double shifts tomorrow just because I’m busy. I told you to take it slow, not take a running dive into the deep end.”

“So it’s alright if you don’t catch me, Master?”

Tighnari shakes his head as Collei and the General Mahamatra retreat. He tells Nahida, like he’s divulging a grand secret, “She only talks to me like that when the General Mahamatra is here. She knows he thinks it’s funny. I’ll walk you back to your own, Nahida. The General told me that you would be needing some things while staying here. Our facilities aren’t the same as what you must be used to, but they’re workable.”

-

Tighnari shows her where he had some clothes borrowed for her, and the tone of his voice suggested how very much he wasn’t keen on the idea that the Archon of Sumeru had to borrow clothes and that he has either had or will be having words with someone about that. He showed her where the nearest water pump was to her cabin and how to pull down the mosquito netting. He lit a brazier and filled it with camphor incense and he told her of what sounds she might expect to be hearing in the night — normal ones not to worry about and some of the more unusual ones that also weren’t something she should worry about, and then a few that if she did hear she should, actually, worry about and call for help. Although, he assured her, with so many Corps of Thirty and the General Mahamatra present, he had serious doubts of any unsavory situation unfolding.

Nahida wipes herself down using water from the pump — it’s cold, but the cold feels nice and refreshing. She changes into a simple, worn shirt and pair of shorts that might have once been dyed a bright red or orange but have faded to a gentle pink. It’s incredibly soft. She’s almost sorry that she’ll have to be returning it. Nahida climbs onto the bed and looks out towards the sky. She can see the moon from here. It hangs so low that Nahida thinks the trees might accidentally knock it from the sky with the wrong touch of wind.

Nahida stares at the moon, that stares back at her. And she listens to the sound of wood creaking — the bridges and platforms — and torches crackling and people moving. Gandharva Ville doesn’t sleep in a slightly different way from Sumeru City not sleeping. Nahida listens and hears the sound of dogs on patrol with their trainers, panting and rustling about. She hears the sound of water — someone at one of the pumps. Nahida listens and she can hear from other cabins people moving.

The walls of her borrowed accommodations are sturdy and worn, and through them Nahida senses the rest of the world. It is like she is in a little egg. Except the egg is hollow and all the gold is on the outside, waiting to be let in.

There is a knock at her door — “Lord Kusanali.”

“General Mahamatra, enter.”

He pushes the door open though he does not enter, glancing around.

“I will have guards stationed outside your door,” he tells her. “As it is when you are in the Grand Sage’s office. And as always, if you call for me, I will come. Is there anything you need?”

“No, thank you, General Mahamatra,” Nahida shakes her head. “You’ve had a long day. Don’t mind me any. I’ll be fine. Go rest.”

“Goodnight, Lord Kusanali.”

“Dream well, General Mahamatra.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I had to split this portion into 2 because if I didn’t it would be double the size of the first two chapters.

There originally wasn’t going to be horses in this one, but when I was struggling with breaking up the 70k-ish monstrosity into something more managable a friend asked me if I remembered a horse scene and I went “FUCK NOW THERE IS ONE”

        




4. Chapter 4

Summary for the Chapter:
            Nahida, the god, is everywhere. All knowing. All perceiving. But when everything exists in equal measure it all becomes just that. Equal noise. Equal color. Equal sensation. Equal importance. A giant soup of sensation, blended together into an average and equal nothing. Timeless, senseless soup.

And thus, the importance of a name to call home.

          
Notes for the Chapter:Early release bc I think I’m ahead enough in writing this fic. Yes chapter count went up, but 9 is definitely it. Trust.




    
    It is nothing for Nahida to reach out and touch the minds of the guards the General Mahamatra posted on either side of the little cabin: one on the walkway to the left, one on the walkway to the right. She feels a touch of guilt for tricking them. But she will return in the morning before anyone can notice or get in trouble. Hopefully. That’s the plan, at least.

Not that there’s much of a plan. Nahida has only tried disobedience once; she’s not quite sure if she’s got a true knack for it yet.

The Statue of Seven is calling to her. Perhaps it is because Sumeru is so…vivid out here. Perhaps it is because the moon hangs so low and rich. Or, perhaps, it is because when Nahida looks out at the chaos of the world here it does not overwhelm her in the way the commotion of a city does. Nahida feels wild here. She feels separate from herself. New. Everything here is new even though so much is the same. Nahida feels the thing mortals consider divinity inside of her churning, rising, building upon itself with nowhere to go.

Nahida softens the guard’s perceptions, just enough that she can float herself out the open window of her borrowed cabin and away from them without their noticing.

She slides through the night. 

She drifts like a dream, like a thought, using her powers to float. Something in her feels the Statue of Seven — her statue. It pulls at her, reels her in as she felt she could reel in the sky earlier. All around her the world is so loud in silence. It is a living quiet. A quiet that breathes, expanding against the innermost curves of the ear before contracting again. The night, itself, is a heartbeat. The drone of insects is an electrical pulse that causes the darkness to beat. The cries of the nocturnal residents of the forest and waters are the exhalation of the dark. This is a darkness that has not known the fear of lamplight. This is a darkness that does not know what it means to be chased.

This is a darkness at peace. It does not know time.

Nahida glides through the air, pulled by an invisible link between herself and this tangible and permanent manifestation of the ley line’s power.

Nahida looks up. The statue glows, lit from within by a collection of ley line energy. She wonders if the statue changed since the Cataclysm. Did it change to reflect her new appearance? What did her statue look like before this? Who would remember? Who would she ask?

Does she truly want to know? To be reminded of what was lost? What can never be returned?

What hurts more? Losing something and forgetting what it was you lost, but knowing it’s still gone, or losing something and knowing the exact face of it as you try, desperately, to recreate it, return to it, find it in the dark and the twilight morning as it slips through your fingers? How would Nahida know which of the two is the deeper wound when she can only ever experience one of them at a time?

The statue, now, looks like Nahida curled up in sleep around a globe. The face is not very detailed. Is statue-Kusanali at peace? Does she dream? Or is she weary? Weighed down with endless hopelessness? When people look at this image of her what do they think? What do they see?

She thinks of the other Statues of Seven and the authority their figures emit. Did they choose their visages? Nahida does not remember choosing this to be her face to the world. What does the ley line know of herself, what has it judged her character, to craft her like this? If Nahida grows, changes, becomes something better, will her statue also change? Or is she forever this sleeper, this seed of untouched potential who can neither see nor speak but is condemned to listen?

Nahida hovers in the air, face to face with her stone self. She sees the impression of eyes closed and little else. She supposes that this is fair. All the other statues are blind after all. Nahida rests upon the sphere her stone self curls around. The stone warms to her touch, never quite reaching the warmth of life. Although there is an almost electric buzz that conducts itself through the bone, the cartilage, the softer tissue. 

Does it recognize her? Does stone recognize flesh? Does the simulacra recognize its original?

Power slips through Nahida like a convergence of streams from different springs. 

She turns up to the sky that is not actually sky. She turns towards Celestia and then towards the much more obtainable moon.

The darkness breathes. Nahida breathes.

The body exhales soul.

God unspools from their mortal self. Down and away, they slough away the simple worries of body. They leave their physical vessel to tend to its own needs. It was crafted for such purpose. And who would dare to slight them here, at the nexus of somnial reign with the moon so low and the night so present? God leaves the body to breathe, to balance, to listen, to pump blood and lymph and send electrical pulses and catalyze chemical reactions. The body knows its charge.

Next God tosses away the fetters of mind. Grand Sage, Sages, Akademiya, Eremites, the Darshans, the Matra, the Mahamatra, the merchant guilds, the ship fleets, the Eleazar patients, the students, the singers, the dancers, the criers — matters of mora and resources, matters of people and information. Matters that in time will disappear into themselves as all things do. For all of history runs as rain — it storms, it gathers, it stills, and it returns to the beginning once more. 

God sets down structure next. Names. Nations. Borders and boundaries. There is no need for such a thing like this. There is only what is alive and what is waiting to be alive again. There is only what dreams, and what waits to dream.

They expand, unfolding themselves from the shape of a body into the shape of a statue. And from the statue they become the cliff. They become a network of roots that burrows into soil and runs against stone. They become the water and the fish and the little snails and the smallest of spores within it. They become the reed at the bank. They become the tree root that dips into the shallows. And they rise through the tree to become bark and leaf. They are the branches, and the soft living collections of tissue and liquid and gaseous forms that rest within.  

They spiral away with every exhalation of these creatures of meat and water. They are the air. They are the breathing air of the night. And they are the flame of the torches meant to ward of the unknown. They are the flowers that wait for a sunrise they cannot be sure of, but desire anyway.

They wash over every surface, lathing upon all that they touch a fine film of proof of adoration. Proof of perception. For they, too, in dreams, in sleep, are their own gods. They, together, are all god.

Nahida, the god, is everywhere. All knowing. All perceiving. But when everything exists in equal measure it all becomes just that. Equal noise. Equal color. Equal sensation. Equal importance. A giant soup of sensation, blended together into an average and equal nothing. Timeless, senseless soup.

And thus, the importance of a name to call home.

“ — Kusanali is too kind. If it were me I’d have thrown some kind of fit. No clothes of her own? It’s been weeks now. Are there no tailors in the entirety of the Akademiya?”

“I know. I know. We’re working on it.”

“Who is we?”

“The Scribe. Kaveh. Me.”

“Al-Haitham? Kaveh’s Al-Haitham? The one he complains about near constantly as being inconsiderate and selfish and confounding?”

“There better only be Kaveh’s Al-Haitham. I don’t think we could handle two. Kaveh might actually explode. Less Anemo Slime, more Pyro. Yes. That’s the one. By the time we return to the Akademiya at the end of the week a more permanent solution should be in place with more plans for moving forward. Tighnari, you are trying to distract me. Show me your wound.”

“There is nothing to show you, Cyno. As I said. It’s been weeks. I was under supervision by two doctors for almost a solid week afterwards. It wasn’t a direct strike. It was side flash catching onto the metal ornaments on my cape.”

“Tingling? Numbness? Issues with concentration?”

“Some of the first two, mostly faded. It’s mostly the burns from the metal and the spread of the electricity to my skin. But the burns aren’t so bad. You know how I am. Sensitive smell. Sensitive hearing. Sensitive taste. Sensitive touch. The healing progression is going along well and I’ve not experienced further side effects. I am well. Your face is already so dour, Cyno. Don’t let this be another thing to weigh on you. You have enough to worry about without adding on non-existent medical complications.”

“If there is nothing to worry about then you shouldn’t mind me asking to see.”

“Are you pulling your interrogation tricks on me?”

“If it works. Tighnari, I wanted to stay longer, before, but — ”

“I know. I understand. I’m not mad with you for leaving. You know I wouldn’t be. I probably would’ve been mad at you if you lingered. Sumeru needs its General Mahamatra to bring order and justice now, more than ever. Although, at some point we should probably talk about why you think you can bring anyone injured to me and leave them at my doorstep to fix. Collei and the Traveler and now six whole former Sages.”

“You can fix anything, Tighnari.”

“You place me too highly, I think.”

“Except for your sense of humor.”

“Ah.”

“Show me.”

“It’s fine. It’s not pretty, but most wounds never are. The tingling and numbness are almost entirely gone. Surprisingly enough my hearing is fine. Although I suspect I’ll be a bit nervous when it storms for some time. More so than normal.”

“Don’t down play it. Not to me. Aren’t you the one who’s always reminding me to take better care of myself? To not overlook even the smallest of signs and symptoms? Show me.”

“I’ve been to the Bimarstan already, Cyno. And I know how to treat wound. Granted, lightning strikes aren’t a common injury I run into often. But I do know what I’m doing, unlike most others I could name.”

“Tighnari. You think I don’t know electrical wounds?”

“Ah — Cyno. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean — It’s been something of a past few days. You aren’t the only one who’s been at me, is all. It’s unfair of me to take it out on you. I know it comes from a good place. Forgive the slip.”

“There is nothing to forgive. Not between us. Would you please humor me, though? There are things that can only be ascertained with your own eyes. That’s a lesson that all of us, all over Sumeru, are being reminded of right now.”

“If it will ease your worries. Yes. Might as well help me with this salve, I do have some trouble stretching to reach. Gently, please — the skin is healed but sensitive still. Yes. That’s good. What’s that look for? It’s healed. Healing.”

“I am sorry that you bore the wound to start with, is all. And that I could not be there when it happened, or here after, to help you and Collei.”

“Should I be sorry for tipping you off to this whole mess then? For inadvertently throwing you into the deep end of something beyond any of us could have ever imagined? As you said, there is nothing to forgive between us. There was no wrong.”

“You say there was no wrong, and yet there is remorse. I know you both can take care of yourselves. But I wish I was here, to ease the burden on you.”

“And us to you, Cyno. It is the same for us when we think of you. That is why we do what we can when we can. If you have need of me I am a letter away. Call for me; I will come. Send for me; I will go to face your need. Is that why you keep sending people my way? Well. It works. Your need from another’s mouth is as good a catalyst for my action as any. And I know it is the same for you. And in the mean time, when you are here, when we are together, it is enough for you to put salve on my skin where I can’t quite reach. It would help, I suppose, if you didn’t look so sullen while doing it. You smiling more would do a lot more for all of us than your terrible jokes. What are you doing?”

“Kissing it better.”

“Is that how it works?”

“You tell me.”

This scene begins to fade in importance, in difference from the rest of the world, without a name to anchor it as immediately relevant. Nahida floats away from it, although she keeps the tip of a mental finger touching against the area, as if to remind herself that it exists. That the two people here exist. And that these people are, in some way, important. To the world? To her? Is there a difference?

The rest of her is a gaseous darkness that knows no borders. Just thoughts and dreams as far as one can go in any direction. With some amount of focus, Nahida directs herself to some unknown measure of this general area, no longer aware of beginnings or endings. 

Nahida the god, the vast and infinite, looks at the verdant valley below them with its multitude of dreamers. Nahida the god knows two souls exchanging vows in the language of bodies. It is a language that must be lived, not a language spoken. The god knows those two souls and they know of the language though they, themselves, are not fluent in this dialect of it. So Nahida the god relays unto these two a gift in a different form of speaking.

That night when the living of love has quieted and the bodies slip fully into their domain, the God of Dreams returns to this pairing of souls. They alight upon the edges of these two minds and draws them together. Not quite sharing, but not quite apart. But close. Close enough. Close enough in the way that stars are a constellation. Close in the way of your reflection and your shadow are close to your body. Dreams are not meant to overlap and touch. But they can approach, like a horizon that never comes but always looks over its shoulder to call you forward.

Buer, God of Dreams, touches these two minds and pulls them close until the edges of them know the peace of another. Close enough that the dreams carry the same chorus, even if the melody differs.

And she releases them into the night.

Nahida the god releases the pair, and releases themselves. They turn their focus away, expanding out once more to encompass the village, the valley, the plains, the mountains, the streams, the sky — 

Nahida the god releases them to each other’s quiet care and turns their gaze upon the very heavens. For even in heaven, the arbiter and judge of this false world, dreams.

-

With great reluctance, Nahida unlatches their teeth from the meat of thought and the bone of soul and allows themself to slowly solidify, pour, and settle back into the body. But this is the nature of dreams. They must end. And so Nahida must return to themselves to face the day, the night, the liminal space that is neither, and all that comes with it. The worries return. The names. The boundaries. The weight of organ and sky and responsibility.

She is in Gandharva Ville and she is here to check in on the now cured Eleazar patients, who face a host of unexpected problems stemming from the victory over a supposed death sentence. She is here to check on the Withering. And she is here to look upon the two Sages who — despite their negligence of her situation as a whole, when it came down to it, did not choose to support the Doctor and the Balladeer.

And she is supposed to be in her cabin.

Oops.

Nahida hops down from her statue and winces when she feels a thread between her and it break. She lands hard on the damp grass, the shock of impact running up her heels and her ankles to her shins and her knees. Nahida closes her eyes against the cool morning dew and mists, body reminding her about all of the things that are not understood as thought but only as body.

Sound presses down on her like humidity. She tastes it in her lungs, mouths at it with every breath. Nahida is aware of the sounds of her own body. Throat swallowing, heart beating, lungs like the bellows of a forge — viscera, wet and squishy, joints and cartilage and ligaments weird and springy. Birds wake with the faintest touches of dawn, stirring with lonesome cries to wake the rest and remind the creatures of the night of the change in shifts. The sound of water, despite not keeping any timetable, seems to be quieter and slower. She knows it isn’t. It’s all about perceptions and opinions. 

The brain is a funny thing like that, making the body question itself as such.

Nahida squints her eyes open and green practically smacks her in the face, with every blade of grass and leaf of fern and shrub and weed a follow up to keep the spinning momentum of her head going. Nahida reels back, arms waving as she rocks on her heels.

She pries her eyes open again and the world leaps into them, into her. Stunning and dazzling, all of it. Nahida appreciates that but it’s not very helpful to her having to sneak back into her cabin before anyone notices that she’s not been there all night.

Nahida draws in a rallying breath and tries not to be too terribly distracted by the remembrance of what it feels like to have lungs and a throat and a nose and a tongue and lips and all of that. She opens her eyes once more and begins to quickly make her way back towards Gandharva Ville, drawing the mists of the morning about herself like a cloak as she slides attention away from herself like a little wisp of a daydream.

She’s doing quite good at it. She’s spent several hundred years slipping through minds, who knew such a talent could translate over to reality? In any case, Nahida almost makes it back to her borrowed quarters.

Almost.

As always, Nahida’s tripped up by her own curiosity, her own little heart.

She spots in the distance, sitting at one of the taller platforms that overlooks the valley Gandharva Ville is settled in, a little green and brown shape that doesn’t quite match the green and brown around it.

Nahida squints up at the shape and recognizes Collei. Collei who definitely shouldn’t be awake for any kind of watch or patrol: not at this hour. 

She looks between her cabin which is only a few meters away, and Collei. And she looks towards the sky which is changing colors in the way the skin of an apple is yellow and red and green and orange and freckled all at once. That is to say: confusingly, but still delicious.

Nahida’s flaw — she has quite a great deal of them, admittedly. Enough so that it was deemed reasonable for her to be excused from public awareness for several centuries. Although Nahida is coming to understand that this was false and actually incredibly wrong and also a horrendous betrayal of morals, ethics, and overall decency. In any case, Nahida’s main flaw has always been softness of heart, which can sometimes be attributed to a fatal curiosity.

She goes to Collei.

“You’re up early,” Nahida says quietly. Collei startles anyway, legs jerking and hands going out to her sides, violet eyes widening as she turns to look at Nahida. She’s sitting at the edge of a wooden platform, legs over the edge and the doll that Nahida knows is affectionately called Cuilein-Anbar.

“Lord Kusanali.” Collei moves to stand but Nahida quickly gestures for her to stay as she is.

“Your Master told you to take it easy,” Nahida says, moving to sit next to her, her own legs dangling over the side. 

She leans a little forward to peer down. It is hard to be afraid of heights when you know you can fly. Nahida cannot grow wings and feathers while awake, but she can still float quite well. But Nahida supposes she can see where the fear would come from. There is something a little daunting about being this high up. It tickles the bottom of the belly, like grass to the foot.

Collei reaches out, hand firmly grasping Nahida’s arm with a courage she knows that the young girl isn’t actually comfortable with showing.

Nahida turns and smiles at her, purposefully leaning back and settling her weight on her palms. Collei quickly lets go, hands retreating to the safety of her own lap, worrying at her doll.

Already knowing the answer, Nahida asks anyway — “Were you unable to sleep?”

Collei shakes her head. And then pauses to slowly nod it. And then stops to sigh, leg sharply kicking as she winces.

“Well. It’s just that — I don’t want to complain to your or anything. It’s nothing big. It’s just some silly things.”

“A silly thing can be a big thing. There’s no rule that says there can’t be big silly things.”

Collei fiddles with the edge’s of the doll’s cloak, eyes far away.

“When I was sick, I spent so much time going slow. Taking it easy. Sleeping,” Collei begins slowly, brows furrowing as she puts feeling to thought to reason to word to mouth. “There was so much I couldn’t do. Things I knew I couldn’t do. Things I knew I would never get to do. And that just made all the things I could do, when I could do them, so much more important to me.”

She holds up the doll.

“This is the first one I ever made.” 

She hesitantly holds it out between them, gesturing for Nahida to take it. Once safely in Nahida’s hands — and once holding it, Nahida can feel the age, the love, of this inanimate friend. It shows in the adoring repairs done to clearly fraying seams and edges. It is obvious in the patches of cloth that have been worn thin and soft by repeated washing and the touch of hands. Nahida can see it in the little things that would mark this as a beginner’s piece: uneven stitching here, a slightly clumsy tuck and fold of cloth there, patches done to cover up what Nahida can feel as mistakes in stitching. And Nahida can see how it was still wanted, still cared for, still important for all that it was not perfect.

Once safely in Nahida’s hands, Collei’s hand hesitantly points out a few of these details. She remembers exactly where she went wrong. And after several years of practice, it is clear that Collei knows a few more tricks.

Nahida hands the doll back to her. Collei continues with their earlier topic.

“Master Tighnari would often put me on home patrols. Usually when I had a hard time sleeping because I couldn’t breathe, or because my balance was being particularly bad. I would feel so guilty and so ashamed. He’d give me such great excuses though. This was a chance for me to work on my writing or my reading while I watched the station. I could work on some of my practical skills like making arrows or identifying herbs. Things like that. But some part of me felt like it wasn’t enough. And then I’d feel real awful about that. I mean — he was doing what was best for me, and he was doing what was best for the Forest Watchers as a whole. He wasn’t doing it to make me feel bad or anything. If I’d gone ahead and tried to push myself I’d have made it worse for me and for others. So. I tried to make the best of it. When I could.”

Collei looks up. Out. Away.

“So I would say — alright, Collei. Today you can’t go out and patrol, but you can take your time to write a letter to the General Mahamatra to tell him all about all the things you’ve been meaning to say since the last time you wrote. And you’ve got the time to go slow and focus on your letters and making them all nice and even. Or sure, you can’t help with the Withering Zone even though you’re one of the few with a Vision, but you can help make some supplies for Master Tighnari to use and save him some time and effort.”

A smile drifts to Collei’s face.

“Sometimes I’d still wake up to prepare for the early morning patrol switch. And instead I’d take my time, watch the sunrise. If I went on patrol I wouldn’t get to see the sunrise like this. And I would remind myself: this is what you’d have missed. This is what you’re missing. These little things. The things that you forget because you’re so focused on the big ones. I guess I’ve just got used to looking out for this kind of thing. It’s a habit.”

Nahida turns to look out over the forest, over the village. The sun has just begun to stretch over the horizon, yawning into the morning as it meanders its way over the trees. The treetops and the multiple layers of canopy warm with it, the shadows shifting and lifting away little by little. The world around them rouses itself. Morning birds begin to trill, amazed as ever by the return of the light and the survival of the evening. Smoke from the village below them slowly tarts to stream into view as people wake to begin preparing their breakfasts. Somewhere a dog barks, setting off another. The clouds that had teased the stars in the evening amble along, seeking out other skies to pass the time with.

“There’s something beautiful in the little things,” Collei continues quietly, fingertips absently running over the worn and well-loved seams of her old Cuilein-Anbar. She takes in a quick breath, like she wants to say something but isn’t sure if she should.

Nahida scoots over on the wooden platform to be closer to her, reaching up to lightly curl her fingers around the thick rope that’s strung tight between wooden posts to make a semi-rail.

“Yes,” Nahida says when Collei doesn’t speak any further. “The little things add up to become big things. You don’t realize how lovely the little things are until they’re gone. And when the time comes, when the threat of oblivion in all of its meaning comes for you, you find it is the small things that light the darkness.”

Collei doesn’t respond to that. Nahida wonders if that was too much. She forgets sometimes, that people aren’t always expecting something from her. Sometimes people talk to her and she answers and that answer is something so — well. Much. It’s too much for them, sometimes. Nahida can be a lot. Nahida can also be not enough. Nahida is still trying to figure out the middle ground between these, but it’s a very steep learning curve. Nahida turns. There is surprise there. But no discomfort, which is certainly a relief on Nahida’s part.

“Did you think I would not understand?” Nahida asks. 

She hopes she doesn’t sound too mean, too bitter, about asking that. But sometimes that slips through. She forgets to hold it back.

Collei lowers her gaze immediately.

Nahida feels awful about that. It was a lot for Collei to say these things to her. She knows that. Perhaps it is because she is a guest here, maybe it is because Collei was trying to make a genuine effort to connect and break out of her shell, maybe it was something else — but she could have been a little bit gentler.

“It is not the same as what happened to you,” Nahida says in an attempt to soften the sting. “But I know what it means to hold fast to what others would think small. Mundane. For me, too, that was all I had to go on with. Little snatches of light in the dark. I know what it is to have something dreadful looming over you, and to have to distract yourself from it with whatever you could.”

“It’s hard to think of gods understanding mortals,” Collei confesses, fingertips worrying at the ears of her doll. “Or gods caring about sunrises and stuff like that.”

“Maybe other gods,” Nahida concedes. 

Nahida thinks the Tsarista, the Raiden Shogun. They do not seem like gods who care about little things, in the grand scope of their histories and their reigns and ambitions. She thinks of Morax who lived for thousands upon thousands of years. She thinks of Barbatos and the centuries that stretch between his appearances, coming and going as the wind does seemingly without any regard or notice to the passage of time in between. How small the rest of them must seem in comparison to these titans and monuments to power and authority. How childish. How fleeting. 

“Maybe I was like that once,” Nahida continues. “Before. But for the past five hundred years — no. I know what it is. I know what it is to seize onto something others would never notice and hold onto it for dear life. I know it. But this love for the small is not what troubles you. It is not this sunrise. If you want to talk to me I can listen. If you want me to leave I can do that too.”

Collei closes her eyes, head momentarily tipping backwards.

“I won’t be upset if you don’t want to talk to me. It’s just an offer. Offers aren’t required to be taken.”

“No. You’re right. It isn’t sunrises and writing letters and a love for the small that’s bothering me. But it’s —” Collei finally says. “It’s going to sound strange. And it’s — It’s hard for me to talk about. To anyone, really. I. Um. I didn’t think I ever would.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Maybe I do though. Maybe I do. I think I do. And I guess — if I have to talk about it, maybe you’re the one to talk about it to. You’re so much part of it, in a way. And maybe you’d get it. And I think I really, desperately, need someone to get it. Not Master Tighnari or General Mahamatra. I need to tell someone who isn’t a hollow tree log. And um. If you’re offering?”

“I am.”

Collei nods, turning towards the sun.

Collei straightens herself up. Her eyes open, jaw clenching as she blinks furiously. Her breath comes in quick through the nose, pulling back her shoulders and lengthening her back, and breathing out loudly. Her hands tremble on her doll. 

And then just as quickly she forces her hands to still. She takes a long, controlled breath and holds it, releases it carefully. Collei closes her eyes again, brow relaxing as her eyes flick underneath her eyelids. Nahida waits for Collei’s words to come.

And they do come.

“I knew I was going to die,” Collei confesses, her voice a shadow. A truth. A ghost of the girl she was a mere handful of weeks ago before all of this change came about. “I told myself I was ready for it. That, no matter what, I did my best and I got a lot more than I could have ever imagined possibly having. It took me a long time but I got to a good place. I got here. I came home. Finally. Maybe not to the family and house I started out from, but — here. Gandharva Ville. The Forest Watchers. Master Tighnari. The General Mahamatra. Amber and all the rest in Mondstadt. I would tell myself on the days when it got really bad — Collei, you got a lot more than most other people get. And you did what you could with it. It might not have been a long or beautiful one, but it certainly was yours! But I wasn’t ready. I was scared. I wasn’t ready at all. I know that’s a lot to open with. But. It’s — it’s part of me. Part of this. The rest of it doesn’t make sense with out it. And that’s — that’s kind of the easy part to say. The next part isn’t. It isn’t nice. Or good. Or easy.”

Collei’s jaw works, eyes squeezing shut, brows furrowing. 

Nahida waits as Collei rallies herself. She doesn’t ask Collei to look at her, to open her eyes. She doesn’t reach out. Nahida has a feeling that if she did anything it would shatter this moment. Collei would cut herself off and never speak of this or try to address it again. Nahida cannot put to reason why she feels this. It is some instinct in her that speaks. Some kind of quiet understanding that she can only glimpse a silhouette of.

“I hated you,” Collei confesses, voice cracking. “When I was young. When I was given over to the Fatui and they did their experiments on me. I hated you. All of the gods. Wasn’t I as worthy as anyone else to be saved? Why was I left to suffer? The Eleazar and the experiments and the wandering — the hate people turned onto me because I was sick and alone. What was wrong with me that I deserved all of that? Was there something wrong with me that caused everyone to abandon me? To make me deserve all of that hurt? I didn’t know. And it made me angry. I hated. I was so angry. I hurt so much. All the time. And I turned all of that anger and hurt outwards for a really long time. I got better at it. Clearly. But —”

Collei opens her eyes, now. 

And now is when she looks at Nahida. Her eyes burn in her face. They are years beyond the time she has spent in this life. There is a shocking familiarity in these eyes. There is so much brilliant and raw hurt. It still bleeds. It’s a raw wound that Nahida looks at. This is a hurt that is so big that it can only be glanced at and stitched up at the edges a little at a time.

These are familiar eyes. They are the sort of eyes Nahida catches glimpses of when she is alone with herself.

“I turned my hate and my hurt out on a lot of people who didn’t deserve it. And you were one of them. I’m sorry for that. I’m sorry, Lord Kusanali. You were suffering just as much as I was. And I’m sorry for it. That you suffered. That I suffered. I’m sorry that these things happened.”

“It won’t change anything, but if I could I would have helped you. I hope you can believe that. For what it’s worth: I am sorry, Collei. I am sorry that I was not a god who could help you, the god you needed,” Nahida says, reaching out and taking one of Collei’s shaking and clenched fists into her hand. 

In her heart Nahida shakes just as badly. Nahida finds within herself an abundance of hurt for this girl. And for herself. Here is where god and mortal grieve together. Here is where children mourn. 

“I forgive you. If hating me gave you some strength to move on, something to focus on aside from your suffering, if it helped you even a little — I forgive it. And I am thankful to have been helpful in some way.” 

Collei’s hand shakes so badly. Nahida squeezes as tightly as she can. Collei brings the other hand to her eyes, covering them. Her body shakes with sobs.

“You made it Collei,” Nahida says. “Look around you. You survived. And you have the time now. You have the time. You can learn to become as good as Forest Watcher as your master. You can learn how to write better. You can learn to read your own letters. You can make newer and improved versions of Cuilein-Anbar. You have time to put together the little things to build towards the big things. You suffered, you endured. And I can’t say that this is a reward, but — it’s something. It’s yours. You made it.”

Collei’s hand twists, still shaking but opening so that her fingers can grasp Nahida’s. Collei’s nails dig into the backs of Nahida’s palms with how hard she’s squeezing. Nahida squeezes back. Collei sobs, dragging her other hand over her eyes.

“We made it, Lord Kusanali,” she sobs. “We both made it.” 

Nahida’s throat closes tight on itself and she feels her eyes begin to prickle. Nahida has not cried in — she doesn’t know. She blinks quickly, squeezing Collei’s hand harder as she tries to push the feeling back.

How strange they must look to an outsider. Sitting on a wooden walkway, dozens of meters up above the ground, looking at a sunrise — and sounding absolutely miserable.

“If we both made it then why are we crying?” Nahida asks, voice wobbling. She doesn’t recognize her voice. It’s all scratchy and strained.

“I think you’re crying because I am and you’re very kind. Despite. You know. Everything,” Collei pushes out through her hitching sobs, shoulders shaking as she presses her free hand to her face. Collei draws in deep breaths, trying to compose herself. “And that — making it— that’s what troubles me. To answer your question from the very beginning. That’s what brings me here. That’s the weird thing about all of this. I know I can reach out and do those things. I can become whatever I want. I know it. I know it; I feel it. But there is some part of me that doesn’t understand it. And is afraid of it. I don’t know how to live with an open ending. I’ve spent my entire life waiting for it to end and counting my minutes. This entire time I haven’t been building a life. I was building a goodbye. And now that I don’t have to count, now that I don’t have to say goodbye — it’s too much. It just seems like so much. And somehow it scares me more than when I had Eleazar. How do you live when you’ve spent your entire life preparing to die?”

Good question.

Nahida turns to watch the sun rise, its ascent speeding up as it kindles itself to morning brightness.

Nahida doesn’t have an answer.

-

By the time the both of them are done crying, morning has firmly settled over Gandharva Ville. Collei retreats quickly, embarrassed by the amount of talking and crying and sharing she’d done — but not regretful, which is the most important part. Nahida had been tempted to use her powers of the mind to double check. If Collei did regret it, Nahida would have been extra careful around her moving forward. She might have even gone to Tighnari to let him know that maybe he should anticipate Collei acting a little strangely around her. But thankfully, Collei seemed settled, if not completely content, with the catharsis of a good morning cry.

Nahida quickly hurries back to her borrowed quarters, the guards are different but if someone realized she was gone she thinks that there would be a little more fuss than just a change of guard. Deception (although she isn’t sure if she likes to think of it as such) intact, Nahida floats in through the open window.

And is face to face with the General Mahamatra. The man stands next to the closed door, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest.

“Lord Kusanali.” 

Nahida lowers herself down, grass and dew damp feet alighting upon the smooth wooden boards.

“Good morning.”

One of the general’s pale brows raise into his bangs. He’s foregone the helm, long hair pulled back into a simple tail at the base of his neck. It makes him no less impressive.

“I’m sorry,” Nahida finds herself saying. And quite confused about it too. Wow, he really is good at his job. All he had to do was stand there and say good morning and Nahida’s feeling guilty. Though now Nahida does have an idle thought about rate of false confessions.

“Are you?” 

Gosh is Nahida glad that she’s the one with the mind reading powers here.

She resists the urge to fidget. Isn’t she supposed to be the one in charge between them?

The general’s amber eyes just look at her and Nahida ducks her head down to look at her bare feet.

“No,” she confesses. “Not really. Were you waiting long?”

The General Mahamatra hums, eyes gaining a new dimension of shine and laughter when answers. “No. Tighnari let me know when the two of you were done talking so we could go to get you. I’ll be outside. Breakfast is waiting.”

Nahida’s cheeks heat as the general slips out again.

She redresses for the day, splashing water onto her face from the ewer — the general must have brought it in for her — and quickly washing her hands and feet.

“You both knew?” Nahida says as soon as she exits the hut, falling into step next to the general as they walk back to Tighnari’s cabin. He hums, good humor now apparent in the cadence of it. 

“Tighnari’s ears can’t be fooled,” is all the response the general gives.

Food is arranged on the blanket on the floor from yesterday, Tighnari in the same place. The moon of his smile is knowing as Nahida and the General sit with him.

“Collei should be coming up soon,” he says, ears slightly turning. “As for today’s agenda — business, I believe was somewhere on it. What did you have in mind for today, Nahida?”

-

According to the Forest Watcher’s observations the Withering Zones are no longer spreading. Any nascent zones and early onset signs of the Withering are still present, but stalled at whatever state they were at. The smaller stages are easy enough for the Forest Watchers to treat on their own. But the nascent zones require someone with a Vision, as do the established Withering Zones in full flourish. But they are not spreading nor are they getting worse.

Tighnari is confident that if they’re careful, these zones can be safely handled within a few months. In the mean time they must keep a constant vigilance to make sure no one wanders — or, more likely, seeks out the zones for any reason. Nahida makes a mental note to have the General Mahamatra and Al-Haitham to direct officials to keep an extra special watch on Amurta and Spantamad researchers for the next few months.

But the issue, as is with the issue with the Eleazar patients, is the afterward. The recovery. These zones are atrophied. Just because the Withering is gone doesn’t mean that everything will be well. Animals and insects and other creatures that had learned to avoid those zones will need time to understand that what was once dangerous is safe again. Entire ecosystems will start to shift and adjust. Populations will move. Patrols will need to be rearranged, maps redrawn — understandings of the forests have to be adjusted.

The Forest Watchers have spent their entire stewardship of Gandharva Ville fighting and managing the Withering as one of their primary duties. When this passes as a finished chapter of their history, they will have resources to expand their reach and focus on other problems that  their constant watch of the Withering had left them short handed for.

The Forest Watchers and the land itself moves onto new problems, new issues, new focuses.

Tighnari leads Nahida off to show her the areas closer to the village and more common roads in and out of Gandharva Ville. These zones Nahida can fix on her own much faster than any of the Forest Watchers can. And while Tighnari is overall uncertain about Nahida going off to fix everything in one solitary swoop and the Forest Watcher’s ability to successfully rehabilitate and maintain all of those new areas at once, he has calculated the ones they’re going to visit as ones as more critical ones that would greatly benefit from being addressed now.

The General Mahamatra, at Nahida’s request, stays behind. At Tighnari’s request, he stays with Collei, who had appeared at breakfast with reddened eyes and the exhaustion of someone who’s just had something they’ve been carrying for a long time taken from them. 

“Tell me about the Eleazar patients,” Nahida says as they walk together, Gandharva Ville at their backs, and the first of five Withering Zones and nascent sites ahead of them. “Your notes correspond to other observations I’ve collected. But there’s more here that you aren’t saying. That you didn’t commit to official report. That the rest of the doctors and researchers who’ve been working on Eleazar aren’t saying. You have my ears, Tighnari. My time and attention and all of the wisdom I have are yours.”

Tighnari wastes no time.

“Physically speaking, for many advanced patients we are looking at months of physical therapy. Especially for the ones who’ve had the disease since adolescence. They’ve spent a majority of their lives with their systems accommodating for loss of use in other areas. We can expect symptoms of overcompensation — cardiomegaly being one of the major concerns, and elevated blood chemistry, extremely overtaxed organs, and metabolisms in severe imbalance to name a few others. It would be an entire spectrum of issues to look into. I imagine that it would be spawning a high demand in the short term of our generation. Even for patients who had mild Eleazar symptoms or had it limited just to extremities or superficial body layers we should still expect some sort of adjustment required.”

Tighnari’s ears twitch and flick, alert even as his mind focuses in on this knotted tangle of a problem. No one ever expects problems to come from miracles. 

“For patients like Collei, there’s a need for them to slowly build up their stamina and regain understanding of their own balance. The loss of sensation and mobility due to the petrification of many of their limbs and areas of high touch has caused them to overcompensate mentally. These patients have trained themselves to move differently, to approach things the rest of us take for granted in a series of work-arounds that would allow them the smoothest and simplest function around their disabilities. They’ve taught themselves to think and look at things differently. You and I see stairs. You climb up, or down them. Lift your foot by bending your knee and let momentum take you forward. Tactile feedback guides you. But for someone who’s Eleazar has affected their knees, their legs, their feet, how different would it be? It’s no longer as simple as bending your knee and falling forward to catch yourself on your own foot. And that’s where the problem I don’t think any of us were prepared to address comes in.”

“No one could ever have been prepared for any of these problems,” Nahida reminds him. “Because until just a few weeks ago, Eleazar was a terminal illness with no cause, no remission, no hope.”

“And I’m thankful that is no longer the case.”

“I do not mean to imply that you were not. I would just like to remind you that it is impossible to predict problems. Don’t blame yourself for this. For not seeing these issues come up. It is not your burden.” 

Tighnari’s eyes move towards her, colorful and strong and shining, and he says. “And I hope that you don’t say that to imply that it’s yours.”

Nahida doesn’t reply to that. Frankly, she isn’t sure. As Sumeru’s Archon — isn’t it her burden? Isn’t she supposed to be anticipating these kind of things? Looking ahead to guide her nation? That’s what the other Archons do.

The man next to her sighs and points ahead of them towards the nascent Withering Zone he had showed her on his map earlier.

“It should be clear,” he tells her, “It’s still a very small zone, but the issue is that it’s near a critical water supply used by Gandharva Ville to fish and harvest local aquatic flora. We’ve been diverting resources away from it when we can, but having this safely back would save everyone a lot of time.”

As they get closer Nahida can feel the faint traces of the Withering. It really was faint, but avoiding it was a good call. Nahida can sense that the surface symptoms of the Withering are paper-thin — dead grass, drying soil, and a strange stagnation in the water and area that, if it were to grow, would definitely become a breeding ground of disease — and loose. Ready to be dislodged. It is nothing for Nahida to reach out with her powers, stretching out from beyond the body, and pluck it off, letting that malignancy scatter under the touch of her divinity.

Tighnari jots down some notes in his log book, taking a few samples from the water and soil and the mud in little glass jars that he tags in Forest Watcher short hand. He explains it to her, half distracted and mostly out of habit. It’s a shame that he’s needed here — and that he needs to be here. He would have been an excellent teacher at the Akademiya.

But Nahida can recognize that his greatest impact is out here.

As they move onto the next zone — a larger one that was trending towards true seriousness as it had begun to draw and corrupt some fungi —Tighnari returns to the topic of Eleazar.

“It’s the mentality that we are not addressing,” he explains. “Their bodies and minds have both adapted, grown around and through and over this disease and what we all thought it would mean for them. It has become a part of their very identities. It is part of how they move, how they speak, how they breathe, how they think. And now without it, they must unlearn the habits they cultivated in order to adapt to their situation. It’s going to be a different situation for each and every single person out there recovering that requires personalized attention. The ones I worry most for are the children. For several of them, life with Eleazar is going to be all they knew. They don’t remember or maybe they never had memories of not having it. I’ve already seen it in some of them. 

“Logically speaking, they are told that they are cured. Once they finish up their rehabilitation they can run, they can jump, they can cause as much trouble as they like. They can climb trees. They can go out and play with their friends. No more shortness of breath. No more fear about tripping or cramping or sudden chest pains. But they don’t understand it. Some part of them cannot accept it. They were taught limitations and it was enforced with pain. As happy as they are that they’re no longer sick, that they’re no longer limited, some part of them is holding back. They fall back into their old habits as a comfort response.”

Nahida frowns, turning this thought over in her head. She wonders how much of her talk with Collei he heard, how much of it he paid attention to. And she wonders how much of his own observations are about Collei.

She wonders if Tighnari or Collei know that the other is standing on the other side of the door of this problem. Both of them outside looking in, inside looking out. Nahida wonders if they would consider speaking to each other of it.

“Adults are a different problem,” he continues with a frustrated huff. “Because the adults, especially the ones who didn’t have Eleazar to start with, the ones who only developed it later in life — they’re so damn proud.”

Nahida trips at the shocking burst of irritation in Tighnari’s voice. His hand quickly goes out to steady her, holding on as she regains her footing. His tail flicks to the side, the only tell of his clear frustration as he reigns his voice back into something calmer. 

But before he can explain that further, Nahida feels something touch against the edge of her mind.

She turns, attention drawn to this new thing. The Withering Zone. A full fledged one, not just the prelude of it. A little blot of cancer — silence and barren echoes of despondency. Nahida’s very mind recoils from it. But once she has touched upon it, once it recognizes her, they must face each other. Nahida understands this in herself. Just as she understands how to get rid of it. 

Nahida moves ahead of Tighnari, floating into the air when her own legs are not enough. Behind her Tighnari is near silent as he follows in her wake. Nahida is drawn to the Withering in its fuller bloom as she finds herself drawn to the Statue of Seven. There is a link between them, a kinship. They are parts of each other in the way shadows and reflections are parts of a body. They are each other, in another form, another dimension. 

Perhaps in another cycle Nahida is the shadow, the disease, the stone. Perhaps in another revolution of roles and worlds, it is Nahida who must be banished to the annuls of history as some trial that Sumeru once overcame.

But in this one Nahida is the one with the godhood and the responsibility.

It isn’t even that the Withering is death, exactly. There’s a strange sort of corrupt…life here. It sucks and drains and atrophies, but it returns in the form of polluted power. An energy of its own, a vitality of its own. 

Nahida before this has never been to a Withering zone in person. She’s seen it through the dreams of others and known of it through records and data files. But this is her first time experiencing it on her own.

None of the records mentioned that it cries. She winces, resisting the urge to put her hands over her ears. It sounds so…pitiful. So lost. It sounds like it is in pain. Nahida wonders if it is a merciful thing to remove it. If it will hurt more. What hurts the Withering more? Growing or going? Does it matter?

Nahida comes to a stop some meters away. There are a few fungi, corroded and clearly agitated, from prolonged exposure to the Withering.

“If you can distract the fungi and dispatch them I can get rid of the Withering,” Nahida tells Tighnari as he comes up behind her, almost entirely silent. She turns to get him in the corner of her eye and sees him drawing his bow, movements careful. “Will you be alright?”

Tighnari’s expression is amused as he strings his bow, readying his first arrow.

“Interesting.”

“What?” Nahida turns to look back at the Withering and then back to him. “Did something change?”

Tighnari shakes his head, the tips of his ears and tail flicking before going still. “Did you know that you have an uncanny resemblance to the General Mahamatra when you inquire about someone’s well being?”

Nahida scrunches her nose up in confusion. Tighnari’s tail twitches again.

“Never mind it. I’ll cover you,” he says, “But stay close.”

Together they get closer to the Withering Zone, until they are close enough to hear the movement of the fungi although they have not yet been noticed by the creatures. Tighnari holds a hand out to stop her before he takes careful aim, energy building at the tip of his arrow.

“When you’re ready, Nahida.”

Nahida turns forward, eyes closing as she reaches out. Not with hand or mind, but with that within her that makes her quintessentially different from all others — solitary in existence, singular in purpose. Nahida reaches out with the part of her that is tied to the land itself, to Irminsul, to the ley lines, to all of it; that interconnected web of life like tissues of a body laid out flat to be peopled.

Nahida reaches out with her very self and through this she can hear the Withering respond to her.

The Withering reaches out to her, crying that terrible sound that rises like heat, like evaporation.

Nahida the god and the Withering meet each other for the first time, and know each other across all of them. Nahida understands what must be done. The Withering at this stage must be completely erased. It is not enough for Nahida to reach in and pull it out of the very reality it’s hooked itself into. Not like with the nascent zones. 

This Withering must be overridden. Nahida must overtake it. Raze through it like flame, destroying and remaking it as she does so. Transmuting its form of energy and life into something new. Something different.

Into herself.

Nahida the body can sense Tighnari fighting. She can hear the sound of arrows and his clever alchemical bombs. She can hear the shrieks of mushrooms and the sounds of elemental reactions that Tighnari makes sure gets turned away from the both of them. Nahida the god observes him and sees that his powers are strong, his connection to his Vision is stable, and his spirit is hale. This eases their mind.

Back to the Withering.

Nahida falls upon it like waves on the sleeping mind’s shore, like fire to the dry grass field, like a wash of night upon the curled and burned up edges of the day. 

The Withering resists. She smothers it with the whole infinite vastness of herself. 

She imagines gathering the Withering all up like a blanket. Like when she helps Al-Haitham pick up laundry, piling as much as she can carry into the circle of her arms. She imagines gathering it up like loose flowers or documents, stray bits here and there slipping out as she tries to hurriedly catch them again while picking up more and trying not to drop the ones she’s already got.

The Withering slips away from her in handfuls, leaping and writhing and slithering in pieces and snatches before Nahida wrangles it all together and ties it up in itself.

And then Nahida holds it to herself, curling around it. Nahida imagines herself a shell. She imagines herself the honey glaze that peanuts and almonds are sometimes dipped into, or maybe a chocolate one. She imagines herself as chocolate and honey, viscous and sticky and impossible to escape. Nahida surrounds the Withering, smothers it. And she pushes through it. Over and over again, snapping the teeth of her soul at it. 

Me, not you. Not you, me. There is room in me for you, but there is no room in you for me. Nahida subsumes it, folding it into herself over and over and over; diluting it into the great mass of her infinity until it is nothing. Until it is her. Until it is made so fine and so indistinguishable that it could be anything and therefore it is nothing.

And in its place, Nahida runs over and through the land. She becomes it. It becomes her. They are one flesh, one stone, one water. Nahida replaces what was taken from her very self. A seamless graft from a donor universe. Gone is the old. Here is the new.

Nahida opens her eyes to clarity as she slips herself back into the body. Tighnari is carefully gathering fungal spore materials and taking samples of the area. Nahida wonders what it looked like from his eyes. Did he feel it?

She waits as he finishes his recording, his note taking, his gathering. He carefully gathers the arrows he can salvage and gestures for her to follow him towards the next one.

“Tell me about the proud,” Nahida prompts when they are further along.

“They have the opposite problem as the children,” Tighnari answers immediately. “The kids we need to get used to it all slowly; expose them little by little to what they were previously taught that they couldn’t but now can. For the adults we have to restrict them so that their bodies can catch up to what their minds think they should be able to do.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well. From what I’ve seen it’s like with most adults who are coming off of a long convalescence. They try to jump directly into — anything, really. And they get frustrated when they can’t. In their minds there’s no excuse for it. They can’t excuse their own rehabilitation as something necessary. In their point of view they’ve gotten over the worst of it, this is something that’s over and behind them, not something they are still going through. And when they, inevitably, hit a roadblock trying to do whatever it is they thought they should be able to do, they get angry. They get confused. They feel guilt.”

How strange is it that Nahida can sympathize with both sides so clearly. And how appropriate.

Nahida’s body knows no sickness, no disease — at least, not that she can remember.

And yet, Nahida, too, is trying to unlearn habits of survival. And she, too, is faced with the unpleasant truth that she doesn’t actually have the time for that. This is all she knows, all she remembers, and yet she knows she must be capable of more.

Her mind, unwittingly, goes back to that day. The stage. The speech that she didn’t get to give to the people she wanted to give it to. Nahida thinks about the words “sensory overload” and “stage fright”. She thinks about Collei and herself. What does it mean to live when you have spent so long looking at your own death? What does it mean to move forward, to build a destination for yourself?

“And what is it you suggest for these patients to get better? Back to normal?” Nahida asks Tighnari, looking into the moon of his face and searching for clouds. Nahida attempts for neutral interest, for authoritative inquest. But she feels it slip out of her: her own deep veined want. Her very own frustration. Her guilt. “How do they get fixed?”

How does Nahida get fixed?

But Tighnari’s expression darkens as he shakes his head, voice going soft with exasperation and weariness.

“It isn’t about fixing, Nahida. Because they aren’t broken. It’s about understanding and accepting. A lot of these people will feel that now that they are able to do something, now that they are cured, they should be able to do the things on their own. They believe that without Eleazar, without sickness, they are not allowed to be weak, to have flaws, to ask for help. Suddenly, overnight, they must be perfect and independent. This isn’t true. Being cured of Eleazar doesn’t mean they cant ask for help. Recovery is rarely a straight or clean path. And can be just as hard and difficult as the original injury. That is what they must learn to understand and accept.”

Tighnari’s expression softens further. He looks into her, and Nahida feels like maybe between them he could be the god. He looks into her and Nahida feels seen. She feels obvious. She feels incredibly young and transparent. 

When he speaks next, Nahida wonders if they are still talking about the Eleazar patients. Or if, perhaps, they are now touching on the sore subject that creeps up on her every thought and stamps at the shadows of her productivity, pinning it in place with vindictive and little feet.

“It isn’t about fixing,” he repeats gently. “What needs to be understood is that recovery is slow. It’s messy. Recovery is about doing what you can, when you can, and growing from it. Little steps that add up over time. You work your way from one point to another slowly. You don’t ask someone for more than they are able to give — you don’t demand of yourself more than you can handle. This is a process that can’t and shouldn’t be rushed. Trying to will only hurt you, put you back worse, and also hurt those around you. Those who care for you. My suggestion, Nahida, is to trust others to help you. Trust others to support you to do what you cannot. Ask for help.”

Now, Nahida isn’t going to be terribly obvious and say: Who do gods turn to for help?

But Nahida does ask, instead —

“And to these Eleazar patients who struggle with asking for help, how would you advise them to be…encouraged to do so?”

“You ask good questions. The same ones I ask myself. It’s a complicated issue. It’s easy to identify problems. Much harder, in my experience, to come up with agreeable solutions. This is the problem that I’ve been thinking over.”

Tighnari hums, tail idly swaying as he falls into quiet contemplation. As he thinks they come across some wetland — shallow for some. But for Nahida it’s inconveniently going to be up to her knees at least. Tighnari turns his back towards her and kneels, pulling his bow and quiver off as he gestures for her to climb on. Nahida eyes his back before carefully walking over to awkwardly drape herself over his shoulders, arms uncertainly looping around his neck. She rests her cheek on the opposite shoulder of the golden ornament clipped to the back of his cloak. One of his hands reaches around and gently taps at her leg until she slowly draws it up and curls it around his side. And then she does the same with the other. Tighnari stands with a quiet grunt and Nahida almost slides right off of his back. 

Tighnari waits for her to figure herself out before he bends to collect his bow and quiver, lightly slinging them over his right shoulder. He begins to walk on, the water splashing against his boots. Nahida tries her best not to strangle him. She thinks she’s doing well enough at her first, as they call it, piggyback ride because he doesn’t say anything one way or another about it. 

He sometimes points out to her interesting parts that they pass by, accompanied with a dry retelling of some awfully mortifying incident that makes Nahida want to cover her face withs second hand embarrassment. 

Once they get to dryer, more even ground Tighnari kneels to let her down once more.

“I think,” Tighnari says, adjusting his quiver and bow once more over his own back, “That it might have to be done on both sides.”

Nahida looks up at him, waiting for further explanation.

“You can’t help someone who doesn’t want to be helped. But you also can’t ask for help if you aren’t sure what kind of help is available to you,” he continues. “So I think that it has to be on both sides. To this effect, I would recommend that those around the patients offer help when they can. Not force it upon the patient, but just make it clear that an offer stands. And the offer isn’t conditional. It doesn’t expire. It isn’t something that needs to be paid back. It’s just there. Waiting for when the patient is ready, in whatever shape the patient may need it to be.”

“That sounds awfully complicated.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“How so?”

Tighnari’s moon smile comes out from behind the clouds of his thoughts, looking quite pleased as he arrives at his answer and presents it to her.

“Sometimes, offering help can be as simple as holding out your hand. Because all another person has to do is take it,” he answers. “And let me tell you, based on all of the things I’ve studied and experienced in my admittedly short life, there is nothing a hand wants to do more than hold another.”
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5. Chapter 5

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Child of Sumeru,” Nahida said, “Questioning is your right. What is it that you want to know?”

The General Mahamatra was quiet for a beat, two, three. From the angle of the door and where Nahida had been standing, she could only see the ends of his hair, almost blue with the way the moon — fat like the smile of a cat — shone down upon them.

“What is it that you seek in the night that you feel must not be seen by others?”
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    The final Withering Zones on Tighnari’s list are easily dispatched, none of them offering much of a challenge in terms of resistance. But, maybe it’s because this is the most Nahida has gone on her own two feet — or sometimes Tighnari’s back — or maybe it’s because Nahida’s never had to be aggressive with her powers before, Nahida feels tired. She feels tired in a different way from when she feels tired back in Sumeru City. It’s not the same kind and it makes her feel…weird.

This doesn’t feel like the kind of tired Nahida can fix with honeyed lemon slices in water or with a quick stretch. And it doesn’t feel like a bad tired. Nahida’s mind feels slippery. She didn’t realize being tired could turn your mind into a bar of soap. 

Tighnari hums. She can feel it through her chest, spreading from him to her. He’s been carrying her for a little now. Nahida could technically float, but by the time she remembered that she’d already been on Tighnari’s back and she wasn’t sure if it would be weird or rude to suddenly detach and hover along with him. Also. She had a weird image of the Traveler and Paimon pop into her head. Paimon’s nice and all, but the whole floating fairy thing is something Paimon can keep to herself. Nahida would like to be recognized as a god first, thank you very much. She’s been waiting five hundred years for that after all.

He has both arms hooked around the backs of her legs, keeping her secure. He’d assured her that the way back is clear and if it wasn’t he’d definitely hear any danger coming.

“Besides, the General Mahamatra will probably meet us on the way back,” he’d said with a bemused curl of the tip of his tail. And then, with the expression of someone who was winking — even though he wasn’t — he said to her, “He’ll scare everything off with how loud he is.”

Nahida laughed.

“You can sleep, Nahida,” Tighnari says, drawing her attention back to now. “You’ve done a lot. And very quickly. What you’ve done today has put us ahead in recovery by weeks, if not months. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me for something like that,” Nahida says, rubbing at her eyes. “It’s my job.”

“I’m thankful anyway,” Tighnari replies. “A little gratitude never hurt anyone, did it? If you happen to know otherwise, do inform some researchers at the Amurta to get on that.”

Nahida wonders why some of the funniest people ever are so sneaky about it.

“Rest, Nahida,” Tighnari insists, “You’ve done weeks of work in hours. I’ll wake you when we’re back in Gandharva Ville.”

“I don’t need to rest,” Nahida insists. She blinks her eyes open, which does surprise her because she hadn’t realized she closed them. The sun laughs against the back of her neck, trickling down her the skin of her shoulders and back. Tighnari is warm against her chest and stomach. He smells nice. The forest smells nice. Everything smells clean and clear. 

Nahida thinks that they should make an incense. Nahida doesn’t know a lot about predicting market trends in a practical sense, but she thinks this would be a really big hit. Nahida’s studied everything ever recorded in the Akasha about economics backwards and forwards and right and left. Does she get it? Not really because a surprising amount of it rests on understanding people which Nahida has only had about three weeks to really start working on. But there’s only so much Nahida could dream or skim, and the Akasha terminal’s database doesn’t get updated with the fun books and records very often. It’s always the business and the mathematics and such that get loaded in first. In any case, Nahida thinks — based on her own experiences — this smell would be a fantastic hit.

Maybe Al-Haitham would like it. And if he didn’t, Kaveh probably would because they’re a funny pair like that.

Nahida spots a few Aranara, cautiously poking their colorful heads out from between leaves and branches. Nahida wiggles her fingers at them and they wave back. In the back of her mind she can hear them calling out in greeting, delighted at seeing her again in the flesh after centuries of only being able to glance at each other through the lenses of dreams. She needs to make time to visit them in person. She’ll have to figure it out when the General Mahamatra isn’t paying attention. She’s already proved herself quite bad at sneaking out of a hut to visit her own statue. She imagines sneaking out of Sumeru City to visit a remote village of spirits and dreams in the northern reaches of Sumeru is a much greater challenge.

And if she did tell the General Mahamatra that she had to do some business on her own, she’s pretty sure he would let her but he wouldn’t be very pleased with her not telling him where she’s going.

Between the smells and the comforting sound of the Aranara and the soothing feeling of sun and Tighnari’s back and all the rest of it, she feels her eyes start to droop again. They shouldn’t. Sure she didn’t really sleep last night, but she meditated quite a great bit and that should count for something, right? And it’s not even the afternoon yet! She barely did anything.

Tighnari starts to hum under his breath, barely audible but definitely tangible as the sound travels through him and the air and her.

Nahida rests her cheek against his shoulder, eyes unfocusing little by little as the world in front of her blurs out. 

She doesn’t quite sleep. Nahida just…floats. Part of her is in her body, feeling the movement of Tignari’s body, the currents of wind, the brush of sunlight. Her body is listening to Tighnari hum and the playing water as it dances across the forest in silver strings. Her body is listening to the trill and echo of birds and the buzz and hum of insects, the rustling of leaves being moved by bodies of fur and scale. Branches creak and shadows shift to accommodate. Her body breathes slow and steady, little limbs lax and lazy.

And another part of her is outside of herself, not quite looking down but just there. This other part of herself waves at the Aranara that continue to peek out, their presences clear like spots of flowers in a field. They sing their songs to her and Nahida doesn’t remember hers so she can’t respond in kind, but she raises the thought of herself up to the sky like she is a tree to show them that she likes it. They cheer and Nahida is cheerful with them.

Nahida drifts between enjoying the feeling of sunlight and slow breathing and the songs of the Aranara. And between these Nahida just exists. Nahida is no thoughts, no worries, just the feeling of feeling things.

Nahida slips further and further into this not-sleep, not-waking until both Tighnari and the Aranara slip from her consciousness. Time slips away from her, or maybe she slips away from time. They keep missing each other like that, it seems. Nahida floats, suspended on a blend of sensations, no one more important or pressing than the other. Music, breathing, sunlight, green and blue, daylight and heartbeats, the grounding weight of a having a body to feel and the security of another body

It could be minutes later, or hours later, when something new prompts Nahida into paying attention to specifics again. She reluctantly extracts herself from the gold and butter soup of dozing as she feels her body gently being moved.

Tighnari’s voice floats over her — “She’s fine, just tired. We covered a lot of ground today and she might downplay it later, but I think it takes a lot more out of her than she realizes to clear fully fledged Withering Zones and rehabilitate them to a healthy level. I think she’ll be out for a while more.”

Nahida clumsily starts to stir, she means to say — “I’m awake. I’m awake.” — but something else entirely comes out of her mouth, causing the hands touching her to pause as they try to decipher it. Even Nahida feels herself waking up a little bit more out of confusion over whatever that was.

And then there’s quiet laughter as Nahida is fully shifted into another’s arms. Familiar arms. Nahida knows these arms. Nahida’s body clumsily wraps its arms around the General Mahamatra’s neck, face pressing into his shoulder as he runs his hand over the back of her head.

“Sleep,” he says. He might say more, but Nahida is already tipping over the other side.

-

“Did you have a good rest?” Collei asks when she comes to collect Nahida for dinner.

Nahida had waded her way back to consciousness to a sky turning orange and the village around her alive with people coming in from patrols and getting ready to start preparing for the evening. Nahida didn’t really remember the details of how she got back to the hut or when, other than that it was the General Mahamatra who carried her after Tighnari. 

Nahida’s body felt like syrup. All sticky and confused about whether it was a solid or a liquid. Her eyes felt gummy. Nahida’s mouth felt sticky. This is, Nahida thinks, the feeling of being groggy. She puts it right up there next to brain freeze on things she’s not fond of. But at least she knows what it’s like so it’s not like she can say she didn’t try it.

Hm. But she can avoid brain freeze. Right. Groggy gets to go below brain freeze then.

It seems counterproductive for sleeping to make you feel worse. Nahida rubs at her eyes and Collei laughs, tapping Nahida’s shoulder to get her to stop walking.

“Your hair,” Collei says, “May I?”

Nahida nods and Collei gently pulls Nahida’s hair out of whatever mess the ponytail had gotten into while Nahida was asleep. Her fingers are gentle and soothing as she gathers the hair anew to pull it to the back of Nahida’s head and tie it back again.

“Sorry, I can’t do anything fancy,” Collei says. “I’m still learning. Sometimes the General Mahamatra lets me practice on his hair. I think I want to grow my hair out. Or. I say that and then summer hits and I can’t remember why I would want to do that.”

Nahida can’t picture the General Mahamatra sitting with Collei and letting her experiment with his hair, but she wants to very much.

“There we go,” Collei says, laying the braid over Nahida’s shoulder. Nahida looks down at it, touching the plait with her fingertips.

“It looks very nice,” Nahida says, running her fingers over the ends of her hair. “You did very well.”

“Thanks.” Collei breathes in a little loudly, and then goes on. “For this morning, too. It was — a lot. But thank you. For listening. For feeling sad and overwhelmed and happy with me. It really is something weird to be upset about. Not dying.”

Nahida shakes her head. She thinks about what Tighnari explained to her earlier. She turns inwards at herself and examines the pale places of her heart that are scared to be burned by the newly won and tasted light of life in all of its boundless potential.

“You’re starting over in a way,” Nahida says. “Everyone gets a little confused and a little scared when they have to start something over after already putting so much work into it. This is why so many Akademiya students go funny during spring and winter.”

“Is it?” Collei frowns.

“I can’t explain it any other way,” Nahida replies. “Thank you for talking to me, Collei. As much as you needed to say it, I think I needed to hear it.”

Collei blinks down at her, green brows knotted with confusion.

“It helps to know you aren’t the only one facing a problem,” Nahida tells her. 

Even if Nahida and Collei’s problems aren’t quite the same at all in any measure. And that doesn’t make one comparatively worse. Everyone’s problems are big to themselves. That’s just how it is. But there’s enough similarity between hers and Collei’s that it felt like someone was finally outlining the shape of something that had been snipping and snapping at Nahida’s heels for a while now. Nahida is this much closer to catching it — and thus having grasped it, being able to pin it down and defeat it.

“Sometimes it is enough to know that you aren’t alone,” Nahida continues. “I think the phrase is misery loves company. But not in the way most people think. I guess it’s like lighthouses.”

“Lighthouses?” Oh boy, and now Collei really looks confused.

“Lighthouses,” Nahida nods solemnly. She has never physically seen a lighthouse. But she’s seen them in a lot of dreams. A lot and a lot and a lot of dreams. “I imagine that if you’re a sailor at night or in a terrible storm you must feel quite terrible about it all. But you see a lighthouse and you remember you aren’t alone. Maybe the lighthouse can’t help you very much in terms of — I don’t know. Fixing sails? Bailing out water? Keeping the ship on an even keel? But at least the lighthouse is letting you know that you aren’t alone. This may be a terrible comparison.”

“It sounds nice,” Collei says. “And it feels right. Were we each other’s lighthouses?”

“I think so. Yes.”

Collei smiles. It lifts her cheeks and curls her eyes and makes her look like a rose in bloom.

“I like that,” Collei says, smiling like a star dancing out of the twilight. Nahida finds herself smiling back. 

The two of them are outside of Tighnari’s cabin, and from within they can hear the muffled sounds of the General Mahamatra and Tighnari talking.

Collei raises her hand to knock and pauses, smile dimming a little as she turns down towards Nahida.

“I’ve never actually seen a lighthouse in person though.”

Nahida laughs — “Neither have I!”

The two of them tumble into Tighnari’s cabin just like that, laughing about lighthouses as the two men inside look at them with confusion and fondness. The General Mahamatra turns to Tighnari for explanation, eyes moving like the diurnal gilding of the sand by sun, purposefully flowing to the other man’s tall ears.

But Tighnari just smiles his gibbous moon smile, allowing it to rise over the calm, serious set of his mouth to gleam out of his eyes.

“Lighthouses,” he says simply, setting Collei and Nahida off into a riot of giggles.

-

Nahida spends the next few days following Tighnari or other Forest Watchers, having them explain to her in person some of the issues that they are dealing with. There is only so much that can be understood from reports, after all. And it is no secret that the Akademiya had turned its focus away from the Withering and from the Avidya Forest in order to focus on itself and its own gluttonous wants. 

Nahida can only know what she is told, shown. The Akasha network could only teach her what it had access to. For all that that the Akasha is spread throughout Sumeru, there are places where even it has yet to reach. The desert, of course — but the jungle forests themselves remain a mystery the Akasha has yet to crack. And with Nahida getting closer and closer to its permanent cut off every hour, it never will.

Is it odd for her to feel pleased by this? She, the Archon of the nation of wisdom, pleased at a mystery escaping the fate of being untangled and made known? But even as the Archon of Sumeru, Nahida is still the god of dreams. There is something to be adored in the unknowable, the unfanthomable. 

She is not always with Tighnari — he has other duties to attend to. And Nahida wouldn’t ask him to deviate from his routines cater to her. Nahida knows how his attention is demanded by so many things. He is a pivotal part of life here in many ways. 

Most — all — of the other Forest Watchers are nervous around her. Some of them forget for a little, once they get started on talking. Their enthusiasm and their passion outshines their awe and their intimidation. Nahida loves it when that happens. Their eyes light up and they speak with such confidence, such conviction. Some of their stories make her laugh and others make her want to groan and roll her eyes in commiserate exasperation. And for a while it will be like they are speaking as equals, Nahida asking and them answering in a signature dry way that is perhaps part of being a Forest Watcher or maybe something all of them have picked up from Tighnari.

But something will happen as they talk, something in their mind will suddenly sit straight up and yell — “Wait! You can’t tell that joke! That’s Lord Kusanali!”

And Nahida watches in real time as all of that passion is snuffed out, even the wisps of its smoke smothered, as though it were contraband. This part she doesn’t love.

At first Nahida thought it might be because of the Corps of Thirty guards and the General Mahamatra himself that trailed after her. But she’s seen the Avidya Forest Watchers and the Corps of Thirty members chatting amongst each other. There’s a good relationship there. They’re both guardians, protectors, after all. 

Tighnari seemed to be of the same mind that it was the General Mahamatra, because on the fourth day they were there, he told the general to make himself scarce.

“What are you guarding her from, exactly?” Tighnari said, hand gripping the other man’s arm just above the elbow. He ran his thumb in firm line over and over, softness to match the edge of his raised eyebrow and lilt of his voice. “You’re just following her around like the world’s most sullen looking dog. How is anyone supposed to get anything done with the General Mahamatra menacing them? If you really want something to do I’ve got plenty of work that should keep you occupied.”

The General Mahamatra sighed but he looked to her, waiting for her to speak one way or another.

“I’ll be alright,” she said to him. After all — it seems hard to imagine anything going wrong here. If something to go wrong it would be an act of nature: indiscriminate and utterly indifferent to any resulting collateral. 

The General Mahamatra’s eyes looked into her in the way the sun peers into pinholes. Nahida felt herself being scoured, searched. For what she couldn’t tell. But to look into someone is to expose yourself to being seen as well. 

Nahida looked back into the General Mahamatra’s eyes, not searching for anything in particular other than to understand. To try and see what he sees. He is not nearly as inscrutable as people seem to think he is. 

There’s so much to be understood of others in their eyes.

“I’ll be alright,” Nahida repeated to him, causing him to blink, the furrow between his brows tentatively easing as he nodded to her.

“If you have need of me call for me,” he reminded her.

And so the General Mahamatra split off from Nahida to work on tasks Tighnari had passed to him, ranging from going to gather materials further out of the way of Forest Watcher patrols, to simply sitting with Collei when she wasn’t on patrol to help her with her studies. 

But it did not change the way people would look at Nahida, realization pulling the comfort from their eyes and their bones like they were being doused in cold water — like they were dreamers being rudely snapped awake. 

No! Nahida wants to say to them. Don’t wake up! Stay like that! Where I am a person to be spoken to! To be taught! Stay in that dream, I am with you there! I am with you!

But she does not.

Instead Nahida folds back into herself as well, careful to push her disappointment into the pockets of her gums behind her back teeth to be chewed and chewed and chewed and choked on when she’s by herself. She watches them retreat behind themselves and these thoughts of how one should and shouldn’t behave around her based on rules Nahida doesn’t know. And the process starts over. Nahida asks careful questions and prods for responses and works at patiently unspooling them from their caution, their distance, as though she were pulling at a spider’s web.

The only one aside from Tighnari who doesn’t treat her like this is Collei. There is something about talking about extremely personal and traumatic experiences that tends to just…push aside certain reservations. Collei is still nervous around her, but Nahida thinks this is more about Collei’s own nature than about Nahida personally. Collei, Nahida knows through the Akasha and glimpses of interactions she’s seen from others, is a shy girl. Not exactly reserved, not like Tighnari or the General are, but…naturally hesitant and unsure of herself when interacting with others. From what Nahida knows of Collei’s past it’s only natural.

But there might be something of shyness inherent to Collei’s very spirit. It is not a bad thing. Because when Collei reaches out past herself, edging around her own careful boundaries and setting aside her own doubts, she’s brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.

Collei has introduced Nahida to some of the younger former Eleazar patients. These children don’t know her as Lord Kusanali. Nahida knows them though. Nahida always remembers her dreamers. These children know of her as someone important, but to children someone important can be an elder sibling or a merchant or a Forest Watcher and anyone in between.

Nahida sits with the children as they do their physical therapy; encouraging them when she can, and together with Collei and two of the attending physicians works at figuring out games to keep them interested in complete it their exercises. Some of them were left here by their families, Some were born in Gandharva Ville. There’s really a motley collection of patients here. But children, in Nahida’s experience, tend to be similar everywhere. There’s a connection they all share, something that isn’t quite lost so much as it’s set aside as they grow older.

It’s the kind of connection that allows them to accept Nahida into their ranks without much fuss, especially when she teaches them games that they can play from their beds or by themselves when they’re winded from their exercises or are meant to be quiet and resting.

When Nahida is not awkwardly trying to get the people of Gandharva Ville and the Forest Watchers to momentarily put aside her status as their Archon so they can speak to her honestly abut anything, and when she is not with the children, Nahida is sometimes with Collei.

Collei has begun to teach Nahida how to sew. 

“Master originally suggested it to me when the Eleazar started to affect my fingers,” Collei explains as she lays out pieces of fabric for Nahida to touch. “Well. Master Tighnari strongly encourages all of the Forest Watchers learn some basic skills. Sewing, fishing, trap making, astronomy — survival skills. But for me specifically I think he meant for it to give me something to do when I couldn’t patrol or go very far. And it would help me learn my hands. My arms. Does that make sense? It was like I was constantly checking in on myself, to understand what I could and couldn’t do. I think I’ve gotten pretty good at it.”

“I think you’re right.”

Collei smiles down at the squares and smaller scraps, touching her fingertips to the carefully cut edges.

“It’s good to make something. And be able to see your own progress,” Collei says quietly.

“Tangible proof of growth.”

“Yeah.” 

Collei has a small collection of paper patterns that she offers Nahida — “It takes a while, but you can learn to make your own.” — and Nahida picks out a pig. It looks a little like the modified Akasha terminal she crafted for the Traveler. It was, admittedly, incredibly cute. With the Akasha network turned off and limited to only a very select few — herself, Al-Haitham, and the General Mahamatra — as they continue to scour through it to make physical copies and collect evidence for ongoing investigations, the little construct is inert. 

“Can we sew rabbit ears onto this?” Nahida asks and Collei goes through her patterns to find some ears.

Collei and Nahida compare fabrics with each other, holding one against the other and double checking that there’s enough for Nahida to use.

Together they trace out the shapes for ears and legs and great trunk of a torso.

How good it is to learn something with a body, how good it is to struggle and try and learn from mistakes.

Collei gives her extra fabric and a needle and thread and even a little thimble so that Nahida can practice stitching. Nahida’s hands are clumsy due to lack of familiarity and skill and she struggles to get her stitches as fine and neat as the ones Collei shows her. 

It is much like holding a pen or pencil for her. 

In theory Nahida could probably tell Collei the entire history of sewing and information about the various types of sewing primers and projects around the world. Nahida could tell Collei all about the history of woven cloth and the construction of clothing — she could eve tell Collei about the types of toys around Teyvat. But Nahida has never, before today — at least that she’s able to remember, there is quite a decent block of time that’s unaccounted for after all —, held a needle in her own hands. And theory and history can only prepare you for so much before your body must put it all into practice.

Nahida’s body has had very little practice in much of anything.

Just as Nahida struggles to write neatly, she struggles to grasp the needle. She pokes herself several times. It’s somehow a shock every time. Nahida might need a thimble for every finger at this rate. But even still — learning like this is nice.

Learning how to sew is nice. It doesn’t matter if Nahida is or isn’t good at it. It doesn’t matter if she’s a fast learner or terribly slow about it. Maybe that’s the best part.

No one’s expecting her to learn this. No one needs her to. The fate of a nation doesn’t hinge upon whether or not Nahida can get a neat row of evenly spaced stitches. An entire institution isn’t looking towards her with baited breath for the results that come from her hands. Whether she makes one thread crooked or not doesn’t cause scores of people across a country to argue. 

This is going to be a stuffed pig with floppy rabbit ears that sort of but doesn’t exactly look like the weapon she made to destroy a would be god. It’s made of scrap fabric so it’s a mis-match of funny patterns and colors and textures that have no common factor with each other except that Nahida just liked them. It’s probably going to look really funny because it’s her first go at it and she’s not letting Collei help her aside from telling her the general steps and tips for which parts she should do first to make it easier.

But no one’s going to die if she gets it wrong. No one’s going to look at this first try and decide “You know, actually, maybe she should go back into the Sanctuary of Surasthana; this isn’t helping and we were better off without her and her weird pig-rabbit”. 

At least she hopes not.

And so that is what becomes of Nahida’s days.

And of her nights?

Of her nights, Nahida slips away from her borrowed hut in her borrowed clothes. Well. It isn’t exactly slipping away if people know she’s going to do it, is it? 

On the second night of their stay, the General Mahamatra lightly knocked his knuckles against the door of her hut. Nahida called him in and he handed her a cloak — not his. A smaller one.

“If you wish to go out no one will stop you,” he said, “You can leave through the door. I would only request that you let someone know where you are going. I am sure it would do wonders for the guard’s peace of mind as to their ability to do their duties, as my reassurances certainly do not.”

Nahida, embarrassed at being caught out, took the cloak in her hands, feeling the well cared for fabric between her fingers.

“It gets cold at night,” the General Mahamatra said simply, dipping his head to leave before he paused at the doorway, just barely in view. “Lord Kusanali.”

“Yes, General Mahamatra?”

“It is not my intention to restrict you. And I am well aware that the power and authority of a god much exceeds my own. The business of gods and lords is not mine. But at the end of the day, I am still a son of Sumeru. There is something I wish to ask you, although it may not be my place to do so.”

How strange it seemed to Nahida, that he would think it was not his place. For if not the General Mahamatra, Judicator of Secrets, the keeper of law and order to question, then who?

And more specifically, to speak to the man who’s shoulders bear that burden —

Who better to question a god than a man with such strong convictions towards upholding justice that he would sunder himself from the very system that gave him that authority in order to seek the righteous and true path under his own power? Who better than the man who, through determination and belief, could single-handedly scour Sumeru in a handful of days to drag conspiracies of the grossest magnitudes to burn under the welkin eyes?

“Child of Sumeru,” Nahida said, “Questioning is your right. What is it that you want to know?”

The General Mahamatra was quiet for a beat, two, three. From the angle of the door and where Nahida had been standing, she could only see the ends of his hair, almost blue with the way the moon — fat like the smile of a cat — shone down upon them.

“What is it that you seek in the night that you feel must not be seen by others?”

The General Mahamatra is an astute man. Keener than most people would think. Wise beyond his years, certainly. Perhaps it is the things he has witnessed, the tragedies he’s had to follow after and clean up the messes of. Maybe it’s just something about him specifically.

What is it that Nahida looks for in the night? Finds? What is it that feels so illicit, that it requires Nahida to slip away like a thief breaking in and out of a bank vault?

Is it not the same as what everyone else seeks in the night?

Peace, Nahida almost answered him. I am looking for a peace that can only be found in stillness and separation from others.

But that was not quite right.

Understanding, she thought to reply. I am looking for the understanding that can only come from the absence of another’s thoughts to touch your own.

But that was not right either.


  Myself. I am looking for myself, my truest self. I am looking for the self that exists when others have left me; when there is no one for me to look to and fit myself against.


You would think that after five hundred years of solitude Nahida would not need to look for herself like this. Would she not know what she is like already? Five hundred years with only herself for company. Should she not already know what she is like at her most unmodified, unfiltered?

But that is not true. Because Nahida escaped herself over and over again. She would look upon herself and cringe away from it, fleeing at every chance she could to become something else, someone else. 

But here, now — when Nahida goes to the Statue of Seven to meditate, when she takes the time to glide and walk and climb, she finds glimpses of herself. The self that she has escaped. And she finds the self that she was never allowed to be, packed into the Sanctuary of Surasthana like a butterfly in a jar to suffocate.

She did not give these answers.

They were all true answers, but they were also answers she was not ready to share with anyone else.

It is the right of every child of Sumeru to ask. And it is the right of the world to deny an answer.

So Nahida gave the General Mahamatra an answer that was partially true in the way that the tip of an iceberg is still an iceberg, and the way that your teeth are parts of your skeleton.

“I am looking for truth,” Nahida answered him. “I am looking for a truth just for me.”

“Do you find it? Your truth?”

“The trouble is not finding it, general. The trouble is bringing it back with me when I return.”

Lord Kusanali. Nahida. Buer. Nahida finds herself, leaves herself, becomes herself, and returns like rain in the night. Her different faces slip past her even as she tries to hold onto them. Not one of them solid, lived, clear enough for her to get a firm grasp upon before she must cycle through them again and again. Where does one end and the other begin? Who are they? What are they?

What does it mean to be Lord Kusanali? Nahida? Buer? What did it mean before?

In the night when Nahida meditates and slips outside of herself to become the truest form of dream and thought that is a god, she wonders, why can she not take back some of the peace and confidence with her when she becomes Nahida again? When she is Lord Kusanali why can she not speak to others as she has found she can as simply Nahida? When she is Nahida, why is she so terribly afraid when she is also Buer, when she is also Lord Kusanali? Which one of them is the one that won the Archon War? Which one of them is the one who faced the Cataclysm? Which one of them was the one who faced the Doctor and Balladeer?

There is a peace to be found when Nahida is close to her Statue of Seven, when she allows herself to slide away and into it, through it and the ley line there. It is the closest Nahida comes to existing as herself in all of her iterations at once. It is peace. It is understanding. It is herself at her truest. If only Nahida knew how to carry that self over, how to make that self exist where others were capable of perceiving it.

At night Nahida goes to her Statue of the Seven and she finds herself and loses herself in a vicious cycle that only leaves her wanting more. Perhaps this is the time she understands, where she finds clarity. Perhaps she even finds absolution.

But from what sin? Nahida doesn’t know. But it feels like she needs it. 

In the evenings Nahida meditates at her statue. She unspools from herself to expand over the night like an invisible cloud. She spreads herself with even consistency; an infinite vastness just continuously moving and unfolding from the compartment of bone and tissue. She observes all of the dreamers, watching the bright flares of their minds and their souls as they reacquaint themselves with each other once more. But she is also watching the world. She is looking at the moon and the stars. She is observing the denizens of the night as they go about their business. She is traveling beyond Sumeru’s borders, carried on the backs of birds and fish and all things that move with little regard to nations. 

She is stretching and stretching and stretching without limit. 

She is in Liyue Harbor, a cat watching carp in the great lotus ponds as people go about their business and a tall man in stately black and gold smiles in her direction as he strides across one of the many bridges, trailing in the wake of a woman in black and brown. She is in Mondstadt and she is a squirrel that’s dared to venture close to a crowd outside of Spring Vale where a bard is performing a song about flowers dancing. She is on the top of Mount Yougou in Inazuma, a raven looking down with the sun on their back and the ocean crashing below them as they watch a pair of women exchange words at the shrine’s gate.

She is in Inazuma City looking out of the eyes of a dog underneath an old Sakura tree, waiting patiently for their turn to be pet and fed by the Mondstadter bearing a camellia crest. She is in Watatsumi, a domestic pig rooting around its trough for something interesting, and listening to the sound of a man reading out letters and sighing as he tries to figure out his responses. She is in Fontaine, a pigeon looking down at crates of freshly printed Steambird publications that boast the name “MONA MEGISTUS” stamped across the front. 

Nahida is in Sumeru. She is a lizard and they are slowly making their way up a building; the sound of something loud and sharp and unnatural causes them to pause by a window where a girl lets coins slide through her hands over and over again, face drawn solemn with thought and weariness. Nahida the god reaches out and touches the edge of the Lord Sangemah Bay until her eyes close and her body slowly lowers itself to rest. 

She is a cat going away from the sounds of people to sneak into the shadows that twist and curve through Sumeru City’s dense markets and they leap up, climbing onto the roof of a nearby shop at the sound of people walking close; two men lean against each other as they make their way through the night tossing thoughts back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. 

She is a dog and they are excitedly crowding up against a wall of people as they hope for scraps to fall from the hands of enraptured audience members all with their eyes fixed above on a shining star.

Nahida is a moth that flutters close to a soft candle, but rebuffed by the scent of camphor and the physical barrier of a net drawn over the open window; several dream but their eyes catch on one dreamer specifically and they touch just enough against this dreamer’s mind to ease the furrow in her brow and make the way towards brighter days clearer.

Now Nahida is a bat, and they are searching out a meal of moths or crickets, separated out from the rest of their colony; over the sounds of water and wings they hear the creak of wooden boards and bellow them pale hair shines under the moon as two figures walk over rope and wood bridges, shoulder to shoulder.

Nahida is all of these things at once, Nahida is everywhere.

Nahida is here in Varanara. She smiles as she glides her thoughts over that of the Aranara. They notice her even though she is not there. They know her. They welcome her gladly. They ask her for nothing other than her company and her joy.

They will collect fruit for her, they say, and they will make a lovely feast with the dishes that they have practiced making. There are many new ones that they have made since they last saw her. And there are many songs that have been bloomed. There is much they want to share with her. 

I do not remember, Nahida tries to tell them, and so they are all new to me. It is all new to me. I am sorry.

But why be sorry? They ask. You came back. Isn’t that good enough? 


  I do not remember you. I do not remember any of the things you are telling me about.


Then we can show you and it will be new again and you will remember that for next time, they promise. And if you forget again we can tell you again. And when we forget you can tell us. Forgetting is not a bad thing. 


  Doesn’t it make you sad when you forget? When you’re forgotten?


Make it new again, they reply, that’s all you have to do. Forgetting does not stop you from growing and starting again. 


  But what if I don’t have time to start all over again?



  Why wouldn’t you?



  Well. A lot of people need me right now.



  But what does that have to do with time?



  They can’t wait for me to learn it all again. To grow.



  There can be no rainbow without rain. There is no fruit without the tree. You cannot give what you cannot have. You have forgotten this too. It is time to learn again.


There is a peace to be found here, in Gandharva Ville. There is a peace that can be found and lost and found again with the rise and fall of stars. Nahida breathes and she turns her face towards the sky and there is a comfort in understanding herself as another body underneath it, another life that walks and talks and grows. One of many.

Time flows onwards and Nahida’s little pig with rabbit ears that she’s just calling Akasha because she doesn’t know any other good names that aren’t connected to people she already knows starts to take shape. Nahida works with the doctors stationed in Gandharva Ville’s clinics to better understand the shape of this long undertaking of recovery that their people will have to go on together — not just the recovered Eleazar patients, but their guardians, their families, their friends, their caregivers. There are so few lives that have not been touched by Eleazar in some shape or form. She works with the Forest Rangers and learns to see the forest through their eyes. She learns to understand the jungle and the day and the night from the eyes of others, those who are not connected to it in soul and spirit but with flesh and sweat.

Nahida takes all of these moments of understanding, these multiple shifts in perspective and arranges them inside of herself. She matches this very real experiences and memories to the plain facts the Akasha provides her passively, and feels the information transform. Catalyze. It is like alchemy. All of these facts on their own were flat, two dimensional collections of letters and numbers. And Nahida could play it out over and over through other’s dreams, through recorded memories, but it was never hers and so it could never touch her.

Now, with the addition of the real touch given by living the word, all the words turn to gold within her. And she understands them for the treasures they truly are.

This is growth. This is life. This is what it is to rebuild, to learn and re-learn.

-

It hits her, suddenly and without any sort of warning, not all at once but in a sudden flash that whites out everything else. Nahida would greatly appreciate it if these things could quit happening.

How quickly things can fall apart. How quickly peace can dissolve, like a dream. Nahida should be used to this — the world being yanked out from underneath her, vision being smashed out of her eyes, understanding wrenched out from her hands.

There is one more day left before they return to Sumeru City. 

Collei has just returned from patrol — today Tighnari had cleared her for a longer patrol and assigned her to checking in on some of the nascent Withering Zones that Nahida did not clear. He had even, provisionally, said that if it was a very, very, very small one she could attempt to cleanse it with her Vision but if she did she’d have to come back right away. And Collei did just that. She was a little winded when she returned but her face was exuberant and glowing so it could have been from running back. 

On the way to finding Nahida (who had spent the afternoon talking with different members of the clinical teams and the volunteers who work with the Eleazar patients to gain greater insight on what they’ve been doing and the different struggles they’re working around) Collei collected the General Mahamatra. And together, the three of them, met Tighnari as he returned from his daily end of day briefing with senior Forest Watcher members. The four of them began to walk towards Tighnari’s cabin. Tighnari leading the way with the General Mahamatra just behind him. Nahida behind them both and Collei behind Nahida, although this arrangement became quite fluid with the four of them as moving parts changing their pace as they talked around and through and over and to each other like birds on the vine.

Birds sing goodnight to the sun. The forest creaks as the beginning drape of cool night eases into it from the horizon. The sky is an orange peel so sweet it hurts the teeth. Nahida on these rope bridges feels the wind sway and hears the wood and rope creak and everything is warm and cool in the best of ways. 

As the four of them walk like a cluster of birds Nahida looks out. Nahida looks out over treetop and canopy, over the arrangements of buildings that have grown around the land. Nahida looks at the spots of flame that begin to light up the growing dusk. She walks towards the edge of the bridge to watch the people below.

Nahida watches with one hand on the rope, eyes not quite focusing on the people so much as she watches the pattern of movement. Gandharva Ville is no Sumeru City, but there is a surprising amount of movement that happens. Life here rarely holds still. There’s always something that must be done. Nahida watches without really looking, content to absorb everything into herself and listen to the three around her talk like waves.

As Nahida’s eyes wander to sample the colors of the day making way for the night, she glances down and her eyes snag against something. A face. The face, thankfully, is not turned towards her.

And yet.

And yet it feels as though her hands have seized upon something too hot. It’s like when she’s at Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s house and they are arguing over something silly as though it were not something silly at all and that means no one is paying attention when Nahdia goes to investigate whatever is cooking — so Nahida touches something she is not supposed to and the shock of the pain does not register for a moment. Or she picks something up that is so hot that she cannot tell it is hot at all but she thinks it must be hot so she puts it down and picks it up again and again over and over. Hot? Not hot? Hot? Not hot? It’s like that.

Nahida’s hands prickle. Her chest tightens. Her next breath comes in too fast, so fast it chokes.

It confuses. It strikes her dumb. Nahida blinks and her eyes open — seeing without seeing as her head spins with the affront of a breath gone poorly. She sways back on her heels, hands spreading out to her sides to gain balance. The body rights itself although the mind is still reeling.

Nahida’s vision resolves and the face is gone. But the confusion and the shock and the uncomfortable feeling lodged in her chest remains.

She finds herself reaching out. The name crosses her lips before her mind can think on it —


  “Cyno!”


A hand closes around hers immediately: long fingered, blunt nails, calloused, and warm like fresh bread and cups of tea and stone that basks in golden light. Cyno’s hand engulfs hers immediately, pulling her behind himself as his entire body goes on alert for threat.

Nahida tries to pull her hand back but he does not let go.

“Lord Kusanali.” He turns his head to continue to scan their surroundings. Ahead of them Tighnari has reached one hand for his bow, tall ears swiveling for sound. Collei, behind them has pulled out her boomerang. Cyno’s free hand crackles with electro energy.

“No — “ Nahida fumbles. Words have jumbled themselves around in her head like marbles in a bag. All attempts at seizing one sends them rolling, rolling, rolling.“Sorry. I just.” Her body, while she fumbles for words, edges further behind Cyno, away from the edge of the walkway. 

Tighnari’s ears twist forward and his head tips down slightly, brow furrowing before his expression clears. He lowers his hand from the bow at his back.

“Azar,” he says simply, tipping his head in the direction Nahida had spotted the man.

Cyno shakes the electro energy from his hand, and pulls the other from Nahida’s grasp to rest it on the back of her head. He moves her forward, to his side, hand light on her hair as he tips her head to lean against his side.

“He cannot hurt you. He will not hurt you,” The General Mahamatra promises lowly, hand firm and amazingly comforting for all that it does nothing. “You are safe in Gandharva Ville, Lord Kusanali.”

“If you don’t want to see him or the other exiled Sages I can arrange for them to be made scarce,” Tighnari offers, walking over to join them, bow returned to its place at his back. He positions himself where Nahida had been standing when she’d glimpsed the former Grand Sage. Collei closes the triangle, reaching her hand out. Nahida’s hand grasps it, Collei’s fingers squeezing Nahida’s firmly. “Gandharva Ville doesn’t have jail cells but I can think of a dozen or more cave systems they’d have a hard time figuring their way out of if I tossed them in there with some rations and a basic field guide. That would be a nice learning moment.”

“Master, you could send them on another cleansing retreat,” Collei suggests.

“What’s a cleansing retreat?”

“It’s what Tighnari calls it when he’s annoyed with a hypochondriac who won’t let him be, so he tells them to go sit by themselves with rations and mild relaxants for a few days,” the General Mahamatra answers, mouth curving into a grin.

Tighnari shakes his head, but he’s also smiling that mischievous sparkle-sickle of a smile. “Don’t get treatments confused, General Mahamatra. That’s what I prescribe for patients who have an extreme excess of thought.”

“Ah, my mistake. I apologize, General Watch-Leader.”

Tighnari rolls his eyes and Collei laughs and Nahida feels herself relaxing into the sound of them. The General Mahamatra’s hand is warm on her head as he gently nudges her forward with Collei. Tighnari takes her other hand. 

For dinner Tighnari has assembled a platter of mushrooms that Collei avoids, much to Tighnari’s amusement.

“You really taught me too well,” Collei protests, turning her attention instead towards the other dishes. 

“Have some faith in me not to poison you.”

“You might poison the General Mahamatra though.”

“Well he was given forewarning. How many times have I said that his jokes aren’t welcome while we’re eating?”

“Come on, Tighnari. Lighten up a little. Who bans jokes while eating? Between the two of us, you’re supposed to be the fungi.”

Nahida giggles so hard she chokes and Collei reaches over to slap at her back.

“Look at what you’ve done,” Tighnari says to Cyno as Nahida wipes tears from her eyes and tries to get her laughter under control. 

“Do you refer to me making god laugh? Because I’ll be honest with you, Tighnari, I’m not understanding what that tone of voice is for if that’s what you mean.”

“I think you’ve spent too much time with Al-Haitham.”

It’s the General Mahamatra’s turn to choke and sputter, even as both Collei and Nahida burst into peals of laughter together. Collei grasps Nahida’s arm with her hand, tipping to the side as she blooms pink and red with delight. Nahida curls up, laughing so hard it hurts. Tighnari and the General Mahamatra begin to argue, back and forth like tossing a ball in the air, smiles at the edges of their eyes and the corners of their mouths and outlines of their faces. The only thing sincere about the argument is the silliness of it.

It’s a good dinner.

So why does Nahida feel something crawling up the back of her neck?

-

Nahida stands alone in her borrowed cabin, belly full, head light with laughter, and a strange sense of something weird bothering the back of her mind. There is something she is not remembering, or there is something she has not done. It creeps upon her. It wiggles at thoughts and certainties. And it is growing.

She walks into the cabin’s window to look out at the village, at the world. The moon is no longer the low and fat gleaming disk that it was when they first arrived, but enough of it gleams for Nahida to see shapes in the distance.

As Nahida walks to the window she spots the small stack of papers that she had originally bought with her, shuffled to the side next to the growing pile of notes Nahida has been taking and carefully maintaining based on the things she’s learned from the people of Gandharva Ville. And next to those are the pieces of the sewing project that will become the Akasha-pig-rabbit.

What is she doing?

Nahida blinks and looks around herself. The unease’s wiggle turns into a roil. A thrashing.

What is she doing? What is she doing here? What has she been doing for the past six days? What did she do? Get done? What? Nahida’s eyes catch on the fabric, her eyes slide over the notes as memories of sitting and playing word games and cats cradle and dice blind her like bats rushing out of a cave.

What did she accomplish by coming here? What did she hope to accomplish?

She doesn’t know.

Nahida sits down right there on the floor, blinking and dazed.

Why did she want to come here? To see the Eleazar patients? She could have done that in Sumeru City. There’s dozens of them there. She could have gone straight to the Bimarstan. Sure Tighnari’s had the most success and she needed to talk about the Withering Zones anyway. But did that require her to stay out here for a full week? She’d cleared six in that first day. She could have gone back to the city. She could have been — doing something else.

There are literal rooms worth of information that needs to be put down to paper and copied several times over to be distributed across Sumeru before Nahida finalizes the shut off of the Akasha system. There’s thousands upon thousands of lines worth of legal codes that need to be checked with a fine-toothed comb. There are legal records that need to be reviewed — cases that need to be reopened, people to pardon, records to clear. 

New sages need to be picked. A new Grand Sage. The entire Akademiya has to be restructured. There are discussions to be had with other nations, foreign powers of commerce and diplomacy. Policies need to be drafted to shift the powers the Sages accumulated over the centuries back to wherever they came from — not all of the Sage’s authority came from acting as regent to Lord Kusanali. And the Akademiya was never meant to be a ruling body to start with. They are a nation of scholars and researchers, yes, but scholars and researchers are not diplomats or politicians.

In this week she could have tackled any of those problems and made some sort of dent in the figurative pile. She could have done any of that.

But she is here. Why?

That feeling? The wiggle? That thrash? Oh, it comes to her now. It is no longer a feeling at the back of the neck, no strange tangle in the chest, no flop of the belly, no twist of the innards, no stutter of the heart. It is upon her.

And it speaks with the voice of a Sage. Of all the Sages. Present and past — each one of them layering over each other into one voice that is every voice. It speaks. Nahida is forced to listen.

“You ran. You are here because you faced trouble and you were afraid. So you ran. That is what you do. You run. You dream. You tuck yourself small in a little bubble of comfort. You escape. You do not know how to face things.”

Nahida’s mind returns to that day. Less than a fortnight ago. Her mind picks her up and pivots her until she is standing there at the doors. The whispers are an amorphous crowd of faceless ghosts; the proleptic mockery of the lights is a bright flare that darkens the jeering of the shadows. 

Nahida of the past and present stand in the memory and fearfully wonder — will it always be like this? Surely she is remembering it as worse than it was. It could not have been that fearsome. Aren’t memories worse than the reality? Is this not just a trick of the mind?

What is Nahida running from? Why is Nahida running from it?

Is she not the god who won the Archon war to claim the seat over what would become the nation of wisdom? Did she not stand for thousands of years before the Cataclysm? Did she not, just recently, bargain against the Lord Second after subduing the Lord Sixth?

Why does Nahida run? Is there something wrong with her? 

“Yes,” the voice that writhes and drapes and creeps says. “Don’t you remember? That’s why they locked you up. You came back wrong. You aren’t the one who won that war. You aren’t the one who faced the Cataclysm and the corruption of Irminsul. You lost that part of you. And your people saw it and knew. You are not the one they want.”

Nahida knows that this is not true. Nahida knows it.

She knows it in the light of day, surrounded by people. Nahida knows it when she is looking at another who is looking at her. Nahida knows this not to be true when there are other things to distract her from it.

It is here, now, alone with herself, that the doubt spirals and unfurls. And Nahida, for all that she knows it to be false, feels herself crumbling under it all the same. Doubt turns solid ground into an icy, downhill slide.

She reaches for fact.

The people Nahida has spoken to seem to like her. She feels like she has been making friends.

Counter: Being friendly and making friends has nothing to do with leading a country. Being likable does not make you a good leader. Look at Al-Haitham. He’s an excellent leader but most people would not say that they’re fond of him. His portrait would probably show up next to an example of an antithesis to the word “friendly”. Look at the General Mahamatra. Another excellent leader, and while most people would not think of him in the same way they think of Al-Haitham, people are generally extremely nervous around him.

Argument against that counter point: If people did not want her to lead they would not have rescued her.

Fault in that argument: the reason for Nahida being rescued is not necessarily because people wanted her in charge. It was a combination of morals, ethics, and also an extreme version of the choosing between a rock and a hard place: amnesiac god trapped in a bubble for five hundred years or a deluded, incredibly troubled Fatui Harbinger? 

Protest against the fault: if Nahida was truly unwanted then no one would have still let her be put in charge afterwards.

Counter point to the protest: there is no one else to put in charge aside from Nahida. There are no capable Sages. Al-Haitham does not want to lead. The General Mahamatra is an honorable man who would defend the rightful god who had been wronged by his country and institution, even if that god was inept.

As Nahida is attempting to figure out where her logic and reason have gone, she startles to feel a warm hand touch her shoulder.

She practically jumps, a burst of dendro energy bubbles out of her as a pretty, but ultimately useless, flash of brilliant near white. Nahida’s own eyes blaze with it as she blinks glow-fly spots out her eyes. The General Mahamatra stands, bent over with one hand raised to shield his eyes, the other outstretched to where Nahida had been before she’d startled herself silly.

“Oh!” Nahida scrambles to her feet, reaching out to pull his hand away from his face. “I’m sorry! I didn’t realize you were there — should I get Tighnari?”

Nahida could tell a person so much about the eye that it would probably make their stomachs turn, but she’s never had to put this knowledge to practical use and is therefore quite useless at using her powers to heal.

The General Mahamatra blinks, squinting a little as he lowers his hand.

“I’m fine,” he says, shaking his head to clear the last of the blurriness from his vision. He looks down at her. “I apologize for startling you. I had originally come to ask you if you want to depart tomorrow instead of the day after.”

“Why? Did you hear something back from the Akademiya? Is something wrong?”

“I would wager no more so than usual. I imagine if something truly went wrong that would require us to return, I would not be very calm about. There is, after all, not much that can get through Al-Haitham. Ask Kaveh, I’m sure he has a list. I should be asking you the question. Are you well?”

“I’m not hurt.”

The General Mahamatra’s expression is inscrutable in its scrutiny. Nahida is sorely tempted to look behind the face, the eyes, the jaw and lip, to skim the surface of his mind with her own. She does not, but only barely. She has a feeling that if she did read his mind he would somehow know it and it would definitely be a mark against her.

“You are not hurt, but are you well?” He asks after a long silence that makes Nahida want to squirm like a mushroom activated by electro. 

“Yes,” Nahida says, refusing to think on it too hard. 

“You seemed to be lost in thoughts.”

Drowning in them, but drowning is another type of lost isn’t it? 

“Why did you want to ask if I want to leave early?”

The General Mahamatra’s vivid eyes look into her, a quiet sort of burning like sun behind cloud cover. And then he says — “You are not unaffected by being close to the former Sages.”

Nahida’s shoulders reflexively curl downwards.

“It’s only one more day. And I went this long without seeing any of them. What’s one more day? Besides, isn’t it quite silly for me to leave just because I glimpsed someone I’m not fond of?”

Wouldn’t it be running away again? 

“Not at all,” he says simply, “That is a choice people make — to leave behind things they find unpleasant, for whatever reason. Did I not leave the Akademiya?”

“That’s different.”

“I will admit to being slow on realizing the depth of the corruption and I will admit to not acting as decisively as the situation demanded at times. But I did choose to leave. And if things had unfolded differently, I would have remained committed to that choice.”

“You were doing the right thing,” Nahida tries to explain to him. “You weren’t running away. You weren’t being silly about something small. You were handling a very big problem.”

“Is that what you think it would be? Running away? Being silly?”

“Well. Aren’t I?” Nahida frowns, eyes breaking away from his. “What else would you call it? It’s silly. Why would I feel a need to leave? I don’t have any reason to.”

“The former sages make you uncomfortable. You’re afraid of them — of Azar.”

Nahida worries at her fingers, picking at the edges of her nails. The words tangle up in her. She isn’t. Is she? It makes no sense for her to be. What does she have to be afraid of Azar for? He’s — what? Sixty? Sixty five years old? She’s five hundred. She’s a god. She has witnessed things his mind would break to even glimpse at. She has experienced histories that his own ancestors could only know as myths. In twenty to thirty years he will be as dust and Nahida will be —

She will be Nahida. 

Which Nahida will she be though? This one? This Nahida who can’t even give a speech? The Nahida that runs away from things? The Nahida that can’t handle large crowds without a distraction? Will she still be Nahida with the short stubby arms and legs and the big chid eyes and the soft baby-down hair? Does she have another five hundred years of this?

What if she never gets back to whatever or whoever she was before she lost her memories? What if she never grows? What if —

“Your pardon, Lord Kusanali.”

Nahida looks up as fingertips lightly touch her shoulders and nudge her towards the bed. Nahida blinks up at the general before going. He prompts her to sit before he turns to rummage around the simple desk, returning with a wooden comb. He sits behind her and undoes her hair, gently pulling out her hair ornaments. She sits in stunned silence as he begins to comb her hair.

“Sometimes people find it easier to talk to me when they cannot see me,” he says. “There was a period of time where Collei could not look directly at me. Too many bad memories. She knew that I did not mean her any harm, and that I cared for her deeply. But her body remembered so strongly it overcame the mind. When I came to check on her and visit Tighnari I would keep my visits to the briefest hours of night. I would arrive well after nightfall and look in at her from afar and make sure to be gone long before dawn.”

Nahida cannot imagine that. The two of them are so close, now. The two of them glow like stars next to each other, their brilliance only matched by the contented glow of Tighnari’s moon when he completes their trio.

“What changed?”

“She caught me at it once. Tighnari really trained her well. The next time I came, Tighnari insisted that I stay well into the morning — there was business he needed me to attend to. Come morning Collei came and put a comb in my hand and asked me to comb her hair for her. I worried that being behind her, being near her neck, would upset her. But she told me she wanted to get used to me. So I began coming to Gandharva Ville at more regular hours, and Collei would have me comb her hair. I understand that the situation here is not the same. But Collei’s original reasoning of finding it easier to talk to me when she could not see me stands. And if you do not want to talk, I will just comb your hair.”

Nahida looks down at her hands, her legs.

“I shouldn’t be afraid,” Nahida finally says. “We won. I won. They got found out and they’re being punished and everything is being fixed. It doesn’t make sense for me to be afraid or uncomfortable about them. I’m the Archon of Sumeru.”

“And you were imprisoned and isolated for several hundred years. And this is tied directly to the titles and choices of the people sent here to spend their days thinking on their wrongs. Their choices have caused you to experience something at a magnitude that struggles to be put to words. It is natural for it to be put to a face, instead. It is easier to avoid a person than it is to avoid a concept.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Nahida protests. “It doesn’t make sense for me to put it all on them. To fear them. Before they were rounded up and sent here I’d not even seen them in person, Azar aside. I’d never talked to them. They’d never laid a hand on me. Why should I be afraid of people who didn’t like me? I could understand if I was hurt by it. But it doesn’t make sense for me to be afraid. And in the long run — what did they do? Nothing. I have no reason to be afraid.”

“Fear knows no reason. Fear is a feeling. And feelings are not ruled by logic or reason.”

“That’s inconvenient,” Nahida mutters. The general, behind her, breathes out a quiet laugh. Neither of them think it’s very funny though. “What am I supposed to do about it then?”

“Feel it. And learn the shape of your fear so that you can learn the best defense against it.”

“That sounds like an argument for me staying.”

“Knowing something does not equate to being prepared for it.”

Collei’s words wash over her — “I knew I was going to die…But I wasn’t ready. I was scared. I wasn’t ready at all.”

Nahida’s mind returns to that moment when the doors opened the second time and the sound and the darkness and the light all at once rushed out towards her even though she had already tasted and been tasted by them. She thinks about the closing of her throat and the prickle in her palms. Nahida thinks about the background knowledge that the former Sages have been here in Gandharva Ville this entire time — she was the one who chose to put them here. And yet — and yet.

And yet all of that knowing did nothing for her when the moment came.

Nahida reaches back and his hand touches hers, patient as she clumsily grasps their fingers together.

“What do I do?”

“You do what you can. And over time the things you can do will change and grow. Like building a muscle. Forming a callous. Healing a scar.”

And isn’t that what everyone keeps saying? To do what you can?

“But what if it is not enough?”

“Then call for me,” his thumb gently draws a circle on the back of her hand. “And if I am not enough we will call for another, until it is.”

“Cyno.” Nahida squeezes his hand. He squeezes back. “Cyno.”

“Yes.”

“I am practicing,” Nahida says. His hand slips out of hers as he begins to braid her hair down her back. “Does everyone know how to braid hair but me?”

“You can practice that too.”

“But you’re already braiding my hair.”

“You can braid mine.”

“I’m very poor at it.”

“It would be an honor to help you become better then, Lord Kusanali.”

“Nahida,” she corrects. “Nahida.”

“Nahida.” Across her back she feels the spread of his smile; and a warm wind rolling in over hills baked warm and tender by afternoon sun, carrying with it sound and smell and color. “Nahida.”

“Yes.”

“I am practicing.”

“Cyno.”

“Nahida.”

-

“Cyno. I think — if it’s alright, I think I would like to return to Sumeru City, please. If it is not trouble.”

“It is not. I will see it done.”

Nahida runs her fingers over the neat plaits of the braid in her hair — loose enough for her to lie down with and sleep, but tight enough that her hair won’t become a mess. And then she reaches out and lightly grasps the small, thin braid she’d done on the side of Cyno’s head. It’s crooked and clumsy like the stitches she has been practicing under Collei’s guidance. But it holds.

“Will you sleep tonight, Nahida?”

“Yes,” she says, not in mood to expand beyond herself and look in on others, but instead of a mood to turn inwards and settle things back into place, to peace. And then, because Nahida worries that that wiggling-thrashing and wretchedly illogical guilt will come back to her — “Will you stay with me for a little longer, please? Just for a little, if you have time.”

“I have plenty of it,” he assures her as she lies down under the covers. He sits at the end of the bed, facing the door. Sentinel and bulwark and immovable and unstoppable object all in one. “And it is in an honor to use it with you.”

-

The carriage is hitched and a small selection of the Corps of Thirty that came with them earlier are assembled in the morning. The patients Tighnari had cleared for transfer as well as the switch of the doctors and physicians will follow on the planned departure date the following day. It’s just Nahida, Cyno, and a handful of Corps of Thirty. 

Collei yawns, trailing behind her master as they walk with Nahida and Cyno to where the carriage waits. With a much smaller group and with a significantly lighter cargo load, Cyno anticipates that they’ll be back in Sumeru City by noon at the latest. The leaving is somehow usually faster than the going, in his experience.

If Collei is surprised that Nahida is leaving early she does not show it. She hands Nahida a cloth wrapped bundle — “Some more sewing supplies, and some tips I wrote out that you might find useful. If you have any questions you can write to me. I’m not very fast at writing back, but I’ll do my best. Oh, and I’ll tell the kids you said goodbye.”

She also hands Nahida a small version of the Cuilein-Anbar with fabric Nahida recognizes from when they went through Collei’s collection of fabrics for the materials to make the Akasha-pig-rabbit. On the back lining of the cat’s cloak is a rudimentary little lighthouse.

Tighnari shakes Nahida’s hand, very professional like and helps her into the carriage along with another bundle which he explains has copies of his notes that he thinks she’d find useful, or at the very least interesting.

“Safe travels, Nahida,” Tighnari says, “Gandharva Ville always has a place for you if you need it. Ideally not to send more wrong-doers for punishment, but I’m sure I can find some place to dump them if needs must.”

“All in the name of rehabilitation, of course.”

“That’s what I’ll be writing on the official records,” Tighnari confirms, sickle-smile sneaking around the corners of his eyes. 

Nahida settles back into the carriage as the three say their goodbyes. Cyno puts his arm around Collei’s shoulders, drawing her close and briefly touches his lips to her temple, murmuring something Nahida chooses not to overhear. Collei squeezes him about the waist before wiggling away and giving him a mock salute. Cyno sighs, patting her hair and then giving it a rough ruffle even as she squawks in protest, slapping at his hands.

Tighnari steps between them, turning to level Cyno a flat look. But his expression clears to reveal the glow of contentment as he takes Cyno’s hand in his own, their fingers weaving together like roots and streams.

“Come home when you can,” Tighnari says, “Send for us if there’s trouble. You will be missed, although your jokes will not be.”

“When have I ever failed to return to you both?” Cyno replies, leaning forward to touch his cheek to Tighnari’s, the two of them quietly soaking in what they can of each other before the inevitable parting. “Same to you. Take care of each other while I cannot.”

The two men flow apart from each other, fingertips the last to break contact.

“Go in peace, General Mahamatra,” Tighnari nods. “Take care of Lord Kusanali and we’ll do our part here.”

“Was it in doubt? Stay well Tighnari, Collei. I’ll write to you soon,” Cyno promises, turning to mount the horse waiting for him by the carriage.

Nahida waves out the carriage’s open lattice window as they depart. The pair wave back for a long time. Nahida keeps looking back towards them until the carriage rounds the final bend that hides Gandharva Ville from sight.

She settles back into the carriage, looking down at the bench with her newly acquired reading and projects.

Come home, they had said to Cyno. Home.

What is it like, Nahida wonders, to have a home to return to. What would it feel like to leave it?

She is Archon of Sumeru, all of Sumeru is her domain. She is a god of dreams. Every realm of the intangible thought is hers to touch at will. But are these places home? Can an entire country be home? An entire dimension?

Is the Sanctuary of Surasthana home? She spent five hundred years in it. What about the Akademiya? Did she not found it?

Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s house is not her home, for all that they have welcomed her into it without question. Gandharva Ville is not home, despite the peace and warmth she has found there. The Statue of Seven that takes her image is not home — it’s just a statue. Varanara isn’t home, although it’s quite lovely to visit in dreams.

Where is home?

Is home a place where there are people who wait for you? In that case Nahida is waited for everywhere — from the most crowded floor of the Akademiya to the furthest reaches of the desert sands. All of Sumeru looks towards Lord Kusanali for direction in this tumultuous time of uncertainty and unprecedented change. 

Is home where your things are? Nahida looks at her meager possessions, which she understands now are possessions, and wonders where these are meant to go. Is this her life, packed up in two little cloth bundles and a leather sheaf? Does this make her sad?

It is quantifiably more than she’s had to her name before. She came here with the clothes on her back and copies of rumors. She leaves with notebooks and notes and an entire project of her own and a doll made just for her. But still, if this is home, she thinks she’d be a little embarrassed of it.

There are sayings she has read about home being people, being countries, being moments in time but Nahida thinks that these poems, written by people who’ve had actual real places, might be speaking to an audience that isn’t her. Nahida who knows no home, who knows no possessions, who can claim nothing for herself.

Home, Nahida repeats in her mind over and over. Home. Home. Home.

What is it like to go home? Does Nahida want a home? To have a home, to have anything, means it can be taken away — lost, stolen, destroyed. The idea of a home seems so beautiful. So grand. So painful when it is inevitably ruined. It seems like a lot of pressure.

What would Nahida even do with a home? What does a person do in a home? Sleep? Eat? Play? Study? What makes something a home?

What makes something yours?

Nahida watches the scenery of the forest and jungle as it shifts to open grass and rolling hills. Home. Home. Home.

Nahida. Nahida. Nahida.

Try as she might, she doesn’t think the two words go together. But still she wonders.

And still she dreams.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Some highlights from the future (I am writing about three chapters ahead of this one):

Me, clinging desperately to the thought that this will be 9 chapters: please, please, please, all of you shut up, stop developing character, please, please, please. Save some for Hoyoverse to work on.

Me: if it weren’t for those damned horses this would be on track at 7 chapters right now

Me: what do you mean 40k is publishing standard for a novel. I refuse. I refuse this knowledge. No. I can’t have written several Genshin Impact novels in the span of six months.

Me: how am I already 2k into a completely separate wip

        




6. Chapter 6

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Now you’re all in on it, I see,” Kaveh muses with a click of his tongue. And then to Nahida — “I really have got to get you to spend time with people that aren’t Al-Haitham. And apparently, Cyno and Tighnari.”

“I spend time with you.”

“And as I’ve said before, it has clearly done you no favors. Don’t we know anyone well mannered and perfectly behaved for you to rub elbows with? Al-Haitham don’t say you’re either of those things. I’ve had too much coffee and too little sleep to be dealing with you spouting that kind of nonsense.”

          


    
    The journey back into Sumeru City is, as promised, much shorter. It’s almost like Nahida blinks and they’re there, as fast as if Nahida had flown in a dream.

Nahida stretches as she hops out of the carriage. Cyno is quickly pulled aside by one a messenger of the Mahamata. She had not sent notice of their earlier arrival, nor had Cyno. But that Al-Haitham knew anyway is in character enough.

“That man knows too much,” Cyno muttered with a sharp click of his tongue, gesturing for Nahida to go ahead of him as he gathers her meager belongings into his arms.

“Anything interesting?” Nahida asks.

“The Akademiya still stands, although not for a lack of trying,” he replies dryly.

“That it is,” Nahida agrees, mind reluctantly turning onto the several things she had put down when she left and wondering as to the status of them. 

The way to the former Grand Sage’s office is relatively quiet. The few people that they run into, in their flocks of green and cream, shuffle off to the side as if to make room for her and Cyno’s passage as though the two of them were so large that they require the entire hallway to pass.

The guards stationed in front of the office nod and move to open the door, announcing them —

“Lord Kusanali and the General Mahamatra.”

If it were not for the guards at the door and the giant heart of the Akasha network’s main control system she would think she is in the wrong room.

As it is, Nahida still turns back to look at Cyno for confirmation that they’re in the right place. But he is also looking around, eyebrows raised before his eyes settle and he says —

“Is Kaveh still lucid?”

Nahida follows his eyes to where Al-Haitham sits at the table he had originally commandeered for himself, with two members of the Mahamata at smaller desks positioned in a neat row going down the left side of the room.

“Lucid by normal standards or by his own?” Al-Haitham replies, not looking up as Nahida cautiously enters the room. “I trust your business concluded satisfactorily.”

“What happened in here?” Nahida walks into the room slowly, eyes wide as she takes it all in.

Now that she is in the room, she can recognize the bare bones of it. The same basic structures and styles. The same shelves. But the furniture has been changed. The decorative plants, the rugs, even the glass of the lamps on the ceiling and the sconces are new. And Nahida’s eyes land upon where the Grand Sage’s desk once was and sees something entirely different. Nahdia walks towards it. The desk is still quite large. And propped up and appearing to be waiting for her is a segment of the desk that appears to fold out and up, similar to a drafting table, sized for Nahida. And the chair.

The chair is Nahida sized. 

Nahida walks around the desk, marveling at it — it is a beautiful wood piece. Light in color, almost a pale cream with small speckles in the grain. Nothing at all like the heavy dark desk that once stood here. This desk is rounded, curved to cradle the body that sits at it. The desk is a solid piece with drawers on either side and wooden panels that obscure the legs of the person sitting behind it. Nahida reaches out and touches it, running her palm over the smooth wood. Some sort of birch, she thinks. 

Nahida closes her eyes and reaches into the archive of the Akasha, trying to match color and texture to name. But as she is no expert in such a thing, nor has she ever really practiced it, Nahida can only really come up with birch as her closest guess. Although the desk is solid panels all around, it rises up just a little bit on four carved feet. What Nahida originally thought where the seams of the panels turn out to be simple, but incredibly fine detail work of vines carved or applied over them in some way, working their way up to the table top itself where they bunch and curl like thin little pillars.

The drawers have handles with a similar motif, and so does the chair. Although the seat itself is her size, and the desk is clearly shaped to curve around someone of her stature, both are tall enough that anyone looking at her would not have to stoop or loom over her. 

Nahida tentatively pushes at the chair with her hand. It moves. It actually moves!

Nahida turns to look back at Cyno, hardly daring to believe what is in front of her. It is entirely possible that she’s slipped into some sort of strange dream. The past few weeks could have been a dream. Maybe she’s going to wake up any moment now to green and green and green and darkness.

“Is this mine?” Nahida asks, because she needs to make sure. She needs to hear it.

“If not yours, who’s?” Al-Haitham says, finally looking up, to wave the Mahamata scribbling away at the desks next to his off. He stands, stretching his fingers and wrists as he and Cyno join her closer to the desk. 

“But how?”

“Kaveh is not a man to be underestimated when he gets an idea stuck in his head,” Al-Haitham replies. “And his current idea is that our Archon should not be subject to the indignity of an unergonomic work space.”

“He did this in a week?” Nahida says, running her hand over the smooth panels of the desk, tracing her finger along the little grooves of the carvings and the delicate drawer handles. “What would have happened if I didn’t go the Gandharva Ville?”

Al-Haitham hums, shrugging his shoulders before turning to Cyno.

“What news?”

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” Cyno replies. 

Nahida, still marveling at the everything, floats herself into her new chair; dazed as she touches the surface of the desk and rests her hands on top of the angled board. She looks around and sees the other changes. There’s a long table with many seats in the same style as this one — presumably for talking with others. There’s several large slates on frames with wheels set up in front of one of the tall shelves, which from this angle Nahida sees have been emptied. She spares a thought to wonder where the books went, but seeing as how they were Rtawahist titles she imagines they must be returned now to the Darshan’s archive. All things she’d already read or known through the Akasha network, so nothing to miss there.

Nahida turns to look behind herself and sees that instead of a blank wall, now that there isn’t a giant chair to block it — there is a giant map of Sumeru fixed into place.

Cyno sets the bundles of Nahida’s new belongings down on a corner of the desk and Nahida reaches for the one from Tighnari and the one that contains her own notes, mixed with the copies she’d made Al-Haitham get her a week ago. As much as Nahida wants to continue to marvel at everything — she didn’t realize so much could change in a room to make it feel so different — there’s business to attend to.

“So,” Nahida says, turning back to Al-Haitham, “How bad was it and just how cross am I to be when you tell me all about it?”

Al-Haitham’s eyes glimmer as he proceeds to, in the driest tone of voice possible that does little to dampen the acid of his distaste or the peaks of his amusement to her, give her a succinct and yet vivid summary of every single proposal he’s viciously shot down into the flames since she left.

Cyno excuses himself from this conversation about five minutes in with a faint shake of his head.

“I’m going to check in with the Matra,” he says when Al-Haitham pauses for Nahida to comment (“No, really? They really said that? That’s not paraphrasing is it? Hm. Well someone got quite bold!”). “If you have need of me — “

“Yes, Cyno,” Nahida says, “I will call for you.”

Cyno nods and slips out the doors. Nahida turns back to Al-Haitham to ask him to repeat what he said one more time because Nahida truly finds it hard to believe that someone actually told Al-Haitham he was being a greedy, power-hungry opportunist to his face. Maybe behind his back, whilst inebriated and several buildings away, probably. But to his face?

But when she turns to look at Al-Haitham his eyes are on the closed door.

“Al-Haitham?”

He turns to look at her, and he says only — “Interesting.” And then he returns to his recounting of the past week’s business, or lack thereof. 

-

Kaveh arrives, not bothering to wait for the doors to be opened or for his presence to be announced, pushing them open himself and hurriedly closing them behind himself once more as he waves an impatient hand at the flustered guards.

“Yes, yes, we all know who I am. And I can damn well open a door on my own, thanks. And now there’s you — you couldn’t have given me any word that Nahida was back? I had to find out from Cyno who very nearly scared the life out of me by materializing out of the very ether itself in the time it takes for me to blink? Honestly, I think he does it to me on purpose. The two of you are going to drive Tighnari and me to felony or worse. Hello Nahida, very nice to see you. How do you like the renovations?”

“They’re wonderful, Kaveh. How did you get so much done in six days?”

“Insomnia, spite, and — quite frankly — an unhealthy amount of coffee. Now that you’re friends with Tighnari, I would hope that you don’t tell him that. He gives me enough grief as it is.”

Friends? Nahida doesn’t know if she’s friends with Tighnari but she would very much like to be.

“How do you know that we got along?” Nahida asks, Kaveh pauses, visibly confused by the question.

“Of course the two of you would get along,” he says, eyes curving up in an unvoiced laugh as he leans against one side of the desk. “It’s you and it’s him. How could you not get on with each other? What do you think of the desk? I’m fairly certain I got the proportions right but I was mostly guessing. I suppose, if anything, you could grow into it.”

“It’s beautiful and you know that. What’s this wood?”

“Masur birch. I managed to find some excellent pieces local. Lucky, because the other option was Black Locust — much harder to source; it’s got to be imported from Fontaine so the prices on it are absurd. But it ages exceptionally well. Are you and Al-Haitham done here?”

Nahida looks to Al-Haitham, who just looks back at her.

“Yes?”

“Excellent,” Kaveh’s eyes sparkle like jewels upon the cloth. “I’ve something to show you.”

-

Nahida does not know where they are, only that they are in the Akademiya and that Cyno has found them again, rejoining them like a shadow.

“You’re alive,” Cyno says to Kaveh when he appears between one breath and the next. Kaveh automatically snaps his arm out, hitting nothing at all when Cyno neatly side steps the blow, as though expecting it.

“I’m telling you,” Kaveh scowls, glancing towards the shorter man, “One day you’re going to startle me at the worst possible moment.”

“Tighnari says we shouldn’t let you get complacent,” Cyno replies calmly. “We’re supposed to keep you humble.”

“Who is we? And what did I ever do to Tighnari to get him to sic you on me?”

Nahida glances to her left and Al-Haitham’s eyes are dancing even though he isn’t even looking at the other two. His eyes slide down to meet hers when he notices her watching him, and he raises an eyebrow. It is good to know that even after almost a week apart, Nahida has not lost her progress in her growing proficiency in Al-Haitham. This face appears to be saying, “What? It’s funny.”

Nahida turns to her right where Cyno and Kaveh are continuing their companionable back and forth. It lacks a certain bite that Kaveh and Al-Haitham’s possesses, but it is no less intimate in the feeling of the words following a long established and worn out groove.

On one side she listens to Cyno and Kaveh going back and forth, dipping in and out of conversation about Collei and Tighnari. On the other side Al-Haitham is a quiet contentment, pleased to just be here. 

Based on the relaxed atmosphere, Nahida doesn’t think Kaveh is going to show her something terrible. It must be something nice. She wonders if Al-Haitham knows. He probably does. Al-Haitham knows things he has no business knowing. Not that she’s complaining! It’s been very useful to her. 

Sometimes Nahida wants to ask if she can take a peek into his head. Just a shallow one, of course. There is a breadth of incredible — and still growing, still amassing — knowledge inside of him that Nahida is very curious to figure out the edges of. She thinks that it could either give her tremendous new insight on his character or just support the simple facts of what she already knows: Al-Haitham’s really just after a good and interesting, although not necessarily both, time.

It certainly explains why he’s constantly surrounded by characters and inexplicably in the middle of some tangle that has very little to do with him.

“You know something,” Nahida says to him.

Al-Haitham hums low in his chest. “I am one of the top graduates of my year, with the highest amount of classes passed in the past one hundred and sixty five years to my name. I know many things.”

“You like being difficult. You know something about what Kaveh wants to show me.”

“I do.”

“And will you tell me?”

“You’ve yet to ask.”

“Poor Kaveh.”

“What about me?”

Nahida and Al-Haitham both turn to Nahida’s right. Kaveh’s brows are furrowed in mock consternation.

“Should I be pleased that you’re not talking about me behind my back?”

“Al-Haitham’s a very difficult person,” Nahida says. “I was being sympathetic.”

Cyno, just past Kaveh, smiles — a bright flash of teeth that’s quickly hidden away again when Kaveh turns to look at him.

“No comment,” Cyno says.

“Now you’re all in on it, I see,” Kaveh muses with a click of his tongue. And then to Nahida — “I really have got to get you to spend time with people that aren’t Al-Haitham. And apparently, Cyno and Tighnari.”

“I spend time with you.”

“And as I’ve said before, it has clearly done you no favors. Don’t we know anyone well mannered and perfectly behaved for you to rub elbows with? Al-Haitham don’t say you’re either of those things. I’ve had too much coffee and too little sleep to be dealing with you spouting that kind of nonsense.”

“Why have you had too much coffee and too little sleep? What is it that you’re going to show me?” Nahida interrupts before Al-Haitham can respond, thus saving them all from the inevitable spiral of Kaveh and Al-Haitham and their Kaveh and Al-Haitham.

“Well. The too little sleep part is a chronic condition that just happened to be conveniently timed. As to the too much coffee, you’ll see in a moment.”

A few meters later they arrive at a pair of doors, carved with the same vines as the ones on Nahida’s new desk and chair. The three behind her stop walking and Nahida turns to look at them.

Kaveh gestures for her to try the doors. Cyno, to the right of him, nods. And Al-Haitham, to the left, just blinks.

Nahida moves forward and carefully pushes the doors open a crack to peek inside.

Light greets her, afternoon light — clear and brilliant and joyful. It should hurt, Nahida thinks, the brilliance. But it doesn’t. It quietly, delicately, falls over her eyes like mist. A momentary obfuscation that feels like wonder.

While Nahida’s eyes squint against the wonder of the light, her ears pick up sounds. Birds, faint but the sounds of their wings just as clear as their song. Water dripping. Wind shaking and jostling branches, making leaves dance. Nahida can hear people. Murmurs.

But when Nahida blinks the veil of light from her eyes she sees a room.

She pushes the door open and sees an empty room. Tall shelves built into the wall to her left, soft and warm looking pale woods, almost entirely empty and waiting to be occupied. A table, round with many chairs and a vase full of flowers — a bloom of color standing tall and joyful.

And to the right: windows. Windows, windows, windows. Windows all across the length of the room going from the floor all the way to the top of the ceiling. Great big wooden shutters are folded back to open the room to Sumeru, with rolls of mosquito netting are carefully pinned back to about halfway up ready to be drawn down, and thin pale shimmering curtains like a mirage gently stirring from where they’ve been tied back. On the floor by the windows are rugs, green and blue with lines of ochre and black and white and orange and red — every color gets their turn in the sun. Cushions, too. Square ones. Circular ones. Triangles, even. Large ones that look like Nahida could flop right on top of them like a star and still have room. Small ones that Nahida could toss up and down like a toy ball. A basket the size of her with its lid peaking open to reveal the trailing end of a blanket. 

Nahida turns around over her shoulder — “What is this?”

“It’s yours,” Kaveh tells her, standing much closer now. He raises his hand to push the door open further, other hand gently urging her fully into the room. “Go on.”

“Mine?” Nahida repeats dumbly. “My what?”

“Yours,” Al-Haitham simply says from behind Kaveh. “And the reason why Kaveh’s juniors are particularly anxious to avoid him.”

“Again, Kaveh? Am I going to be facing another stack of complaints about you bullying underclassmen?” Cyno asks.

“It’s tough love,” Kaveh protests. “I’m teaching them time management and how to work under pressure. How else are they going to learn?”

“What do you mean mine?” Nahida steps forward, turning around in a slow circle to take it all in. It’s like the shock of seeing the desk and the slates and the chair and the new lights in the former Grand Sage’s office again, but magnified. Nahida has never been here before. It’s entirely new. 

“Exactly that,” Kaveh says. “Everything you see here — it’s yours. It’s for you. Go on. Explore.”

Nahida takes another step, and then another. She reaches out and touches the back of a chair, marveling at the lattice work done into the back of it. Birds in flight over sprays of flowers. And then she turns to look up at the ceiling which holds, in its center, a large light fixture shaped like a flower, a sun, a geometric wonder of curves and glass and metal. There are stars painted onto the ceiling. Her eyes and body follow a trail of stars until she stops, feet touching upon soft carpet. She looks down and she stands less than a meter from one of the large windows — the sun tickles her toes, her shins, her face. 

And then she can no longer hold herself back.

Nahida rushes to the windows and looks out — out — out. And the world looks back. 

They’re still in the Akademiya, somewhere. But Nahida recognizes that the windows look out onto one of the Amurta and Rtawahist shared pavilions. From here Nahida can even see a few students in a circle, sitting together in a cluster of blues and creams and greens, chattering as they point and gesture to the sky above them and then towards a giant spherical astrolabe positioned in the center of the clearing. Looking out and over them, is a drop off that looks out — out — out — far — away — faraway. Nahida sucks in a breath and the horizon winks at her from the distance.

“Where is this?” Nahida asks.

“It’s a disused hallway that used to connect one of the Rtawahist offices to an observation deck,” Al-Haitham answers. “It hasn’t been used in decades. The office was knocked down to open the connecting pathway to the hallway but the observation deck wasn’t in use without the conjoining office. A few years ago the entire section got walled off to prevent students from coming here and setting up on their own.”

“And now it’s your room,” Kaveh says. “Much better than that stuffy office, no? It should be far away enough from the busier halls that it shouldn’t get too loud.”

Unspoken: but close enough that you’re still part of it, the living organism of the Akademiya. A place to be alone without being lonely.

Not at all like the Sanctuary of Surasthana. The Sanctuary that crowned the Akademiya, that crowns Sumeru City at the highest, most unreachable peak. The pinnacle of Sumeru, and yet somehow not part of Sumeru at all.

“My room?” Nahida repeats to herself, to him, to them. 

Her eyes rove around, unable to focus on any one detail for too long before she gets caught up in something else. The glimmer of the stars on the ceiling — it must be gold foil, right? Or silver? Some kind of metal. And then the delicate curve of a wall sconce that reminds her of lotus petals, no wait, lily petals, no both? And then to the columns between the windows, with the shutters folded up against them and the curtains fastened back, there are carvings of butterflies at rest on vines — a lizard, is that a lizard? Oh, and up there, at the corner, where column meets ceiling it looks like a little dusk bird is peering out at her. How marvelous! How clever! And is that there a snake? Its tongue is even poking out! And it’s looking at a frog on the opposite pillar, how clever is that?

Then her eyes catch on another set of doors.

Her body drifts to it. This time she pushes the doors open by herself without any prompting. This room is smaller, rounding out along the right. There are still windows, but the shutters on these are partially drawn. There’s a bed facing the windows, heaped with even more pillows and made neatly with a soft looking blanket. A canopy hangs from above, ready to swallow that bed up. There are more carpets. There’s a little sofa with a matching foot stool positioned by the window, and a small round table. She turns around and around as she takes it all in. Over there is a standing mirror. And over there is a little writing desk and another chair, much smaller and more delicate looking than the ones in the office. She opens one of the drawers and sees blank paper. Another reveals writing instruments, sized for her hands. 

And here is yet another door. Nahida moves over to it in a daze, passenger to her body that is directed by her wonder. This other door leads into a small washroom with a tub and a wash stand with several soft towels folded underneath it. The tiles are shades of pale green and light yellow that spiral like flowers, like little suns. There is glass cabinet full of oils and soaps and floral waters. No lavender. Nahida marvels at her wide-eyed reflection in the glass before she darts back out again.

Back in the bedroom, there’s a cabinet twice as tall as Nahida and when she opens it she sees clothes. Clothes! Not very many, but certainly more than what she currently has!

Nahida reaches out and touches them. She feels the texture of the cloth between her fingers and pinches herself hard just to make sure. She touches a set of drawers built into the cabinet and opens it up. She pulls out a shirt that she holds up to herself like the way she’s seen parents do to their children at tailor shops and trade-stalls. It looks like it would fit. And the clothes feel new. They don’t feel like they’ve been worn by others, passed down from body to body, childhood to childhood.

“Assumptions were made,” Kaveh calls out to her, “We’ll schedule a proper tailor later, to make sure everything fits. Or to redo it all if none of it is to your liking.”

Nahida sticks her head back out to the main room and sees the three men still standing at the open doorway into the hall.

“Why are you still out there?”

“It would be incredibly rude for us to enter without your permission,” Kaveh points out, and from here she can see his eyes dancing. “May we enter, Nahida?”

“Yes.” The word rushes out of her, like bats from their cave and swallows from their nests and water from the dam. It rushes out of her like a great cry of relief. Permission. Restriction. To give. To take. A closed hand becoming an open one. “Yes.”

“How did you do all of this?” Nahida asks, watching as Cyno places down her forgotten bundles from Gandharva Ville on the table. And then, to state the obvious: “Kaveh, you have built me a room.”

“If I had longer than six days I would have built you a palace,” Kaveh assures her, coming to stand with her in front of the bedroom door. “Does it suit? If there’s anything you don’t like, we can change it. Just say the word.”

“You’ve built me a room,” Nahida repeats, wonder and awe and so much immeasurable joy spiraling around and around inside of her belly like birds, the feathers of the feelings tickling at the ribs and the heart and the throat. It catches in her, snatches and snares. It goes around in circles with nowhere to go. And its shadows creep up the backs of her teeth to ask, “Why?”

Kaveh holds his hand out to her and she curls her fingers around his as he leads her back into the bedroom. From his pocket, warm with the heat of his body, he pulls out a key. He places this key into her hand and curls her fingers around it.

“It locks from the inside,” he tells her. “Use your dendro energy on this key and it will only work for you. And the door leading in from the hallway will lock much the same, although from the outside.”

He kneels then, taking her hand which has curled around the key like she is holding onto the edge of a cliff that suspends her over the unknown. His hands are cool against her skin but his face is as bright as the image of conviction itself. 

“It is my firm belief that every person in the world, regardless of status, is in need of a place that is all their own,” Kaveh says, voice low and solemn. “Whether that place a room, an office, a garden, or a vista overlook does not matter. What matters is that it is theirs, and theirs alone. You are the Archon of Sumeru, but Sumeru is not your responsibility, burden, or duty alone to bear. Sumeru is shared. The Akademiya is shared. And as much as Al-Haitham and I find you a complete joy to have — and you will always have a place with us when you want it — it is not yours. This. This is yours. It is yours to change as you like. It is yours to allow people in, or choose to exclude without any reason other than that it’s what you feel like, at your own leisure. No one can take this from you. No one can force their way into it without your permission. It is yours, Nahida.”

Mine. Mine. Mine.

How strange, this concept of “mine”. Had Nahida not just been pondering over this mere hours before in the day?

A lock from the inside. A key that’s bound to her specifically. A room sized to her with space for her to fill it with whatever her mind could possibly think of. A room with windows that open to welcome in fractions of the world and shutters and shades to blot it out when it is too much. A ceiling covered in stars. No lavender because it makes her sneeze.

“This is for me.”

“Yes.”

“No, you don’t understand. This is for me.” Nahida squeezes Kaveh’s hands in hers so hard that it must hurt. But it’s so very important to her that he understands this.

No one does things for Nahida. They do things for Sumeru. For the Akademiya. For the greater good, of which Nahida is sometimes a beneficiary. Actions are taken in order for a preferable outcome to occur and Nahida just happens to be a necessary part to getting to that result.

But this is something else. This is something else entirely. Everything here — everything here is so specifically for her in ways that Nahida never even thought about before.

Kaveh’s face, much to Nahida’s alarm, starts to melt.

As Nahida feels her lungs squeeze and her throat close, she belatedly realizes that Kaveh’s face is not suddenly melting like kulfi dropped on the sidewalk, but rather her vision is becoming impaired because her eyes are welling up. Like great big fountains. Nahida sucks in a breath, too loud, and her entire body goes stiff all over.

The first hiccuping breath almost chokes her. The second one hops out of her along with the first fall of hot tears down her face. The third is the most distressingly loud thing Nahida’s ever had the displeasure of hearing but she can’t seem to swallow it down.

Kaveh’s hands break from hers and she feels them flutter about her shoulders.

“Oh no,” Kaveh groans, panicked. “What’s the matter? Is it awful? It’s nothing that can’t be fixed. Is it the color of the bath tiles? I admit that it’s not the best or most imaginative, but I was of the opinion that they were rather relaxing. And if it’s about how boring the contents of the desk are that’s entirely Al-Haitham.”

Nahida rubs at her eyes, unable to speak. And even if she could force something around the sobs that seem to rudely interrupt her breathing every time she tries to gulp for air, Nahida doesn’t even know what she would say.

Her brain is just repeating the words over and over again.

Mine. For me. Mine. For me. Mine. Mine. Mine.

“Cyno, help,” Kaveh hisses.

Moments later, familiar arms wrap around her. Nahida’s hands reach out, blind, to wrap around the shoulder and neck those arms are attached to. Cyno lifts her up, running a hand up and down her back in firm and steady sweeps. He sits down somewhere with her on his lap and says nothing. Just holds her as her body goes through this strange process of not-grief, not-joy, not-hurting.

“Cyno,” Nahida hiccups, face running, eyes hurting, entire body actually aching. “Cyno.”

Cyno hums, waiting for her to gather herself.

She burrows her face into his skin, which smells of sun and heat and soothes against her damp cheek. 

“It’s mine,” she chokes out. “Cyno, it’s mine.”

“Yours,” he confirms. “Yours.”

-

Nahida does not remember falling asleep. But at some point she must have because she is underneath the covers of her bed, and night has fallen. Her mind offers to her brief and shallow, uncertain memories that she may or may not have imagined.

Cyno putting her down as her body went limp, tucking her underneath a light blanket. Someone drawing the shutters and curtains of the room closed. A hand gently prying the key from hers to set it on the table next to the bed. Someone brushing her hair back from her face. Voices low and quiet fading as a door shuts.

Nahida wakes to the not-quiet of the room. The air is cool and the sounds of Sumeru City at night drift through the wooden lattice shutters. Water gurgles. A frog croaks. Cool night air drifts in, refreshing against the skin. She can hear the movement of people traversing the walkways somewhere outside and below her window, past the edges of the pavilion the room overlooks.

Alone without being lonely.

Nahida, drained and exhausted from the strange fit that had overcome her earlier, allows her eyes to slide closed once more. Sleep comes as easy as breathing.

Mine. Mine. Mine. Nahida turns the words over and over in her head as she feels herself slipping back into the dark, floating out of herself. Nahida the god sheds the feeling of swollen eyes and aching throat and groggy, clumsy limbs.

Nahida the god, instead, turns her attention to this strange concept of possession and the ability to choose to include or to exclude others from the sharing of a space, an item, a time.

She has spent so long without choices. Only taking what was left behind or what could be skimmed off of others — a meager and poor existence but one that kept her going all the same. 

How often, in her solitude, had she wondered if this was normal? Was it normal for her to be isolated? Expected? Is this how it was to be the Archon of Sumeru? Condemned to eternal meditation? Along the way she’d come to accept it as normal. As her life. Her existence. Nothing, nothing, and more nothing. An endless cycle of sleep and wake, disappointment and delusion.

But could it be that all she had to do was reach out? Invite someone in? Was that what she did before — before she lost her memories?

Nahida wonders — if she had reached out, could she have changed anything? Would she, and Sumeru, have suffered less?

Nahida, as Buer, forgets some of her own reservations. Or maybe she remembers them but cannot feel them as precisely. As Buer, Nahida is a vastness that touches upon everyone and everything across all of time.

Buer turns towards the golden titan that has always been just to their side, shimmering in their periphery. Sumeru and Liyue, dendro and geo. For all that the two elements have no synergy with each other, the facts of them have bound the elements closer than one would think. It is the earth that nourishes the forest and provides ground for the tree to shelter and grow. It is the root that holds the earth together when it is threatened by water and wind.

Buer turns their attention to the eldest of the Seven, perhaps one of the eldest souls in all of Teyvat. Morax does not try to hide themselves for there are very few in all of Teyvat now who could perceive them as Buer is capable of. Buer reaches across the forests and mountains between them and taps their finger upon their eldest sibling’s, their eldest living kith.

The mind opens to her and Buer slides into the dream like a fish to water. They are a bird flying next to the large and golden eye of a dragon.

“Morax,” Buer calls through the beak of the bird before twisting into the form of a girl.

“Buer,” the dragon replies. The dragon’s voice is not a voice that is heard with ears, but one heard with bone. It vibrates through the body. They speak in the same way mountains in the distance hum against the sky. “It pleases this one to see you well.”

That great eye is the size of Buer’s current vessel. The child’s body could fit inside the black pupil with room to spare.

“Does it?”

The great dragon’s body twists — every color of the soil, of stone, of gold and mineral, at once — and the air of the dream groans against the weight of such an unimaginable force defying gravity.

“This one may have retired from their seat among the Seven, but has yet to retreat from the world itself. This old one has heard of the stirrings from the forests of Sumeru, traveling by wind and by foot over the borders of the Chasm. What troubles you, Buer?”

“You know of my troubles,” Buer says, “And so you must know I cannot recall you. I know you. And the rest of the Seven and the ones who came before the current holders of their titles. But my knowing of you is the same as my knowing of how to fish or how to build a boat. I know of you all as concepts relayed to me second hand.”

The dream cools with solemn and true sorrow. The great coils of the dragon consume the sky as they circle Buer, waiting.

“There is much I have forgotten. And perhaps this is a foolish question. I do not know and have no way of knowing until I try. This is something that I have just begun to learn, or re-learn, in the past few weeks since I regained my freedom. Rex Lapis, Morax, Yanwang Dijun, martial god of stone, guarantor of promise across all of Teyvat, — for five hundred years I was confined and depicted as a willing hermit, focused on lofty meditations, when I would have thrown away all of my knowledge for a chance to breathe fresh air and feel the sun on my face. I understand why my own people turned against me, and I understand how the lie grew and changed and became its own beast over time. And perhaps I even forgive it. But what about you? What about the rest of our kith, we who rose from the ruin of war together? Why did you forsake me?”

“Buer, custodian of Irminsul, Lord of Dreams, Warden of the Wood, you were not forsaken. Do not mistake our absence for willful abandonment.” The dragon turns their great head to fix their eye upon Buer. The eye is gold. It is orange. It is yellow. It is amber. It is the color of every stone that the very earth has ever birthed. “You name this one’s titles— Rex Lapis, Yanwang Dijun, god of stone — but you forget one other. This one’s word is their honor; this one’s oaths are carved from their very flesh and blood. This one can no sooner break a contract than you could forgo sleep. 

“Allow this one teach you of what you have forgotten. For this one’s memory is long and clear as jade; erosion comes not in the form of loss of memory, but too much of it. And it shall wear upon this one until there is naught but dust. 

“When the Archon War had finished and we each claimed our gnosis, we entered a covenant with each other and with Celestia. To prevent one from ever moving against the other and tipping the balance of Teyvat, we were each bound to our hard won territories. Should any one of us interfere with the other’s business we would face the wrath of heaven.”

Buer frowns at the great eye of stone.

“How could we be bound? That makes no sense. Can you bind wind? Water? Freedom? Knowledge? If people can move between the countries why not us? After the Archon War did we not meet? Did we not speak to each other? How can it be that we could not leave?” Buer dreams and crosses borders without care, for dreams care not for countries or maps.

“We did meet,” Morax answers softy. The sorrow is so deep that it weighs down on Buer’s dream form like lead, like a mountain range. And it quiets the edges of their indignation, their festering hurt that they’ve quietly kept to the side for so many centuries. “We did meet. And we spoke as we do now, but with our vessels. And we would drink and dine together and reminisce. And we would also argue and quarrel. But the key of our covenant was that we would not meddle with each other’s countries uninvited. We must call to each other. We must choose to let the other in.”

Was it Buer’s fault then, for not asking? For not reaching out first? Was it their fault to wait and hope rather than scream? But how would they have known this? Their first memory is disappointment. As far back as they can reach, that is the first clear thing they can recognize.

“If I had reached for you,” Buer finally asks, afraid of the answer but also too tired to not know after five hundred years of doubt, “Would you have answered?”

Stone burns with every color, gold veins hiss to life, and lava churns as stone melts into a furious slurry. Scales roil, and the dream roars.

Rex Lapis, Prime of the Adepti, martial god of Liyue, god-killer, subduer of the lords of the sea, looks into her with eyes that could swallow Teyvat whole.

“Buer,” they say with a voice that comes from within, that echoes from the center of the chest outwards, felt before it is actually heard. “Purest dream of the World Tree, know this: in your name this one would take up arms and become a god of war once more and shatter peace as though it were mere pumice. Barbatos themselves would have stripped flesh from bone and bleached that bone dry, turning the land to barren waste. Baal would have sundered the sky and cleaved mountains. Focalor would have drowned the world clean and silent. Murata would have raised a pyre shaped out of entire ranges, fierce enough to put moon and stars to shame. Even the Tsarista would have moved to raise the walls of their heart to take you in and starve out the rest. Over the years we have spread from each other and our bonds of brotherhood have quieted with our differences and the changes of the seasons. But in the end, we are still the Seven. Call out any of the names for Morax, God of Contracts, and this one will fly to you.”

Buer and Morax curl together, Buer’s child hands sinking into the thick mane that lines the dragon’s back like teeth on a horizon. Buer sinks into the feeling of stone, of immovable mountain, of thousands upon thousands of years of certainty and steady endurance. Morax shares with her stories that Buer cannot place. Try as they might, they feel no connection to these tales. But there is satisfaction to be found here all the same.

Nahida gently drops back into her body as the early morning birds begin to twitter and chime. She opens her eyes with something settled in her chest. She had not realized it had bothered her so much until now.

She sits up slowly, and it feels as though something has cleared, lifted some great weight off of her shoulders.

She stretches her arms up above her head. Something slips from her opened hand. Nahida turns down to the weight she feels softly bounce upon the bed and finds, glowing faintly from the morning light that has creeped in around the edges of the lattice shutters and drawn curtains, a rough but pure piece of Cor Lapis.

Nahida picks it up, feeling the rough grooves of it in the palm of her hand before she moves it between thumb and index finger, holding it up to catch the angles of light. Nahida traces the signature grooves and patterns of pure geo energy within. A promise. 

_

“I’m sorry I made such a big scene yesterday. You all did something very beautiful for me, but I ended up spoiling it like that. I didn’t even say thank you. That’s poor of me,” Nahida says to Al-Haitham later that morning. “Did I hurt Kaveh’s feelings?”

“One would think that after he’s made so many of his juniors cry he would know how to handle some tears.”

“Al-Haitham.”

“He’s fine. Go see for yourself if like. He’s currently unconscious and is most likely to stay that way for the next six to nine hours.”

“Why, what happened?”

“I convinced every cafe from the Akademiya to our house to not sell him anything and gave our coffee to the neighbor for safe keeping. I imagine the lack of caffeine mixed with several days of no sleep finally caught up to him.” Al-Haitham hums, shuffling through papers and laying them out in front of her to point out parts she should look over and parts that he’d changed. “It was a perfectly peaceful evening.”

“Really though, how did Kaveh get so much done in six days? Were you planning this? What would you have done if I didn’t go to Gandharva Ville?” After all, Nahida didn’t even know she was going to go to Gandharva Ville.

“Kaveh was planning this from the second he lay eyes on you. He was essentially ready to begin construction anyway. You’ll have to ask him about the logistics of it.”

“Are you telling me you don’t know it?”

“I know it, but I don’t care to speak on it. And I imagine that even if I did tell you of it, and he found out about me telling you later, he would complain that I somehow did not do it right and insist upon telling you anyway.” Al-Haitham’s voice and mouth are flat, but his eyes are distinctly bright. 

“Alright, I’ll ask him later. While I was gone what did they try to sneak past? And did you make anyone cry like I asked you to?”

-

A few days later, Nahida asks Kaveh to stay behind after a meeting between members of the joint committee between the Kshashrewar and the Amurta to send groups to the Wall of Samiel to begin work on renovating existing infrastructure. It was not a particularly pleasant meeting but it was a necessary one. Nahida’s only relief is that Kaveh, as well as several of the attending members from the Amurta, were definitely on Nahida’s side of things. The Kshashrewar was more reticent, but their reservations were not unfounded. There is much that needs to be done within Sumeru City and the much neglected frontiers closer to the Akademiya. The funneling of funds the Sages directed into their ambitions has hurt a truly staggering scope of people.

Al-Haitham and his group of Mahamata recorders sweep out of the room, dispersing to attend to the smaller meetings that take place without Nahida present to take notes and return to her later.

Kaveh pinches the bridge of his nose, a long sigh. “I hate it when people have to talk sense, don’t you? I hope you’re not going to ask me to talk the Kshashrewar down. That little spat was after I’d already convinced them to come to the table without pitchforks and torches raised.”

“What? No? I mean, thank you for that. But I wanted to apologize to you. I reacted poorly to your gift and I didn’t even thank you. I’m…I’m a little embarrassed about it. A lot embarrassed.”

Kaveh rests his cheek on the heel of his palm, sharp red eyes cutting up at the corners as he smiles at her.

“I’m flattered, really. No apologies or embarrassment needed. As long as you like it that’s fine. I don’t do these things for gratitude. Consider it a selfish act on my part. I get an idea in my head and I can’t rest until it’s over and done with.”

“Well. It seems in poor form for me to not even say thank you. And you saw me being really embarrassing, Kaveh. I must have been a mess. I certainly felt like one.”

This whole business of feeling feelings with a body is incredibly messy.

“You’ve seen me being lectured by the aunt who lives next door. Let’s call it even in terms of who’s seen who getting embarrassed. And don’t worry, if we’re talking about messes I’ve seen far worse. Been worse.” Kaveh reaches an arm over to tap his finger on the table close to her. “Come on, chin up, Nahida.”

“Thank you, Kaveh. Really. You might not have done it for thanks, but it was incredibly kind of you. This is something I’ll remember always. It would probably take another cataclysmic event for me to forget.”

Kaveh’s brows raise. “Well, let’s hope we don’t have one of those coming around, shall we? Right. I’ve got to go — I’m meant to be sitting in on a meeting between a few of the Kshashrewar subcommittees as they try and hash out the distribution of undergraduates being funneled into the current construction and infrastructure projects. I haven’t the faintest idea why they want me there, but I suppose we’ll be finding out. In any case, just remember that you’re always welcome to come find me or send for me to talk. No excuse needed.”

“Thank you. Good luck with that meeting,” Nahida says, waving to him as he gathers his things to leave.

-

There’s a shortcut — well. It’s not a shortcut. It actually takes longer, but it’s much less crowded and it’s much quieter so it just feels like it takes a shorter amount of time to cross. There’s a shortcut that Nahida and Cyno have taken to using when Nahida needs to go from the Akademiya to the Corps of Thirty Headquarters. The Akademiya’s own training grounds and the Corps of Thirty ones are linked by a series of hallways and buildings relatively sheltered from the rest of the city by high walls and strategically placed foliage. According to records Nahida pulled up in a moment of idle distraction, this pathway was from ages and ages ago, when the Akademiya had not fully retreated into itself behind its doors and recessed itself into its hallways. Centuries ago, the Akademiya had a school that studied matters of combat and kinesiology, and the training halls for this long lost school became the current headquarters for the Corps of Thirty.

Somewhen along the way, the Akademiya began to look down on actual combat and martial arts. All of the Akademiya’s interest in it became funneled into the concepts of the creation of weapons and the theoretical. The Matra, of course, had to have some form of skill or training for some part — although not all of them did — but a great majority of the work of maintaining order was handed to the Corps of Thirty, piece by piece.

But the original pathways still remain.

They’re not technically off limits to the public, but they’re tucked away from view and don’t open up onto any of Sumeru’s main streets. There’s some training halls, a few courtyards, and the odd old research or archival building attached to the path, but for the most part the only ones who ever take this route are off-duty Matra, a few undergraduate Amurta scholars aiming for jobs as in a medical field putting in their hours practicing on the practicing ranks of the Corps of Thirty and Matra, now and again the odd Rtawahist student looking to take advantage of the relative quiet to focus on their meditation, or others looking to find a quiet pocket of the city for some privacy.

Nahida is fond of these little hidden paths that run through Sumeru. They remind her of rabbit warrens, or the underground tunnels formed when a plant dies and its roots wither away but leave the ground as it was when it first burrowed itself into he soil. 

Nahida glances through the pillars that hold up the roof sheltering the path, her line of sight just barely clearing some of the decorative foliage that lines the path that’s been left to its own devices to inch and crawl up in an unruly and vivacious array of shrub and vine and flower and fern. 

Ahead there’s a break in the foliage as the path offers an entry into a small training arena. Or, it’s mostly just a courtyard, but from repeated passings Nahida knows that the center of it has been worn down to dirt and most of the grass has retreated to the edges. She can hear the sound of sparring from it and she hurries her steps a little to take a peak.

It’s Al-Haitham and Kaveh. Nahida lingers in the slightly wider space between pillars that denotes an entrance rather than simply another gap and she watches them in quiet awe. 

In her mind she had known that Al-Haitham and Kaveh were capable combatants. Their Akasha files was detailed in its analysis of their threat levels and their ability to possibly evade detainment if they became outright threats to the Akademiya.

But it’s hard to reconcile that knowledge with the men she’s come to know. For all that they’re both very tall and are certainly physically fit for their age and lifestyles, and tend to argue like it’s a hobby, Nahida has a hard time picturing either of them as the sort to actually dissolve to fisticuffs for any reason. 

Al-Haitham’s very clever with his words and has a way of making even those most set out against him thinking twice and doubting their own intent as he sets them off against someone else instead. And Kaveh has his own sort of charisma that dazzles even his most incendiary of critics into giving up to rethink what their original point of contention was while buying him drinks or offering to pay for his food.

Nahida is used to the Al-Haitham who waits with a stoic face as the aunt next door to him lectures him about finding a new job — which Nahida and Kaveh both find to be the height of comedy, and Al-Haitham finds a necessary social pain point if he doesn’t want to pick up and move to a new house — and the Al-Haitham who quietly takes notes at her left in immaculate shorthand, and is capable of reciting back several minutes worth of several people debating at once when needed, as well as bluntly adding his own opinions if asked. She’s used to the Al-Haitham who switches out the dishes of food for her when he spots something he knows she’s not particularly fond of but is too polite to say anything about even though he always gives her a very pointed look when no one is looking.

She’s used to the Kaveh that idly rolls mora between his fingers, making the coins disappear up his sleeves and reappear in the opposite hand. She’s used to the Kaveh that can do complex calculations all in his head, and sometimes only just using the joints of his fingers to double check his counting but rarely actually needing to unless it’s for show. Nahida has gotten to know the Kaveh that has at least one friendly face on every street and knows a handful of people in every Darshan in every single year from his downward. Nahida is used to the Kaveh that makes people laugh as easily as he can make them pull their hair in frustration.

But now, here, when presented with the two of them proving that they aren’t just scholars and pillars of their schools, Nahida can now see why their threat assessments, in terms of physical ability, were so high. No wonder the Akademiya originally wanted Al-Haitham for the post General Mahamatra. She spares a second to wonder why they didn’t extend an offer to Kaveh, and then realizes that even the Akasha couldn’t calculate a route that would bring Kaveh to any sort of official position intended to control or monitor— let alone one in the Matra.

The two of them are dressed simply in worn, loose clothing with dulled training weapons. Kaveh’s hair is pulled back into a full braid that’s been further bundled up and knotted at the back of his head, although Nahida can see even from this distance the flyaway hairs and the rapidly unraveling nature of it. In one hand he holds a claymore, and with the other he flicks his fingers at Al-Haitham in a taunt that he echoes with a sharp bark of a laugh —

“You can’t have gotten this boring since the last time,” Kaveh jeers, “All work and no play makes for a dull boy, hm? I told you that you need to be dragged out of that office. You’ve lost your edge.”

Al-Haitham doesn’t respond with words, quietly circling just out of Kaveh’s reach as he looks for an opening to move in with the shorter range of his own sword.

Kaveh swings the claymore one handed, not intending to hit, but to further taunt. It moves through the air with a low whoosh; Al-Haitham doesn’t bother to guard or move back from it as he tosses his grey bangs out of his eyes.

It’s easy to imagine the destructive power that the claymore could have if it was a properly weighted and sharpened weapon. Kaveh wields it as easily as a saber, as easily as a straight edge, as though it were nothing. Every move has the faint touch of flourish, but no gaps or openings to exploit that Nahida can see. Style and finesse is weaved into every swing with purpose. One to two hands and then the opposite and back again. Wearing a sleeveless and thin shirt rather than his normal layers of flowing and textured fabric exposes the work of years of labor upon his body. 

For all that Kaveh absents himself from classrooms and lecture halls, drifting in and out of cities like a storm heralding nothing but dazzlement, it is clear that he has not been slacking. 

With the afternoon sun making the world around the golden, Nahida can see why he is so often placed alongside his Darshan’s lion as mascot and representative.

Who else, then, could be expected to match the lion other than Al-Haitham?

His motions with his own dulled blade are equally as stunning. Perhaps not literally as apparent in terms of flourishes and little gestures, but there is a definite elegance and quirk of style that speaks more to character than technique. What Al-Haitham clearly loses in reach and weight in terms of weapon he makes up for with acrobatic maneuvers and flexible twists of limbs mixed-and-matched to startlingly gracefully precise moves straight out of the classic training manuals and the regimented, formal dueling postures, interspersed with shocking breaks into the formless techniques of Treasure Hoarders and street fighters.

Al-Haitham moves in quick at some unspoken signal or some change in Kaveh’s stance, opening with a jab towards Kaveh’s side that Kaveh is quick to block before moving into the offensive. 

Kaveh quickly gains the upper hand once Al-Haitham is pushed back from the initial lunge, swinging his claymore low and forcing Al-Haitham to attempt to leap back even further. But Kaveh crosses the distance that Al-Haitham attempts to put between them with a sudden burst of speed, reaching out with his free hand to fist into the Al-Haitham’s shirt front. He yanks at the same time he steps in, kicking the Al-Haitham’s legs out from under him. Kaveh raises his claymore just in time to parry Al-Haitham’s swing, which in close proximity didn’t have time to gather much in terms of speed and with limited angles.

Kaveh does not allow the Al-Haitham to recover and attempt another hit. He hooks his knee and upper thigh underneath Al-Haitham’s, pushing outward to further unbalance him and sends them both toppling to the ground. Both of them grunt with impact but Kaveh has the upper hand. One fist holds onto the Scribe’s shirt front, holding the Scribe’s upper body up in an awkward arch, and his claymore blocking the Scribe on the other side, and his knees keeping Al-Haitham’s apart.

“Yield?”

Al-Haitham’s legs rise up, knees and thighs locking around the other man’s waist as Al-Haitham suddenly lets both his arms fall, using the heels of his palms to brace himself before he bucks hard, twisting at the waist as he pushes up to reverse their positions so that Al-Haitham straddles Kaveh below him. Al-Haitham’s sword quickly moves into position, tip just underneath Kaveh’s chin and tilting the other man’s head up.

“I repeat it to you,” Al-Haitham replies, a little winded. Kaveh releases his claymore, raising his hands with a pleased laugh.

“Now there’s you,” Kaveh sighs. “Let me up.”

“Do I dare ask if you think I’m a fool?” Al-Haitham says. “You have not conceded. You won’t trick me like that, Kshashrewar. Do not play word games with an alumnus of the Haravatat.”

Kaveh clicks his tongue.

“Fine. I concede, I concede. Let me up. My hair is becoming undone and it feels weird at the back. I think a pin is attempting to give me an impromptu trepanning.”

Al-Haitham sits back on his heels, rising to his feet and offers Kaveh a hand to pull him up. Kaveh rises, swaying into Al-Haitham’s space and his hair is indeed partially undone, the long strands of pale and dark honey gold sticking out at odd angles. Kaveh sways into Al-Haitham, their still linked hands pressing close to each other’s chests as Kaveh touches his temple to Al-Haitham’s. If they speak further it can’t be heard from here, but Nahida thinks that those two don’t have to speak to understand each other.

Kaveh steps back, moving to collect his claymore when he turns and spots Nahida and Cyno watching. His mouth blooms into an easy grin as he lifts his hand to wave.

“And there’s you,” he says, one hand reaching to the back of his head to pull out the pins and let his braid unravel down his back. “Cyno, what say you to doing me an excellent favor and wearing this one out a little? He’s been — dare I say it? — hyperactive. It’s all that desk work.”

Kaveh tips his head towards Al-Haitham, who has already picked up Kaveh’s discarded claymore for him.

“I need to fix my hair,” Kaveh continues, “And I’m sure you’d have a grand time working out some aggression. Some Al-Haitham based aggression, even. Or were you on your way to something?”

Nahida glances up and sees that the general does look tempted. There’s a considering glint to his eye even though the rest of him maintains its usual stillness.

“We fought once before,” Al-Haitham says, walking over to them to lean the claymore against one of the pillars. “I might have been in trouble if the fight continued.”

“Might,” Kaveh rolls his eyes, the word coming out a little strangely due to the pins he’s holding between his teeth as he pulls his hair over his shoulder to quickly redo his braid. “Might, he says.”

The general looks down to Nahida. And Nahida realizes that he’s waiting for her to give him permission.

“If you want to then go,” Nahida says. “And if it’s alright, I would like to watch. It wasn’t an official meeting with the Corps of Thirty. I was just going to drop by and see how things were. I can do that later. I think this is much more interesting. And I’ve been meaning to talk to Kaveh again.”

Cyno’s eyes move from the training weapons to Kaveh and Al-Haitham.

“I haven’t a training weapon,” he says, “Unless you want to go hand to hand.”

“Hand to hand is fine,” Al-Haitham nods, “Or you can use one of these swords if they suit. I can use whichever you don’t.”

Cyno and Nahida both pause to consider that.

“You know how to use a claymore?” 

“He learned everything from me,” Kaveh says, coming up next to Al-Haitham and kicking him in the ankle. “Help me with these pins.”

Al-Haitham takes the pins from Kaveh’s mouth as Kaveh ties off the end of his braid, reaching around to coil it at the back of his head while Al-Haitham pins it in place once more.

“I picked up some things,” Al-Haitham concedes, turning towards the general. “First three killing blows?”

“Fair. Are you still going to keep up the feeble scholar excuse if you lose?” Cyno asks, leaning his staff against the pillar and going forward to check the weight of both of the swords.

“It’s not an excuse, it’s the truth.”

Kaveh snorts roughly, coming to join Nahida underneath the roof of the long walkway, dropping down onto the stone paving with a loud sigh of relief.

“Don’t bother trying to get him to drop the act,” Kaveh says as the other two make their way towards the center of the courtyard, Al-Haitham with the claymore and the general with the sword. “I think he’s been saying it for so long he actually believes it now.”

Nahida sits down next to Kaveh, her legs stretched out alongside his — although his are much, much longer — and they watch the Scribe of the Akademiya go head to head with the General Mahamatra.

“This is going to be good,” Kaveh says to her. “I’ve been telling them both that they should meet and spar sometime. Who knew that all it would take to get these two to actually meet was a nation-wide crisis of identity? Now what did you want to talk to me about, Nahida?”

“I wanted to ask you more about how you got the office and the room done so fast. I tried asking Al-Haitham before, but he said to just ask you.”

Kaveh crosses his legs at the ankle, leaning back onto his palms.

“Mora moves many hands, and I’ll gladly admit to abusing my authority and reputation to get more hands to move even faster. And, well. Your authority and reputation. And Al-Haitham’s. It was a fun little game of guessing which name would get who to move faster.”

Nahida frowns at him and Kaveh’s mouth flickers into a grin.

“Nahida, when I tell people that I’m in a hurry to build the Archon of Sumeru private quarters because their current options are an office or the borrowed bed of a bachelor, don’t you think any number of them would jump at the chance to offer their assistance? The Akademiya pays good money, it’s quite rare that the main campus ever gets any additions or renovations, and it’s all for Lord Kusanali. These are all incredible motivators.”

“Where did the money come from? We haven’t the budget for it.” Nahida would know, she’s the one who’s been reviewing it and having people argue about it to her since day one.

Kaveh’s eyes sparkle with the relishing of a mischief already passed.

“Al-Haitham can be astoundingly persuasive if he senses someone else’s inconvenience on the line,” Kaveh replies. “Apparently some incredibly misguided Darshan representatives attempted to either slip something past him or assume at his own purposes. So, naturally, he swindled them out of several hundred thousand mora within the very same day. Next thing I know he’s handing me a cheque and giving me an approximate timeline. Don’t worry. The budget, as I understand it, remains as you decided it. I do believe he managed to talk them into using their individual funds from the private investment partnerships the individual Darshans take on the side. Akademiya money without it being Akademiya money. You’d have to ask him how he did it, I was rather preoccupied with trying to grab as many people as possible to start the work.”

Well. Nahida did tell him to make some people cry.

“Dori helped,” Kaveh says, “Frankly, I’m not sure I could have done it without her. She was the one who helped me source the Masur Birch. And she put the word out to several artisans and helped assemble porters and other labor on short notice.”

“Sangemah Bay?” Now that’s an unexpected name to come up. 

Kaveh hums. “She doesn’t like owing favors, you see. And she figured it would be best to have good terms with you.”

“I’m not selling the Sanctuary of Surasthana.”

Kaveh laughs. “I’ll pass that along next time I see her. Or you could, if you like. I could introduce you more informally.”

“Maybe,” Nahida concedes. Dori Sangemah Bay is quite a personality. It’s one thing to nudge her into sleep, it’s quite another to actively talk to her. Nahida’s had the experience of doing that once for less than five minutes and she still feels a little unsure of whether it was a good interaction or not.

“Just let me know,” Kaveh says, and then turns towards the fighting pair and yells out, “What are you, scared of each other? You two just overthrew an insurrection together, don’t get shy on each other now.”

Nahida snickers behind her hands as Cyno and Al-Haitham both, without actually looking over or showing any signs of paying attention to Kaveh, seem to roll their eyes.

“I also wanted to thank you for letting me stay at your house, it was very generous of you both to do so,” Nahida says. “I don’t think I said that before, either.”

“If you say it was, it was,” Kaveh says, “You’re a refreshing change of pace. It was nice to have you over. I meant it when I said you can come over any time you want, by the way. Don’t think of that as lip service. I don’t say things I don’t mean, and if Al-Haitham didn’t care to have you around he would have never extended the offer in the first place.”

Nahida hums. He’s entirely right, she knows. Al-Haitham doesn’t do things he doesn’t feel like doing, or things he doesn’t find necessary. And Kaveh, from what Nahida has learned of him, is not the type of person who puts up with anything he doesn’t care for. The two of them are very strong personalities with little room for give or compromise. 

But the thing about Nahida is that she has not quite lived, so much as she has persisted through dreams. In dreams things are felt and made clear in a different language. It is a convoluted mix of atmosphere and tone rather than image and logic. Dreams are, by nature, nebulous and constantly shifting. Nothing remains constant in a dream and absolutely nothing can be assumed to be taken at face value. To walk in dreams is to walk over the thinnest layer of ice; it is to walk over rotted and bug infested wood.

Nahida knows facts and she listens to what people tell her, but just like dreams they struggle to stick. Nahida must choose to trust again and again. She must take up arms against doubt and uncertainty with every breath.

So Kaveh says this, and he offers her this open invitation, and he assures her of her welcome. And Nahida chooses to believe him. Nahida, here, makes a choice. Kaveh and Al-Haitham are honest — usually to the point of frustration — men. And they have been kind to her in their own ways. They would not lie to her. They would not, consciously, make the choice to hurt her.

She can believe in this invitation. She can have faith in this reassurance.

And here is the thing, much like with dreams, that comes with belief. For you to believe in something, there must also be doubt to make the belief worth the sentiment. And to have faith in something, you must acknowledge that a choice is double edged and two faced, and be willing to gamble upon making the right decision.

Nahida can recite statistics about probability and permutation and statistics until all of the people in the Akademiya are dead and a new generation has taken their places.

But that will not help her with acts of belief and faith.

Nahida nods at Kaveh’s offer, not speaking one way or another about it. Kaveh’s an incredibly perceptive man. And she’d rather not make a big fuss about any of this. Nahida’s had too many big fusses in the past few days for her peace of mind. She’d very much like for something not to be a fuss. In fact, she would like to not have to use that word at all for a while. It’s getting overused. She’s sure that there are other words to be had, but the only ones that come to mind are “problem” and “big deal” and those are a bit stronger than “fuss”. So let’s just avoid the potential of getting into any of those altogether.

“Do you have your key on you?” Kaveh asks.

Confused, Nahida nods. Kaveh shifts his weight to lean onto one hand and he holds the other out to her, beckoning with his fingers.

Nahida had requested a ribbon to tie the key around her neck. She keeps it tucked underneath the neckline of her dress. It’s a little finicky getting it in and out, what with the close of her collar and the high neckline, but Nahida doesn’t have pockets. She’d tried the other clothes that were given to her and they were all quite nice and fit well enough, but they felt so lovely and grand that she’s still a bit shy about wearing them. 

And this will sound silly, but she was worried people would not recognize her if she changed her clothes and her hair too much. Nahida’s still not very well known outside of the Akademiya, the Corps of Thirty, and the limited lists of notable personages that she’s working with to further along her plans for Sumeru. So she mostly wears them around the Akademiya.

Nahida pulls the key out from underneath her clothes with some trouble, slipping the ribbon over her head and places it in Kaveh’s waiting hand.

Kaveh reaches into his pocket and pulls out a metal ring filled with keys. The metal pieces jangle as he moves them around the ring, coming to one which he deftly extracts from the key ring and slides onto her ribbon. It clicks right next to her own key.

“There you go,” Kaveh hands the ribbon back to her. “Just let yourself in. You know where everything is already. Probably better than me and Al-Haitham combined since we keep moving things around when the other isn’t there.”

Nahida stares down at the key next to hers and then gapes up at Kaveh. She feels her throat threatening to close and a prickle at her eyes that she determinedly hurries off. She swears she isn’t going to burst into tears ever time someone does something nice for her. It’s terribly inconvenient and Nahida would really like to stop being inconvenient. It’s not very dignified and Nahida’s trying to build an image of respectability and dependability. She’d like to be graceful or at the very least very calm about this sort of thing.

She supposes that it’s something she’s going to have to practice and get used to. Like being around large crowds.

“But how are you going to get back into your house?” Nahida asks in an attempt to distract herself from herself.

Kaveh shrugs, fingers flickering with dendro as he conjures up a construct that replicates the key. “I mean, if this doesn’t work and Al-Haitham isn’t around I can just pick the lock. Say, has Tighnari taught you how to pick locks yet? Or is he saving that for your next visit?”

“The next visit, I suppose. Which actually does bring me to another thing I wanted to ask you about.”

Nahida shuffles closer to Kaveh’s side. He turns his full attention to her, away from Al-Haitham and Cyno entirely. Nahida lays out to Kaveh her thoughts, her ideas, her nervous little bud of a concept that she had been quietly trying not to scare off or be scared off by, by keeping it in the very edge of her periphery.

Keys and invitations, doors and locks, hands. These things keep coming up for Nahida over and over again. Nahida doesn’t know if she believes in fate, but she does have experience with cycles.

And it is, perhaps, time to break out of this cycle. For Nahida, for Sumeru, for all of them. She had already begun to tentatively lay out the pieces for this before, when she had Al-Haitham issue new orders to the Mahamata. But now, with the certainty of a golden promise given to her, Nahida thinks that she has the courage to move forward with it.

But first she must prepare the hand she wants to offer.

With the background sounds of Al-Haitham and Cyno exchanging blows, the distant chatter of Sumeru City, Nahida speaks to Kaveh of the tentative outlines she has begun to draw in her head. And Kaveh scoots them closer to the beaten dirt, drawing his long legs up and crossing them as he sits up straight, creating a stick with dendro energy and starts to draw her thoughts into the ground, laying them out as tangible things to be shared and understood and given. Nahida creates her own stick and the two of them go back and forth as Al-Haitham and Cyno do. Building. Trading. Learning.

It is, all in all, a very nice afternoon.

  



7. Chapter 7

Summary for the Chapter:
            He looks at them, eyebrows raised and arms crossed, and drawls, “Well what manner of crisis is upon us now? And does it have no respect for an established time table?”

“Lord Kusanali is under the impression that she is destitute.”

A few of the other Mahamata in earshot go still and gape, turning to mutter at each other before Al-Haitham quiets them by turning his flat stare onto them.

After Al-Haitham stares everyone back into sheepish silence he turns onto Cyno and Nahida, flicking the edge of his cape as he turns and gestures for them to follow him.

“Lord Kusanali, Archon of Sumeru, God of Dreams and Wisdom, founder of the Akademiya, is not destitute.”

          


    
    This afternoon is one of the rare ones where Nahida has no meetings at all. Al-Haitham had blocked off the rest of the day from any kind of meeting, citing his own peace of mind.

“You don’t have to come to all of the meetings I’m in,” Nahida had said very reasonably when he decisively strode up to the slate that marked out the current timetable and drew a vicious line across the hours of noon to evening bell in red chalk, neatly writing the word “unavailable” across it.

“No, I do not,” Al-Haitham agreed. “But inevitably, even if I am not in attendance, I have no less than a dozen people asking about the result of said meeting, and I end up having to review all the Mahamata notes and transcriptions after the fact.”

“Sorry?”

“That’s not your fault,” Al-Haitham shrugged. “If it was I would have already told you as much.”

“Have you told the people asking after you?”

“Yes. Repeatedly.” Al-Haitham frowned at the slate. “It has yet to sink in and I am starting to consider having to take extreme measures. Why is this meeting split over two days? Do these people have no other work to do?” Then, Al-Haitham turned to the nearest Mahamata in reach and immediately set them upon cleaning up Nahida’s schedule further and putting a tighter restriction on the blocks of time that people could request.

“Are you worried about overwork?”

“Yes.”

Nahida, propped her chin up on her palms as she watched him prune her schedule, and therefore his own.

Meetings that seemed so important at the time vanish off of the slate: combined into others, deferred for later, or are cancelled entirely. The Mahamata officers begin to fly in and out of the room to deliver updated notices towards the relevant meeting members along with Al-Haitham’s curt explanations for changes in schedule. Nahida had attempted to protest some of them being moved or cancelled, but when Al-Haitham asked her to explain why she could not, so off they went. Issues Nahida had previously thought to be incredibly important are shaved down into minor obstacles, and Nahida wonders why she thought them important to start with.

He’s right, why does she need to sit in on the beginnings of the renegotiations of import-export pigment agreements with Liyue? It’s just the beginning part. The upper members of the Qixing aren’t even listed as the cooperating members from Liyue’s side, so why does Sumeru’s Archon have to sit in on it? She just needs to get the summary and get updated on how it’s progressing, and eventually this negotiation is going to get bundled up into the larger contracts Liyue and Sumeru work on and that’s when it’s going to become important for her.

Does Nahida really need to know about a staffing issue in the Akademiya’s dormitories? It’s certainly interesting information to the right persons. Is Nahida that right person though? The appropriate one? Is it, in the grand scheme of things and the current multiple crisis of national identity and direction, something that the Archon needs to address? What is she going to do, personally interview and hire replacement staff?

And who thought it was a bright idea for Nahida to have an entire four hours of her day blocked off by a meeting to discuss Sage candidates between every single Darshan? Why aren’t the Darshans doing that on their own time and then presenting their candidates to the already-Nahida-approved electoral body for them to review according to the standards Nahida had already succinctly laid out, and then present those findings to her?

“Are you worried about me?” Nahida asked as Al-Haitham dropped an entire stack of notes into a pile that’s been labeled for immediate archiving, no further discussion needed.

“You’re the Archon of Sumeru, you don’t need me to worry about you,” Al-Haitham replied flatly. “I, on the other hand, am a mere mortal man who has an admittedly poor endurance for the problems of others. If this continues I’m going to do something that will make someone else regret.”

“You’re a strange one,” Nahida said, smiling.

Al-Haitham says he has poor endurance for the problems of others, but that usually just resolves in him fixing the problem so everyone can get on with their day without bothering him further about it. Kaveh once told Nahida that Al-Haitham is actually incredibly soft at heart, if you could figure out the exact right angle to come at him by. Nahida understands completely. Al-Haitham might not be what most people consider kind, but he is, overall, a kind man. You just need to change you perspective a little to see it.

“Better strange than boring,” Al-Haitham replied, and that had been that.

Now, Nahida has an entire afternoon to herself. Whether this means she continues to study the Akasha and extract pieces of information to have passed down to the other Mahamata scribes and officers to add to their lists of things to copy and disperse through Sumeru the old fashioned way, or if that means studying and editing the current documents and laws that have gone through the proper reviews to hit her desk, she hasn’t decided yet. It could mean anything at all. And she has to admit — an entire afternoon without meetings does pull something off of her shoulders. Nahida likes to think she’s slowly getting better at this business of crowds and people, but maybe she’s just getting used to these specific crowds and people.

Little steps, Nahida has to remind herself now and again, shoving and pushing down at the whispering doubts that trample the edges of her attempts at optimism. Little steps are still steps.

“The General Mahamatra.”

Nahida perks up as the doors open for Cyno to stride through. She hasn’t seen him in a while. That’s partially her own fault, she did have him go out on several surprise visits to Matra outposts to check if things were up to the new, and still being revised, standards of conduct. And he’s still sorting out a veritable slog of trials for the numerous accomplices of the former Sages who’ve been caught thus far. Nahida actually had to ask him to slow down a little on that, because they’d quickly begun to run out of space to put them all. With every person caught it seems like another three pop up to be investigated and brought in.

“Lord Kusanali,” he nods to her, pulling out something from underneath his arm. At first Nahida thinks they’re Matra reports, but when he hands it to her it isn’t anything with the official Akademiya seals. “From Gandharva Ville.”

Nahida blinks, confused. “Did something happen?”

“It’s Gandharva Ville,” Cyno says flatly, “According to Tighnari something is always happening. I’m sure his letter will explain it all in vivid detail, as well as how thoroughly he stopped those things from happening further. There was also a package but I had it sent to your quarters.”

Curious, Nahida picks at the knot of twine that binds the papers, letting the rope fall onto her desk as she carefully unfolds it all.

Nahida recognizes the writing as Collei’s, although a second, smaller, paper falls out with Tighnari’s name written on the back.

She reads Collei’s first. Collei’s dutifully written down messages from the children that Nahida had met when she was in Gandharva Ville. They’d drawn pictures that they’d sent to her — Nahida assumes that this is part of the package Cyno mentioned — and Collei has sent Nahida several pattern copies as well as some fabric that she’d found and thought Nahida might like. Collei asks about how the progress is going on the Akasha doll, and also writes to say that she’d recently gotten a package from Amber in Mondstadt. Amber had included a sketch for a new doll that Collei did her best to reproduce for Nahida.

Tighnari’s letter is briefer, and does, as Cyno thought it would, include a few brief lines alluding to some kind of mischief that he quickly shut down. He asks her how she’s doing and how she likes the quarters Kaveh built for her. Apparently Cyno had told him while they were in Gandharva Ville.

Nahida reads the letters quickly because she can’t believe anyone actually sent her anything, and then again slowly to absorb the contents.

How strange it is. Nahida runs her fingers over their writing, feeling the texture of the thicker pages and the indentations of Collei’s pencil. How strange that they wrote to Nahida. All of Nahida’s letters are for Lord Kusanali — petitions and requests and suggestions and summaries of meetings and other such notes.

But for these, they thought of her. Nahida. They thought of her and they wrote to her and the only question here is — are you well?

Nahida is so used to not existing for people when she isn’t directly in front of them. Nahida the bird, Buer the god of dreams, vanishes from the consciousness with every dawn. Lord Kusanali is a concept that drifts over the heads of many, a name that has become a word. It is a name that is not a name anymore, not really.

The idea that Nahida, as Nahida, exists in other’s minds as a living entity baffles and amazes her. Tighnari, Collei, these children — they thought of her. They remembered her, and the memory of her moved across their minds and moved their hands to action.

Marvelous!

Ah — but how is Nahida to reply?

Nahida had actually started writing a letter to Collei a day or so after she’d returned from Gandharva Ville. But she wasn’t sure what to write in it or how to send it. Nahida’s been writing a little bit at a time — updates on how her sewing project is going (well, although she’s kept having to undo stitches that come out funny), some little notes about the food she’s eaten (a lot, too many to entirely list out, but there was a really good dish with layers of flakey pastry and chicken that she isn’t sure the name of but she hopes it gets served again), and a brief talk about the sunrise from her new rooms which is not quite as expansive or sublime as the ones she saw in Gandharva Ville but is no less beautiful or encompassing. Isn’t it a shared sunrise, in any case? The same in the sense that it is the same horizon, the same star, the same morning that dawns upon them both despite the distance and changing of the frame?

Nahida has written, but she wasn’t sure how to get it to Collei. To send it by official Akademiya messenger seems like an abuse of power. After all, it isn’t an official Akademiya message. And when one is the leader of a nation, every correspondence is an important one. Nahida didn’t want the letter to seem like a big deal. But she wasn’t sure how else she would send it out.

On the thought of letters — when Nahida has not been working on her sewing project— Nahida has other letters she’s been quietly drafting in her free time. They aren’t yet ready to send. And Nahida isn’t quite sure how to send these either.

These letters fall into a strange category of definitely important, definitely official in some capacity, but also — intimate? Sensitive? Personal. Archon stuff. Nahida doesn’t know how to send these ones out once they’re finished.

There is a piece of pure Cor Lapis sitting upon one of her empty shelves; the golden promise of Rex Lapis himself. Nahida is sure that out of the six letters she is currently writing that one will be answered positively. But what about the others? Nahida doesn’t even know how to contact them. Can she just send a letter to the Raiden Shogun? The Tsarista? Focalor? The Lady of Fire? Nahida has no idea what name or address Morax uses now. And Barbatos — how is Nahida supposed to send mail to the very spirit of the wind themselves? But Morax had told her — call and they would come. It is Nahida who must open the door.

She’s sure that if she asked Al-Haitham for help he would. He’s incredibly well connected for someone with such a brusque and confounding personality. And it is not, entirely, because of his role within the Mahamata. And Al-Haitham must have much better experience with writing these kinds of things, right? Or at least reading them, if not writing them himself.

But there is a part of Nahida that holds back. This part of her says — Wait. It must be perfect. No one else can know; no one else can see. Not until we are sure, not until we have exhausted ourselves to every single dead and cut off end. It must be ready.

Logically, Nahida knows that no matter what she’s going to have to show these letters to someone anyway. And that someone is most likely going to be Al-Haitham because he is the head Scribe of the Akademiya, the only title and post he’s ever allowed anyone to put on him. And Al-Haitham, she feels, would not think poorly of her for any flaws he finds in them. He would not judge her for the contents of the notes. There is no reason for Nahida to fear such a thing.

And of course these letters, she knows, will have to go through official diplomatic channels: the one the one for Fontaine, the one for Snezhnaya, the one for Inazuma, the one for Fontaine. The ones for Natlan, Liyue, and Mondstadt are trickier to figure out because Nahida doesn’t know where her Archon — or in Morax’ case, former Archon — kith are. Nahida could reach out in dreams to find out and invite them that way. But there’s something about a tangible piece of evidence that proves that someone is wanted that speaks to her.

A lesson from Kaveh, taken in the form of a key that she carries around her neck — constantly reinforced by the glitter of the Cor Lapis in her quarters. The Cor Lapis is not very large, but it feels weighty with promise. Alive with certainty. Nahida looks at it on its place on the shelf in the front room of her quarters next to Tighnari’s notes and Collei’s miniature Cuilein-Anbar; physical and tangible proof that Nahida is piece by piece building something, and that something has other, real, people in it. People who have chosen to step into her life with her. All of this is tangible and undeniable proof that if Nahida reaches out, there will be someone who reaches back.

And so, logically, Nahida knows it won’t be as bad as her doubts seem so ironically certain about. Here is the proof in front of her.

And still she wavers.

Cyno’s voice draws her out of her slippery slope of worries — “If you wish to write back I can send your response along with mine.”

Well that solves one problem!

“Yes, please. When are you sending yours?”

“Tomorrow, perhaps. I mean to go to the bazaar and gather some things to send back to them along with my response.”

“What will you send?” Nahida, too, would like to send something. But she has no talent for gift giving as she’s never had to give a gift that wasn’t some form of dream before.

“I usually send them things they cannot get or produce easily in Gandharva Ville,” Cyno replies. “Sweets, spices, more refined materials, books of fiction or poetry.” He tips his head in consideration, weighing something in his mind before he speaks. “Would you like to come? Your schedule is free.”

Oh!

Yes!

That’s what Nahida’s every instinct reaches out to say. Yes! Yes, please! Thank you very much!

But just as quick as the word springs to mind, brilliant like morning, are the shadows of doubt.

Is that a good idea, she wonders, hesitation snarling and snagging the enthusiasm and dimming it to a mere candle’s glow. It is true that Nahida is getting better with crowds and open spaces. She didn’t struggle nearly as much in Gandharva Ville, and Nahida’s meetings and councils are expanding slowly but surely to include new and different people. And Nahida has certainly been out and about beyond the Akademiya’s walls, even if it was in a limited capacity. And didn’t Kaveh and Al-Haitham take Nahida to the bazaar and offshoots of the markets several times?

But whenever Nahida went somewhere else it was with purpose. There was direction, a destination and and end goal in mind. And when Kaveh and Al-Haitham brought Nahida with them they were always quick. They knew what they needed and where to get it. They cut straight and decisive lines through all the noise and the smells and the colors: in and out. And did Nahida not have to distract herself from being overwhelmed by narrowing her focus down onto one particular sensation, whether that be some idle bauble, tracing the sound of one thing, or eating a little snack someone had given her? Did she not have to close her eyes at times, or pull up a borrowed hood to forcibly tunnel her vision until the world was small enough, muffled enough for her to tolerate?

Nahida would not be able to do that if she goes with Cyno. The purpose of her going would be to look, to sense, to explore, to experience. Nahida would have to pay attention to everything. Nahida would not know the shape of the answer she seeks, if it exists.

But, oh, she still wants to go. As much as the worry has dimmed the light of her want, it still exists. That’s the trouble with her. She wants things she cannot have. Nahida wants things that are not good for her. It’s been her foible for centuries now — that is what it means to be a dream, to be god of dreams. You reach for the improbable and impossible with both hands. And as a result you are constantly made a fool.

On the other hand — this is not the same as a dream. This is life. And life is growth and change. How is Nahida supposed to overcome herself if she doesn’t push against her own boundaries?

And won’t Cyno be there? What does Nahida have to fear when Cyno is near?

Nahida opens her mouth to answer, and then is struck with another problem —

“I don’t have money,” Nahida says.

Cyno blinks, just as surprised by Nahida’s answer as Nahida is. She’d never thought about it before. Nahida’s never had any possessions, and has never had to buy anything. So she’s never had any reason to wonder about it.

“That can’t be true,” Cyno says, brow furrowing. “Who told you that?”

Nahida just holds out her hands, gesturing around herself and shrugging. “I don’t think I’m being paid to be the Archon of Sumeru, Cyno. Um. This title didn’t really come with a description.”

Cyno’s eyes slip past her as he turns towards the Mahamata who are still present, scribbling away at their transcriptions.

“Where is the Scribe?” Cyno asks.

The Mahamata look towards each other before one of them answers, “He was leaving for an off-site meeting, sir. He had to gather some materials from the main Mahamata document processing office first. He might still be there.”

Cyno gestures for Nahida to follow, so Nahida quickly floats out of the chair and over the desk, hopping after him. She quickly waves at the Mahamata —

“If I’m not back in half an hour consider yourselves dismissed to do other things.”

Cyno and Nahida quickly navigate the maze of the Akademiya to the Mahamata offices. For once, the fact that people see her or Cyno and immediately attempt to dissolve into the very air to give them space is something she’s grateful for. It makes it much easier to get from one place to another.

“Al-Haitham,” Cyno says to the clerk in front who immediately whips around to stick their head in the back door to yell — “The General Mahamatra and Lord Kusanali are looking for the Scribe!”

Which, of course, sets off a flurry of people like throwing a rock at a flock of pigeons.

They ushered through the Mahamata records building, with various clerks and junior officers popping in and out of rooms, from behind desks and shelves, to point the way.

Al-Haitham, himself, is surrounded in a flock of green and cream robed officials, standing a full head above most of them.

The officials scatter in all directions when Nahida and Cyno approach. Apparently their only purpose for crowding was to detain him long enough for Nahida and Cyno to arrive.

He looks at them, eyebrows raised and arms crossed, and drawls, “Well what manner of crisis is upon us now? And does it have no respect for an established time table?”

“Lord Kusanali is under the impression that she is destitute.”

A few of the other Mahamata in earshot go still and gape, turning to mutter at each other before Al-Haitham quiets them by turning his flat stare onto them.

After Al-Haitham stares everyone back into sheepish silence he turns onto Cyno and Nahida, flicking the edge of his cape as he turns and gestures for them to follow him.

“Lord Kusanali, Archon of Sumeru, God of Dreams and Wisdom, founder of the Akademiya, is not destitute.”

Nahida knows the blueprints for the Akademiya forwards and backwards and could give anyone a detailed list of every single material, project, and renovation done to any single one of the multiple campuses that fall under the Akademiya’s purview. That said, she’s not actually physically gone through them all so she does find herself feeling a bit turned around as Al-Haitham guides them through the more private, rarely used passages. These narrower hallways are used by the Mahamata, Matra, and other more quieter roles that keep the Akademiya functioning to move quickly through the buildings to attend to the multiple duties that call them to and from their hives of work. They run into some Matra and several porters, but these hallways are clear of students, visitors, or other scholars.

They come out of the quieter hallways into an even quieter set of offices. All of the heads are busy ducked down, working away at something or other. Nahida listens to the sounds of wooden beads as abacuses rattle with the flicks of fingers. At one desk someone is working with a set of scales. Against one wall is one of those large computation machines that Fontaine recently came out with, and someone is busily programming in whatever function that needs to be done.

Al-Haitham strides up to one of the desks in back towards a large set of rolling shelves, triple stacked. He holds up his Akademiya placard, bearing his seal of office, as well as the temporary one for acting Grand Sage. “The Archon’s vaults. All of it.”

The official there blinks up at him, stunned, and then looks around him to see the General Mahamatra and Lord Kusanli, before quickly scrambling to get to it.

They rush out from behind their desk, hurrying into some back room before returning with a small metal box glowing with dendro energy. This they place on their desk before calling out to one of their fellows to help them move shelves about.

Nahida watches in awe as the great wooden shelves with their glass doors are moved, shuffling around like giant pieces of a puzzle to reveal the others behind them, which are pulled forward by a series of gears and pulleys as the interlocking pieces come to life.

Once the appropriate set of doors is brought into the front row, the clerks unlock the doors and begin pulling down stacks upon stacks of books. They’re rapidly emptying entire shelves by the armful.

“Send the secondary copies up to Lord Kusanali’s quarters for her review,” Al-Haitham orders, “Except for the most recent ledger and the main vault’s inventory book. Hand those to me. Give the key to Lord Kusanali.”

A giant, thick, leather bound book is placed into Al-Haitham’s waiting arms as well as a slighter volume. Nahida hands go out automatically to receive the metal box that one of the clerks hands her. Al-Haitham puts the thicker volume under his arm and passes the thinner one to Cyno. And then he’s off again, tall and stately figure cutting through the fuss of their entry and his subsequent command like a shark’s fin in water. Nahida and Cyno hurry to follow after.

Two guards quickly unlock and open a pair of tall, heavy doors for them and enchanted lights turn on in the descending stairwell as they approach and flickering off as the three of them pass on their way down.

They pass several doors. One or two are open. When Nahida glances into them she spots porters moving or arranging crates outside of even more doors. Al-Haitham brings them to a stop some levels down and tips his chin towards the door. These are the Akademiya’s storage vaults for artifacts and more precious goods. Nahida knows that much but she doesn’t know why they’re down here. If she’s got her mental map right, this area is the floor where the more dangerous artifacts are stored. The ones from before the Cataclysm.

“The key.”

Nahida touches her hand to the box lid, and the energy within disperses for her easily. She opens the box and takes out the finely wrought key lying inside, holding it up and looking towards Al-Haitham. He simply gestures with his free hand at the door.

She approaches, stretching up a little to reach — the lock is unusually high up — but the key slides in easily and she feels more than she hears a great many security systems deactivating one after another. Nahida then pushes the doors open and is near literally blinded by the light from within.

Just like with the lights in the stairwells and halls leading down here, the lights inside of the room react to motion. While the other doors lead into floors and further corridors lined with more rooms, this one opens up into just one great big room. And it is filled, floor to ceiling, with, well. Everything.

Bolts of fabric hang from wooden racks, miraculously preserved with every thread the exact saturated shade they were when they were first placed here. An entire wall is nothing but drawers upon drawers upon drawers. Giant trunks filled to bursting with piles of mora, with some of the golden coins spilling upon the floor, are lined up one after another after another. There are racks of swords, weapons, armor. There is a display case of glass that houses a diadem encrusted with jewels. Giant stones, ores, are lined up in rows upon rows on shelves or on the floor. Shelves of books and scrolls and wooden slips run together. It goes on and on and on.

Al-Haitham, blandly, begins to read, flipping through entries at random.

“Plaustrite: category of first grade Vermillionite. Unprocessed but assessed to have purity of up to near eighty percent with minor occlusions. Core sample mined from the northeast province of Minlin. Obtained via trade with the Liyue Qixing, on the behest of Rex Lapis to bring an end to a disagreement due to mismanagement of the Chasm’s outgoing ore. Talwar named ‘Dream Walker, Moon Keeper’. Gifted by the Raiden Shogun. The blade is forged from crystal marrow and white iron with the name inscribed near the hilt in Inazuman script on one side and Sumerian on the other. The sheathe is silver and leather from an albino eight headed serpent. Decorative tassel made from the silk of a demon spider, dyed with the flowers of the Sacred Sakura of the Grand Narukami. Leopard skins sent by the Adventurer’s Guild upon the opening of their first branch in Sumeru City, as well as a cloak made of fox pelts.”

Then he pauses, walking to the wall of drawers and pulls open one, pulling out a note card.

“Proof of ownership. Silk screen painting depicting crested cranes mid-flight with plum blossoms with silver thread embellishment. Wood frame of cured chihua. Bought at auction from the estate of Li Baiyi. On loan to the Vahumana Darshan for purposes of display and study as part of their collection on Liyue culture.”

He replaces this card, walking down to pull another drawer open and pull out another note card.

“Certificate of debt, to be collected at will by the loaning party, Lord Kusanali. Terms of loan listed below. Original loan given: twenty five million in mora, and an additional ten million mora in assets in a combination of precious metals and gem stones.”

Al-Haitham turns towards them, eyes moving to the ledger in Cyno’s hands, which Cyno has been quietly paging through.

Nahida stretches up onto her toes to try and see, and Cyno angles the ledger for her to see.

“Mora transactions,” He explains. “With a significant decline over the past several decades.”

“The vault itself is sealed. Only you can access it with that key. Just like the key Kaveh gave you for your quarters,” Al-Haitham explains. “If the Sages wanted to get to what was in here they would have had to release you from the Sanctuary of Surasthana. But over the past several centuries, the Sages were able to divert the original funds that were meant to come to your coffers from the various taxes and tithes that are legally apportioned to you, and push them elsewhere. Their own pockets, the Akademiya’s, other businesses and ventures. It only really starts to pick up over the past few decades though.”

“This explains it,” Cyno mutters. “There’s been something off about the Akademiya’s books for years. I know that I, along with several other Matra and Mahamata, have been trying to trace its origins. But no one’s ever been able to trace the origin. The mora just appears. Even when the mora is accounted for as part of income from student tuition or various taxes and patent rights it never matched independent calculation or audits. This is where it came from. They were siphoning off of you. That puts to rest several hundred inconclusive investigations.”

All of that. All of that and still — this much here. And a whole lot of zeroes in that ledger book.

Nahdia looks around again, dazzled by it all. She feels like she’s in the dream of an adventurer, some treasure hunter, an explorer. And she’s just hit the — as they call it, jackpot. Nahida doesn’t think she’s asleep because this is something beyond even her wildest imagination. Until less than an hour ago, Nahida never even thought about mora as something applicable to her. Nahida’s gone not even having a single mora coin to having, apparently, an entire vault that looks like it could fit her room, and Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s house, and maybe the entire Corps of Thirty main headquarters, and then some.

“This is…a vault? A treasury? And you mean to say that this was all mine?”

“It still is,” Al-Haitham crosses the vault to hold the giant inventory book out to her. She takes it and nearly drops it before using her powers to levitate it. “And with the current revisions being done to the tax laws and Akademiya budgeting, you should expect to see the incoming mora to pick up again. The Akademiya wasn’t so entirely corrupt as to steal from you under the table. They did put in some legal terms and excuses for the larger portions they’ve been taking. Flimsy, now that we all know that you weren’t actually willing in giving them the reigns to do what they want. Easy enough to undo. Read this. It’s the full inventory of everything here. It hasn’t been updated in five hundred years because no one could gain access to this vault to add anything. There’s a separate vault and set of books for everything that came in for you after, but most of the material goods on it are missing. Copies of the records should be on their way to your quarters along with the rest of the account ledgers. The Mahamata are currently working on tracking the missing items down; the mora is a lost cause at this point. When you have time make a list of the things you actually want them to get back and how you want it done. As it is, they’re just keeping track of whatever they find and waiting for orders.”

“How was this all happening without me not knowing any of it?” And then, because Nahida is learning — even if she is, sometimes, slow — she answers herself. “I didn’t ask.”

Al-Haitham shrugs. “You’re the one with powers of the mind, not me. How am I supposed to guess at what you want to know without you telling me? If that’s all, I have an appointment I’m running late for. Don’t ever let me hear the words ‘Lord Kusanali is poor’ or anything like it again. I’ll tell Kaveh and he might have an aneurysm.”

-

Nahida has Cyno takes some of the mora, which they note down in the ledger, and they temporarily split up before meeting at the Akademiya gates. Cyno stops to leave his helm in his office, tying his hair back and donning a light surcoat that covers the more distinctive parts of his garb. Nahida goes to her quarters to leave the ledger and inventory books, pausing to gape at the stacks upon stacks of ledgers that are waiting in the hallway for her to unlock her door for and let people move them in. She edges around the towering stacks of paper — that’s one way to fill the shelves, she supposes — to slip into her rooms and change herself.

It is a little known fact to visitors of Sumeru City that what is seen upon entry is only part of the city itself. Just as the tree has crown, trunk, and roots, so too does the city. There’s, of course, Treasure’s Street and the Grand Bazaar, as well as the several layers of residential districts and smaller market streets that rest in the Divine Tree’s shadow and crawl over its roots and trunk, with the very pinnacle being the Akademiya and the Sanctuary of Surasthana.

But that is the crown. The trunk. The shadow.

What of the root?

There are entrances into Sumeru’s underground tucked out of sight all over the city. The one Cyno and Nahida slip through is a small and narrow gateway, marked with blue and green hanging glass lamps. Cyno’s hand rests on her shoulder, pulling her close to his side as they weave through the streams of people going in and coming out through the same passage. The tunnel is lined with stone and sound echoes from both ends. Lamps hanging from above offer dim lighting that turns all of the bodies around them into masses of yellow-tinted moving shapes and sounds. Nahida curls her fingers into the loose fabric of Cyno’s surcoat as she focuses only on what is in front of them.

The sounds from the other end of the tunnel begin to grow louder, indistinguishable in source. She hears the crackle of torches. She hears the sounds of merchants calling out to the faceless crowds in supplication and cajoling enticement. She hears the chatter of potential customers. Nahida hears the sounds of items being poured upon scales, the sounds of porters heaving mass from one place to another. She hears the hum of the electric lamps and the undercurrent of one of the several aqueducts and water passages that runs all throughout the city. Nahida hears the squawk of fowl.

And then the smells. A mix of things. The dry smell of flour, of beans and grain. The warm tickle of spices like cumin and turmeric. The smell of blood and bodies as they move, live, thrive. Flowers, dried and live. Coffee.

This portion of the underground market is dedicated to dry goods, and when Nahida and Cyno are summarily ejected from the tunnel into the open cavern with its array of brightly colored canvas and wood stalls, built around the stone pillars that help support the cavern, Nahida’s’ eyes don’t know where to go.

The first stall she sees is for flowers. Strands upon strands of flowers hang from the wooden rods. Some fresh, some dried. Small shrubs and herbs lay upon the ground with canvas wrapped around their roots. A woman sits on a stool with a reed fan that she rapidly fans over her face as she gestures to her flowers and talks with a group of women, from the next stall over who appear to be selling lace.

Nahida’s hand clenches into Cyno’s coat as he leads them around the edges of the market where it’s quieter and they can somewhat see down the rows of tightly packed vendors. She doesn’t know if he’s looking for one in specific or just trying to figure out which pathway is the least crowded. Nahida knows that the underground bazaar is a maze of moving parts. The assigned lots to set up shop and have official permits to sell here are renewed monthly. Some vendors move to a different area, some move to entirely different underground caverns. Some just quit or they share a space with another. There’s always an enterprising individual who buys up several lots and leases them out.

It’s not as loud at the edges. They spent a little just watching people move. Others like them linger at the edges. Towards one far corner is a series of wooden platforms with low tables where people sit and talk with their purchases at their sides. There are no food stalls in this section of the underground due to poor ventilation, but Nahida knows that all of the underground portions of Sumeru are connected and it would be easy enough to walk over from one of the ones with cooked food and drink to find space to sit here. And there’s dried foods and breads in this section, although not very many.

“What do you think you’ll get for them this time?” Nahida tries to raise her voice, but she isn’t sure if she’s judging her volume correctly. Cyno hears her anyway, guiding hand on her shoulder as he squints through the layers upon layers of people and fabric partitions.

“Some fabric for Collei if there’s some good pieces on sale,” Cyno answers, scanning the stalls. “Ink blocks from Liyue if the kinds Tighnari prefers are here. If not, I’m sure there’ll be something else. Halva, honeyed dates, and dried mango. Maybe some tea bricks if the price and blends are good, but I don’t see the vendor I normally buy from so far. We’ll see if there’s anything else. Take your time to look. Tell me if there’s anything you want to try.”

And with that, Cyno gently takes her hand into his and pulls her into the lightest fringes of the market.

Cyno walks briskly, but carefully. He steers them around groups of people examining stalls and bartering, and he slips them around gaggles of shoppers, and he parts the streams of bodies all with Nahida at his side. She runs into his side a few times, so busy with trying to soak the world into her mind through her eyes and trusting in him to guide the rest of her. But he doesn’t say anything one way or another about it, he just keeps his hand around hers, eyes focused ahead for them both. As brisk as his stride is, Nahida is still able to peer at the wares around them.

Nahida breathes in through her mouth to taste the veritable spread of sensations that her eyes are too small to fully bite at and her ears too overwhelmed to savor.

Cyno’s hand squeezes hers and she looks up at him, then follows the direction of his face towards a stall with several baskets of cloth and ropes holding up larger bolts.

“Scrap,” he explains as he makes his way towards it, “The more prominent manufacturers and tailors can’t do anything with the left overs so they sell them in bulk to others, or they do a profit split. Useful for the common folk or smaller businesses.”

Cyno approaches the edge of the stall and begins to poke through a wide basket of small cloth scraps with one hand. The woman running the stall breaks away from a conversation she’s having with another woman, who’s standing by one of the racks and feeling the edge of a brilliantly dyed blue-green length of cloth. She looks at Cyno and then Nahida, fanning away with a dried palm frond.

“I’ve not seen you around,” she says to Cyno, rising from her crouch to shuffle around the back of her stall. “Who’s that there?”

“It’s been busy, Sister,” Cyno replies, squeezing Nahida’s hand with a slight dip of his head as he lets her go to more thoroughly go through the baskets of scrap.

“I’m Nahida,” she answers, stepping around baskets and squares of folded cloth that lie on the ground as the woman beckons her over.

“Nahida,” the woman repeats with a nod, reaching into a basket next to her stool and pulling out a small bit of candy. “Here you go, little one.”

Cyno doesn’t say anything and the candy doesn’t look bad so Nahida pops it into her mouth. She has some measure of confidence that if it was actually harmful she’d be able to withstand it. She’s not expert on the biology of gods — although she should probably consider looking into it at one point — but she doesn’t think candy given by random civilians selling cloth would be the sort capable of downing an Archon.

It’s honey and ginger, it tickles Nahida’s throat and nose and burns a little but she thinks she likes it. The candy, at first a little hard, starts to go soft in the heat of her mouth. Nahida, so preoccupied with the feeling of ginger and honey, stops paying attention to the rest of everything. By the time Nahida’s finished sorting out where this candy falls on her mental rankings of experiences (good, above kulfi with falooda but only because of the negative association of brain freeze, but below the pita pocket Collei had made her a few days ago because Nahida liked the crunch of the bread between her teeth and the sharp tang of the tomato), Cyno and the woman running the stall are in the time and tradition honored process of bartering.

Nahida turns to shuffle back to Cyno’s side so she can fully appreciate this experience.

Nahida, through her knowing and quiet connection to the sleeping Akasha, knows the market value and history of price changes on quite literally everything to ever be bought and sold or traded. Nahida could recite figures for ages without trying. But bartering, bargaining, is new. It’s something she could never learn while in the Sanctuary of Surasthana. There’s too much of a personal element to it. There’s no science.

Because the seller knows what they want. The buyer knows what they want to give for it. Market price is an average somewhere in between that can be muddled up by people’s needs, their opinions on one another, or just how they’re feeling on any given day.

Nahida watches, leaning up on the edge of one of the taller baskets of cloth as Cyno and the woman go back and forth, pointing and gesturing the three pieces cloth Cyno has hanging over his arm.

“Yaar, General Mahamatra,” the sister says with an irritated flip of her fan. “I’m trying to run a business here. You know I’m fair. You think you’ll be finding that quality from anyone else here? It’ll all be sold already. It’s from Liyue, you know?”

“It’s cut into a half trapezoid and missing the key section of the pattern,” Cyno replies calmly. “And it was poorly cut so half of it is dangling by a finger’s width to the rest. It’s shorter than my arm and barely wide enough to show any of the original design. Six thousand is more than suitable.”

“Yes, but you want to combine it with that cotton. It was dyed with silverweed from Mondstadt. You can’t get that kind of yellow from saffron here. Look at how consistent the color is. So light. No orange touch. And on top of it you want that bit of pashmina. In that blue? I’ll give you all three for a steal at a loss because it’s been a while since I last saw you. Sixteen thousand, the whole lot.”

“Should I be reporting you for robbery?” Cyno says flatly. “Sixteen for what could, altogether, barely make for a decent belt once the uneven portions are trimmed?”

Back and forth, back and forth they go, until the two of them settle for thirteen thousand five hundred, and the woman also throws in some thread that she’d saved for him, which causes Cyno to throw in another thousand mora. From there the two of them have moved onto idle chatter, talking about who’s moved to where in the market, what else might be found about today. Nahida turns her attention to actually looking at the fabrics around now that she’s finished her candy and the excitement of mora changing hands has done.

Nahida pokes at edges of fabric to peer at the ones underneath. Then rubs the slightly frayed edges of some between her fingers, feeling the different textures. Some pieces of fabric are thick, sturdy, almost hard. She can see the distinct weave on some of them, almost like the fabric was plaited together. In one smaller basket that Nahida pokes through while Cyno flatly tells the shop owner — her name is Safiyah — that he will not be expelling her younger brother, Younis, from the Matra no matter how annoying he’s been about being part of it.

“It would be better for everyone’s health,” Saifyah huffs. “He’s insufferable.”

“Sister Safiyah, it’s an abuse of power.”

“Yeah, like anyone’s going to miss him? I bet he doesn’t even do anything important and he’s making it all up. He’s left his badge in his pants pocket and we’ve almost lost it doing the washing five times in the past two months alone. Younis doesn’t even know how to pick out good vegetables at the market. Doesn’t know the difference between a zucchini and a cucumber. I’d say that we, as his family, failed him but the rest of us are clearly fine.”

“Every member of the Matra is important, Sister.”

“Do you rehearse that in the mirror? Is that how you say it with such a straight face?”

Nahida runs her fingertip over the edge of an embroidered bit of cloth, red and gold and reminding her very much of Kaveh. It’s rolled up and sticking up out of a tall basket next to several others.

“And does this little one here do any projects? You aren’t so hard up on people that you’re recruiting the little ones now are you?”

“She makes dolls.”

“I’ve made one doll,” Nahida corrects. “I’m still learning.”

“Always good to start learning life skills young. Anything catch your eye?”

Nahida looks away from the red and gold cloth. What would she do with so much anyway?

“I’m good,” Nahida says, looking over the array of smaller fabrics. “I don’t know what I’d do anyway.”

She’s not quite finished with her little Akasha. Maybe she will make another one and send it to Collei, after she learns what improvements can be done from completing the first one. And maybe after she practices her stitches some more on some of the scraps she has. A lot more. The current Akasha has weird pointy bits where she couldn’t get the seams to lie properly, and funny lumps.

She could get something for Collei, she supposes. But Cyno’s already gotten cloth and Nahida doesn’t want to copy him. Next time, maybe.

“Thank you, though,” Nahida says and the woman nods before pushing aside some cloth from one of the smaller baskets and pulling out a loose fistful.

“Takes these,” she says to Nahida. “Scrap I use for quilts and braiding when I’m bored. Use them to practice. Don’t turn out useless at life skills like my brother. Everyone should have at least one. And learn the difference between a zucchini and a cucumber.”

With that sage advice, Cyno and Nahida bid Safiyah farewell. Nahida’s small squares and scraps of cloth are gently folded into Cyno’s larger pieces that he neatly rolls up and disappears into a cloth satchel over his back. Safiyah gives Nahida a handful of dried cherries. Before Cyno can stop her, Nahida pops two into her mouth.

“She’s young,” Safiyah says, “The little ones can handle the sugar.”

“It’s not her I’m worried about,” Cyno sighs. Nahida offers him a cherry which he takes and places into his mouth before leading her away. Nahida waves over her shoulder, fingers reaching out to thread with Cyno’s as she quickly works her way through the two cherries in her mouth — they were sticky and a little hard but it was fun working them around her teeth and getting them unstuck again. Acrobatics for the tongue.

The next place they go to is a giant stall that takes up three spaces. Nahida smells, hears it, before she sees it around the giant crowd that seems to flow in and out.

The stall smells dry. And sweet. And a little dusty. If dusty isn’t a smell Nahida is deciding it should be one now. And the sounds of several people talking in different dialects — more so than in any other places Nahida’s been thus far — flows out and over her, popping and new like the peculiar excitement of hot oil crackling. New sounds are always hard for her to let slip. Nahida looks around, tipping her head back to see racks of wooden poles above them bearing large netted sacks of dried fruits and nuts. The poles that hold up the canvas walls are all supported by rings of heavy sacks, some open, most not. The open ones reveal shells upon shells upon shells of nuts and seeds. There’s a long table set up within the tent full of baskets and sacks. And behind that table an entire giant wall of crates and more baskets and more sacks and more netting. The baskets are opened, displaying an incredibly variety of dried fruits, nuts — raw or boiled or cooked —, and spices.

There are no less than at least four people working here, using giant metal scales to weight and calculate goods. Nahida’s hand tightens around Cyno’s as he squeezes them past a tall, broad man currently arguing over a giant jackfruit — not dried, but there’s a whole bunch of them that are labeled as only four hundred mora per kilo — and an elderly woman who’s arguing about yellow raisins with the ferocity of someone arguing about life and death.

One of the shop clerks waves off a young man who’s leaving with a bag of dried apricots and spots Cyno, spreading his arms out wide, mouth splitting into a grin as he calls out — “Cyno! You live yet! Come, come, come. Look, look. Dates just how your sweet ones like them.”

Cyno rolls his eyes, but goes to where the man beckons, clasping arms with him and allowing himself to be pulled into a quick one armed hug.

“Am I so predictable?” Cyno asks.

“Honeyed dates, sugared dates, fresh dates — it’s like you’re trying to send a message, sir,” the shop keeper says, already pulling out a small cloth bag and going to basket of dates, using a small metal scoop to pile them in. “We’ve also good a new type of walnut from Natlan. Tastes just like chocolate. You must try it. Give your family some variety, they’ll have too much sugar if all you send them is dates.”

“By giving them walnuts that taste like chocolate?”

“Only taste like.”

The man spots her and winks before he reaches over and plucks up what must be the chocolate tasting walnut. He fishes out a metal tool of some sort from his pockets and cracks the nut open, bending to offer the meat of it to her. Out of the corner of her eye Cyno dips his head slightly so Nahida plucks out a piece and puts it into her mouth. She’s still got a bit of dried cherry stuck to her back teeth so the taste is a little weird. But it does taste like chocolate.

The man quickly begins to try and get Cyno to buy some of the walnuts, the two of them slipping into a fast back and forth that incorporates words Nahida doesn’t know, or does know but they’re pronounced in a way she’s not used to. While they talk, Nahida looks around, licking the taste of chocolate and walnut and cherry off of her teeth. Several of the little signs and labels for the different things on display are written two, sometimes three times in different types of script. The sound of nuts being poured onto a metal scale sounds like musical notes as Nahida strains up on her toes to watch one of the employees weigh out pistachios for another customer. She breathes in through the mouth and tastes the dust of shells and the aroma of spice. Another of the stall clerks is showing an elderly man vanilla bean, slitting one long pod open with a small little knife for the man to inspect and approve.

Nahida tips her head back to look at the bags and netting that hangs from the wooden poles balanced above them. Some of the nets hang so low they graze the top of people’s heads, causing them to duck down. Cyno and Nahida being exceptions for the most part.

Through the smells and sounds of goods being sampled and bartered about, Nahida peers out through the tarp and the bags and the supports to look at the rest of the area of the street. Across and to the right is a small stall that looks to sell nothing but tea bricks. Directly in front of this one is what Nahida would think should be a competitor, selling candied fruits. Nahida cranes her neck, trying to look around Cyno and all of the other moving bodies so she can try and spot the difference.

“Nahida.” She turns and Cyno holds out to her a small bag. “Candied Ajilenakh Nuts. A type of halva.”

Nahida reaches in, feeling a strange kind of sticky grit sticking to her fingertips. She pulls out a small little cube of pale white sticky paste that smells of honey and sesame, coated around almonds and Ajilenakh nuts, and she thinks a little bit of pistachio, and the faintest little strips of Sumeru Rose petals.

She nibbles a bit off the edge of the small cube, feeling the sugar already beginning to melt before quickly slipping the rest into her mouth, licking the sticky bits off of her fingers.

The moment the rest of it hits her tongue Nahida is pretty sure she falls in love.

Nahida says as much, tapping Cyno’s hand — “I thinks this is what love tastes like.”

Cyno’s eyes glimmer up at the corners and his eyes purposefully move towards the stall set up across the street in silent explanation.

“Temporary, he has a store topside,” the stall worker who’s been going back and forth with Cyno explains. “Business hasn’t been so good, so he’s trying his hand down here. Cheaper to lease even if it’s harder to manage inventory and takes more work to set up. We told him we’d help him get word out. We’ve got samples of some of his top sellers here that we give out. Ah, but you’ll not be getting our chocolate flavored walnuts there.”

“I’m going,” Nahida declares. It’s right across the way. She can handle that much on her own, right?

Nahida moves before Cyno can say anything one way or the other. Nahida’s body carries her across, dodging a few shoppers before she stops right next to the rows of sweets. The air here smells of sugar. Nahida’s mouth waters as she looks over the baskets and trays.

Candied Ajilenakh Nut — as well as other types of halva aside from that one, toffee, candied ginger and pineapples, what could be the dried cherries Safiyah gave Nahida earlier today, spun sugar, baskets of cut sections of sugarcane sit on tables up front. Deeper into the stall’s shade Nahida sees signs that list out the flavors and prices for kalakand and barfi pre-packaged by banana leaves in dozens of configurations and combinations. Cham Cham cheerfully dusted with coconut and pistachio sit in rows of yellow and white with the faint glitter of vark. There’s also things she doesn’t quite recognize, although she thinks she could guess. Fruits coated in orange-red powder.

“Hello.” Nahida tears her eyes away from the colorful displays in front of her to look up at the shop owner. He’s a thin man with a kind face, hands folded behind his back as he comes to stand next to her.

“Your Candied Ajilenakh Nut is possibly the best thing ever,” Nahida tells him with the full confidence of someone who’s got a fairly accurate understanding of all recorded history and has spent the past five thousand years exploring the world via dreams and thought.

The man laughs quietly. “Ah, but have you tried my badam barfi? You will not find anyone else in all of Sumeru City who makes it as well as I. If someone says they do, then they have learned how to from me.”

He walks around the back of the display tables, picking up one of the prepackaged bundles, opening it and cutting a piece off and leaning over the tables to pass it to her. This is quickly followed by a coconut mango one that’s been rolled in crushed cashew. And then he gives her a small section of sugar cane to chew on as she asks him about how he applies the vark so neatly to the barfi because he’s somehow cut it into these very beautiful shapes that look like they would rip if you so much as breathed wrong on them. According to him, this a trade secret that might not be important soon because vark is getting harder to get.

Which, of course, sets Nahida off asking about that because to her knowledge the’s no shortage of silver that would cause any kind of market scarcity on vark. But what does Nahida know about the intricacies of the edible metal flake market? This is turning out to be an incredibly productive afternoon. Nahida’s learning about all sorts of things. How bartering sounds like, walnuts tasting like chocolate, the apparent restrictions of silver to non-Akademiya research and existing contracts to Akademiya-deemed necessities.

Nahida’s going to have to have a talk about this to someone as soon as she figures out where all of this is coming from. It’s buried somewhere in the terminal and reams of documents she’s got the Mahamata sorting through, she knows.

Somewhere between him letting her try a bit of one of the unfamiliar fruits — it’s dried pineapple that’s been coated in some kind of spicy and sour powder from Natlan that makes Nahida’s entire face feel like it’s being turned inside out but in a nice way —and Nahida proceeding to attempt to ask him about what he knows about current market regulation without tipping him off to the fact that she’s Lord Kusanali, person in charge of untangling that whole sticky mess of law and greed, Cyno arrives with two paper parcels carefully held in the bend of his elbow.

“Find anything?” He asks, abruptly reminding Nahida of her whole point of coming out.

“May I please have two of the Candied Ajilenakh Nut packages?” Nahida asks. And then, doubting, “I want to send these to Gandharva Ville. Will they make it?”

“Keep them out of direct sun and send a courier who knows their business,” the sweet seller says, taking up two of the packages.

“They’ll be fine,” Cyno says, “I’ll send it with a small Regisvine Corolla. Just two?”

Nahida nods. That’s all she needs, isn’t it? She wonders if they’ve ever had this particular variation before. She hopes they like it. She hopes that when they eat it, it brings them as much joy as it brought Nahida. Would they think of her when they eat it, as Nahida thinks of Collei when she carefully stitches fabric at night, or when she reads over the summaries of notes Tighnari gave her to take back to Sumeru City. If Nahida could become associated with something as lovely as this Candied Ajilenakh Nut it would be very sweet indeed.

What a beautiful thing to be associated with! Especially with her only other associations being the Akademiya (not really sweet or lovely) and the Sanctuary of Surasthana (the opposite of sweet and lovely entirely) and just now, recently dreams (previously not known to be much of anything at all to the people of Sumeru).

“Tighnari and Collei.” And then, “And some of the funny pineapple too, please. Just a small bit. And some of the badam barfi.”

She’ll give it to Kaveh, who may or may not find it perfectly pleasant. That man has something weird going on with his sense of taste. And then she will give the badam barfi to Al-Haitham as a roundabout way to ask for forgiveness for giving Kaveh the pineapple.

Nahida pays him without much in the way of bartering, but he slips her another small bit of sugar cane with a sly wink. Nahida focuses on trying to arrange all of it in her arms without accidentally squishing one of the packages and also keep the sugar cane in her mouth without dropping it.

Cyno offers to take the parcels from her, adding them to his own which he adds to his satchel with Collei’s fabric. And then he hands her one more.

“For you,” he says, but gives her a stern look, “Go slow.”

Nahida pointedly crunches on the sugar cane as she holds the third packet of Candied Ajilenakh Nuts to her chest. And then she does her best to give him an innocent look. It shouldn’t be too hard. She’s got the eyes for it, she thinks.

Cyno’s eyebrows raise and he shakes his head with a quiet sigh as he nudges her forward.

“You’ve spent too much time with Tighnari,” he mourns. “Better than Al-Haitham, at least.”

“You sound like Kaveh.”

“Better than Al-Haitham,” Cyno repeats dryly. “Come. The stall that sells the ink Tighnari likes isn’t here today, but I think I saw the tea seller he likes.”

Nahida doesn’t buy anything else as they walk through the different stalls, but it feels like she’s done quite a lot anyway. Time moves either very fast or not at all and Nahida cannot tell. She tries to eat the halva slowly, but she finds herself sneaking in little pieces, licking the sticky residue off of her fingertips. The sugar mixes with the salt of her skin and makes her mouth want to wiggle contrast.

Cyno buys a brick of tea, having it wrapped carefully in waxed paper and tied with twine. Her nose tickles with the smell of dried leaves and flowers as she waits for him to finish up exchanging a rapid back and forth of information with the woman in charge of this stall, who helpfully informs him that the ink Tighnari likes can be found two rows of stalls down. New vendor, the other one has moved shop down to Port Ormos due to easier access to a broader clientele.

It seems that wherever they go there’s at least one or two people familiar enough with Cyno to nod or call out to him.

“Even the General Mahamatra has to do groceries,” he simply says when Nahida comments on it.

One of the stalls selling flowers gives Nahida a tiny little white rose for free when the woman minding it notices Nahida staring at the strands upon strands of flowers in awe, which she tucks behind her ear.

Arms full, stomach full, eyes and nose and ears full, Nahida feels as close to the the heart of Sumeru as she did when she was floating over it as a dream, as god, in the singing nights in Gandharva Ville. Why is that, she wonders? Why is it easy to exist here, like this? Why is it easy to listen and to see and smell and touch, and all of that at once?

The answer seems to linger just at the edge of Nahida’s thoughts, but refuses to come closer. And for now, as Nahida tries to soak in the warmth and the chatter and the life, that’s alright. Sometimes it’s more important to feel an answer than to name it.

Later Nahida can sit with the memory of now and pick it apart like a fruit, unravel it like a thread. But right now Nahida lives it.

And how good it is to live!

-

The exit that Cyno leads Nahida to is not the same gate they came in from. It winds up, inclining and curving slowly, touching and opening up into other underground sections before they finally reach the surface. It opens up onto a market street, narrow and crowded with late afternoon shoppers, iron tables and chairs spilling out over the streets from cafes and restaurants catering to the afternoon crowds. They’re close to the back entrance of the Grand Bazaar. Nahida turns in the theater’s direction, and wonders if now is a good time to visit Nilou or not.

Before Nahida can make up her mind on that Cyno’s fingers twitch around hers. She turns to look at him and then follows his line of sight to see two familiar figures seated together.

Nilou and Al-Haitham are sharing a small table, Nilous’ back is to them and Al-Haitham’s long legs are angled towards the street as he points at something on the table between them.

Nahida and Cyno drift over, navigating the crowd. Al-Haitham notices them approaching soon enough, speaking to Nilou who turns to wave, surprise and delight spreading over her face.

As soon as Nahida and Cyno are in earshot Nilou moves to stand and greet them.

“Lord Kusanali, General Mahamatra,” she bows a little and Nahida puts her hands on her hips.

“I thought next time we meet you’d call me Nahida,” she says. She isn’t sure if it’s the sugar, the delight of having successfully managed a crowd, or just experiencing something new, but Nahida feels unusually bold and playful.

“Nahida,” Nilou corrects herself with slight hesitation, but her happiness is rosy as she goes to pull a free chair from one of the other tables.

Al-Haitham’s raised his hand to flag down a waiter for two more cups. Nahida hops onto the chair that Nilou’s pulled over, carefully holding her package of halva in her lap as she peers down at the papers that take up the small table.

“Off-site meeting?” Cyno says, pulling over his own chair as the four of them shuffle around to make room.

“Is this why you needed to block the schedule off?” Nahida asks.

“Partially,” Al-Haitham answers, pouring tea into the new cups.

“The Zubayr Theater applied for funds from the Akademiya under the new grant and subsidy programs you launched,” Nahdia explains. “But it was turned down. Scribe Al-Haitham reached out to Sheikh Zubayr to go over the documents and applications for resubmission.”

“It was denied on technicalities,” Al-Haitham adds on. “The process of application was, to put it lightly, complex in nature and required several additional forms to be filled out in order to prevent insincere parties from applying. Which means that those who do have valid reasons to apply also ended up getting denied because of the convoluted application process and its many pitfalls.”

“So you’re helping on your time off?”

“It would be improper for me to assist in an official capacity,” Al-Haitham says. “We do not want anyone being accused of unfair bias.”

Nahida watches Al-Haitham’s eyes as he and Cyno continue to talk, Nilou popping in here and there as they talk about the various convoluted questions and reference requests and what is frankly, an incredibly broad essay portion of the application which Nahida thinks seems punitive.

As the three of them talk around her, taking turns with the pencil to note things down on scrap paper, Nahida rests her chin on her hands and watches. And as she watches, Nahida comes to a realization, based on her steady and growing understanding of those present.

Al-Haitham is probably doing this because he thinks it’s incredibly entertaining. He did, after all, say he’d be making someone regret something for their continued reliance on him for things that weren’t part of his job. And Nahida did tell him to look out for the arts and culture budgets and proposals while she was away. Doing this seems like a two birds one stone sort of thing. She can’t think of any other reason why Al-Haitham would care to set aside his time to do this.

Cyno finishes one cup of tea before standing up again to excuse himself. He has a brief meeting with a few of his subordinates who are due to check in with progress on their tracing of Fatui goods, and then he’s to check in on the updated list of confiscated and dangerous goods that the Matra have in their main building.

“Tight schedule,” Al-Haitham observes. “And a lot of ground to cover.”

“Getting the ability to fly would be uplifting,” Cyno deadpans. Nahida smothers a giggle and Nilou quickly puts down her tea, turning away to cover her mouth as her shoulders start to shake. Cyno glances towards her, quick smile pulling at the corner of his mouth before he addresses Al-Haitham once more. “Escort Nahida back to the Akademiya.”

Al-Haitham nods.

Once Cyno’s gone Nilou starts to sputter and cough, eyes crinkling as she releases her laughter.

“How is he so good at that?” Nilou says to Nahida. “He’s too funny.”

“Isn’t he?” Nahida agrees. “His sense of humor is deeply under appreciated. He has a whole book of jokes that he showed me once. They aren’t as funny when I read them. It’s something about the delivery, I think. He’s a natural at it.”

Al-Haitham hums, “The General Mahamatra has an excellent grasp of timing and cadence.”

Nahida and Nilou turn to stare at Al-Haitham. He blinks at them, eyebrows raising in question.

“You think Cyno is funny?” Nahida asks, feeling an incredible bubble of vindication rising up in her. She knew it. She knew Al-Haitham would think Cyno is funny. Although her theory of it being a light haired people thing doesn’t hold as well with Nilou. But there’s always an exception that proves the rule, right?

Al-Haitham tips his head slightly, eyes narrowing slightly. “Yes. He tells very clever jokes. I appreciate them.”

“You do?” Nilou sounds incredulous. “You keep a remarkably straight face. I don’t know how you do it. I tried to keep it down — I wasn’t sure if it would be rude or not.”

Al-Haitham just shrugs. It’s all in the eyes, Nahida wants to say. Al-Haitham keeps it all in the eyes. They glitter like glass in sand, like ice under the sun, when he’s laughing. You have to be quick and looking at just the right angles to catch it. But once you do, it’s blinding. Prismatic. Sprawling.

“You should tell him that you think he’s funny,” Nahida says to Al-Haitham as they’re walking to his house. Nilou had gone the opposite direction, back to the theater carrying the numerous notes and papers Al-Haitham had coached her through filling out and explained to her to explain to Sheikh Zubayr. Al-Haitham then told Nahida that Kaveh misses her and to eat at their house tonight because the aunt next door keeps trying to feed them like they’re ten malnourished men instead of two healthy ones.

“Why?” Al-Haitham asks. She has to almost trot to keep up with him, but the speed is good because it helps her stay focused on him. Something about being above ground makes it that much harder for Nahida to focus. It’s the openness, maybe. How wide the sky is and how the sounds can come from all over and how the edges of everything keep going and going and going and going. Sumeru City moves past them both, and every time Nahida’s attention is almost caught up by the vastness of it all she realizes she’s fallen slightly behind and she hurries stay close to him. Al-Haitham never lets her get too far away.

Nahida feels particularly energetic today — it may be the sugar. It is most likely the sugar. It is, in hindsight, definitely the sugar. While they were talking earlier, Nahida and Nilou split some baklava, and then Nilou ordered pudding because Nahida saw another table having it and she was curious, and of course there was the tea, and then there were all the little treats she’d tried earlier, and the halva she’s been nibbling on all afternoon, and now Nahida realizes that maybe she should have slowed down a little. At the very least she doesn’t feel nauseous, which she understands to be a concern for some people who have a lot of sugar.

In any case, Nahida’s got the energy to burn. And Al-Haitham isn’t walking that fast. Just fast enough.

“It would make him happy.”

“And what has that to do with me?”

“You’re a strange one, Al-Haitham,” Nahida sighs. The street is clear so Nahida bounces next to him. Bursts of dendro on her heels chime as she springs ahead, leaving fading bursts of flower and clover shaped dendro energy particles in her wake. “I’m starting to wonder if maybe you’re shy.”

Al-Haitham looks as close to shocked as Nahida’s ever seen him look, which amounts to a faint widening of his eyes and a slight parting of his lips before he frowns at her with so much affront and disapproval that Nahida has to laugh.

“You’ve spending too much time with Kaveh,” Al-Haitham finally says, clicking his tongue sharply.

“Poor you,” Nahida teases. Al-Haitham sighs quietly, eyes flicking upwards for second before he determinedly returns to staring straight ahead. He looks and sounds very much like Tighnari whenever Cyno delivers a joke. Exasperated, but all-in-all pleased to have something to be exasperated about that isn’t too much trouble. Nahdia wonders if the two have ever met each other or if they only know about each other through Kaveh and Cyno. Nahida wonders what she’d have to do to get the two of them in the same room. It could either be spectacular or confounding. Cyno and-or Kaveh may never forgive her.

But now the idea is in her head and Nahida’s curiosity, as usual, gets attached to things it really ought not to.

Later, Nahida is recruited by Al-Haitham’s neighbor into collecting herbs from her yard while Al-Haitham makes himself scarce in order to avoid being further lectured by her. His neighbor, a half-blind auntie named Nour, asks Nahida about her relationship to Al-Haitham and if she knows anything about Al-Haitham’s job. Nahida isn’t sure how to answer this. Honesty should probably be the best route to take, but Nahida feels too nice to watch people bottle themselves up after hearing the name “Lord Kusanali” so she doesn’t say that.

Nahida introduces herself as simply Nahida, says nothing at all about how she knows Al-Haitham — are they friends? Is it weird for them to be friends? How do you know if you’re friends with someone? Is it polite to ask directly? — , but does mention that he does an amazing job at the Akademiya and he’s definitely not appreciated enough.

“I keep telling that stubborn man to quit and find a better job,” Nour clucks. “Does he listen? No. And that Kaveh is even worse. He needs to find a job period. He has too much time on his hands, it puts him up to no good. Causing trouble and picking silly fights with his Al-Haitham.”

“Poor Al-Haitham,” Nahida says.

Nour barks out a laugh and sends Nahida back to Al-Haitham with an entire pot full of lamb curry that Nahida can barely get her arms around.

Al-Haitham just looks at the pot while Nahida struggles to get it up onto the table before she gives up and just uses her powers to float it up. “You need to learn to say no.”

Nahida stares incredulously at his kitchen table, which already looks like it’s been set to host a dinner for a whole family and then some.

“Me?”

Al-Haitham turns to her. “Have you ever heard me struggle to say no? Or have you just watched people ignore me when I say no?”

Hm. Fair.

Nahida and Al-Haitham spend the rest of the afternoon until dinner talking about some research papers that didn’t quite make it to getting uploaded into the Akasha before Nahida took the network down. As the Scribe, Al-Haitham’s been able to cherry pick at will to read the pending files at his leisure, and Nahida as Nahida just has passive access to the data files that haven’t been released to the general public.

Nahida wonders. Her mind, halfway caught in this wonderful little play-debate with Al-Haitham about a research paper that didn’t quite make the point it wanted to make about the medical use of Starsilver, partially turns itself around and around.

Some part of her has snagged once more on this idea of gifts. Of giving. Of thought. Of existence when thinking of another. Existence and living, knowing and being known. She is the god of dreams, although she presides over the nation of wisdom and erudition. Perhaps there is some part of her that must always struggle with this, against this. Can you ever know a dream? Is it possible to know it? Learn it? Understand it and study it down into an exact formula? Is it wise to want to?

She had given Al-Haitham the badam barfi, although she’s keeping the spicy-sour pineapple to herself to give to Kaveh later. And Al-Haitham had been quietly pleased by the gift which made Nahida not-so-quietly pleased. What was it about the rose and almond flavored sweet that made her think of Al-Haitham? What about it made her think that he would enjoy it? And what of the sour-sweet-spicy pineapple called to mind Kaveh?

What of the halva made her think of Tighnari and Collei, other than that it made her very happy and she hoped that it would make them very happy?

There is a version of them that exists within her that is being built slowly, learned, refined. What is the Nahida that they are building? Who is the Nahida that they build in turn?

If Nahida came face to face with the one that exists for them, would Nahida recognize herself?

Would it not be like looking upon her statue? Crafted by a power not her own, a visage that is and is not her, reflecting some part that she cannot see by virtue of standing within herself? Would Nahida like the person she is in other people’s eyes? Would it matter? Would Nahida want to change herself based on what she sees that they see?

Buer, god of wisdom, thinks about this while Nahida-just-Nahida sets herself up on the opposite stance of whatever topic she and Al-Haitham toss between them, light as laughter. And Buer wonders about the rest of the Archons. Would they recognize Buer? Does their promise, does their bond, hold to the Buer of now even though it was given to a different Buer?

How much of a person can change before they are someone else new, entirely? And how much of the old life is obligated to remain?

This is a thought that wanders circles around Nahida’s mind, popping itself in and out of the forefront of her thoughts; like little mouse wandering through the halls of a house. The questions don’t make her sad, but it does dig in a little. Like poking at something tender. Nahida knows what that’s like, now. She’s poked her finger on the needle enough times.

Nahida thinks that if she thought about these questions before she would be sad. But not today. Well. Maybe if she thought about them yesterday she wouldn’t be sad, either. But somewhere between waking up with no memories five hundred years ago and today, right this moment as she turns upon hearing Kaveh unlocking the door, something in her changed. And this change has made this series of little mouse thoughts not sad. Tender, and a little uncomfortable — like trying to stretch too far uncomfortable — but not painful.

How good it is, to measure growth. How good it is to touch something tender and know it is a mark of healing, of change, of life moving forward instead of staying still.

Kaveh’s eyes spark into a smile when he sees her, “And now there’s a face I’m actually happy to see.”

Kaveh goes to put his things away and Al-Haitham and Nahida go to begin reheating dishes.

When Kaveh comes to join them he does a double take at the pot of lamb curry, “That woman is trying to turn us into her nephew. Nahida, you’ve not met the nephew. He brings to mind a Hydro Slime ready to pop. And just as easy to bully. In fact, you almost want to.”

“Don’t be mean, Kaveh.”

“I’m being perfectly accurate. Trust me. Am I wrong, Al-Haitham?”

“About many things,” Al-Haitham says, and then immediately steps aside when Kaveh aims a swift kick at his legs.

“About the nephew, you ambulatory vexation. About the nephew.”

“At least he isn’t as damp as a Hydro Slime.”

“If he was he’d have bigger problems than possibly flunking out,” Kaveh muses. “But he could join up with the Amurta. I’m sure someone would want to do a study. Is that badam barfi? When did you have time to go to the market for that?”

Al-Haitham slaps Kaveh’s hand away from it. “I didn’t. Get your own.”

“Somewhere along the way someone must have attempted to teach you how to share. I pity them. Truly.”

“Don’t fight,” Nahida says, going to get the pineapple she saved for Kaveh, going up to him and holding it out. “I got this one for you.”

Kaveh’s eyebrows raise as he peers into the package. “What’s this, now?”

“Pineapple.”

“Nahida, this looks incredibly angry for pineapple.”

“It’s pineapple plus a little extra.”

Kaveh’s eyes flick between her and the open mouth of the paper wrapping before he reaches in and pulls out a piece of the red and orange powder colored fruit. And then he puts it in his mouth in one go. His eyes squint a little as he chews. Nahida stares up at him. She doesn’t know if what she feels is awe or horror. Nahida did not put the whole thing in her mouth at once. She only put a little in and with just that tiny little bit she felt like her tongue and gums and teeth were going to go on strike.

“A little sweet,” is all Kaveh says, “But it’s got a nice tang and the fruit was dried properly so the texture is still — what?”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. Why?” Kaveh’s eyes narrow. “Nahida, did you join the other three in their conspiracy against me?”

“Are those the words of a man who’s okay?” Al-Haitham asks, moving to peer into the packet in Kaveh’s hand. “Where did you get this?”

“Cyno and I were at one of the dry markets today,” Nahida answers, “I wanted to get gifts to send with my letters back to Gandharva Ville.”

“Oh? And how did you like it?”

Nahida begins to tell them about the things she saw. As she talks they begin to move the furniture out of the way in the living room because the poor dining table is doing its best just to hold the dishes. There isn’t even any room for plates or cups. Nahida moves smaller objects to the sides and Al-Haitham moves the sofa as Kaveh gets the blanket from the closet to spread out over the floor. And then the three of them gather dishes as they finish warming on the stove, one by one, along with plates and spoons and cups.

Kaveh and Al-Haitham mostly listen, with Kaveh asking a question here and there about this or that, wondering after if she’d seen a stall that looked like this, or if Cyno talked to someone who looked and sounded like that.

(“Ah,” Kaveh says, nudging Al-Haitham’s knee with the back of his wrist when Nahida tells him that they did not find the ink Tighnari likes and that the seller moved to Port Ormos. “Looks like we’ll be having to go to Port Ormos then.”

“Is it really such good ink?”

“It blends very smoothly and very quickly,” Al-Haitham explains, “It applies well to most types of paper with little smearing or feathering. Best used for when you need to write fast and your paper’s condition is questionable.”

“Do they not make anything like that here?”

“Liyue perfected the formula. Why bother to reinvent the wheel? And most stick to Akademiya archival standard.” Kaveh pauses. “And if we’re being perfectly honest, it’s also a price thing.”)

As Nahida is telling them about the first sweet stall with the chocolate walnuts, Kaveh abruptly leans forward towards her, eyes narrowing.

“What?” Nahida rubs at her face with her free hand. She’s faster at eating now. Flavors don’t make her head as twirly and dazzled. But she still doesn’t think she’s messy about it. She’s still slow enough to be neat. No one’s ever commented on her table manners.

“Nahida,” Kaveh says. “Can you list all of the things people let you try for free today?”

Nahida frowns as she thinks back.

“Candied ginger covered in honey,” she begins thinking back to Safiyah. “Dried cherries. The walnuts that taste like chocolate. Candied Ajilenakh Nut. Oh, I had to try some of the badam barfi. And there was also that pineapple. And some sugar cane.”

As Nahida lists the things she’s tried Kaveh’s expression doesn’t change, but he turns to look at Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham, who’s eyebrows are slowly rising up as he also leans forward to listen. By the time she’s finished, Al-Haitham and Kaveh are looking at each other and having one of their quick conversations that happen all in their heads because they already know what the other is going to say so they don’t have to actually say it.

“What?” Nahida says as she looks between them, trying to guess at what’s going on.

“Do gods get sugar high?” Kaveh asks her, sounding very much like he doesn’t actually want to know the answer.

“It wasn’t that much sugar,” Nahida says. It was that much sugar. But now she feels a little guilty about it. It didn’t feel like that much sugar at the time. In hindsight, it was a bit much. 

Kaveh throws a half-hearted glare at Al-Haitham. “And then you gave her baklava and pudding after all of that.”

“How was I supposed to know about what happened when I was not present? I did not give her baklava and pudding,” Al-Haitham protests. “That was Nilou.”

“Who picked up the bill?”

Al-Haitham does not answer out loud, which is answer enough for Kaveh who just rolls his eyes and mutters, “Typical you”.

“I’m surprised you can still eat,” Kaveh says, “And that Cyno didn’t have the sense to stop you.”

“I’m told that there’s a separate stomach just for sweets.” This is, Nahida understands, just a thing people say. There is no extra stomach just for sugary foods. At least, not in most humans and other humanoid sentient life forms in Teyvat. Nahida cannot speak for every possible sugar-ingesting species that may or may not exist in the total sum of all life, everywhere, ever. Also, to be fair to Cyno, he did warn her to go slow. She just didn’t pay much attention to that bit at the time. It didn’t seem terribly important. “And I feel fine.”

Al-Haitham and Kaveh glance at each other.

“I am!”

The two of them just hum at her.

“When you two do that, you remind me of Tighnari.”

Al-Haitham and Kaveh both say, at the same time without looking at each other, but definitely meaning each other, “Better than him.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          - halva: a dense type of sweet that has a different texture based on the ingredients used, usually sweetened with sugar or honey. Candied Ajilenakh Nut is a type of halva.

- kalakand: a dessert made of sweet milk and cheese

- barfi/badam pak/badam barfi: a milk-based dessert that is flavored with nuts, fruits, or spices, rolled or spirnkled with crushed nuts and sometimes decorated by vark. Badam barfi (also called badam pak) is made with rosewater and almonds.

- vark: edible silver foil used as a topping/decoration for desserts

-Cham cham (chum chum/ chomchom): a milk based dessert that looks like a small oval cake with a sweet filling topped with chopped nuts and/or vark

        




8. Chapter 8

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Mind reading,” Al-Haitham says flatly.

Cyno turns to scowl at the other man, “Nahida tells us about how we have a vulnerability in the form of people not understanding how dreams work, causing them to get pulled into bouts of narcolepsy to live in some sort of utopia dream state and you come away with it with mind reading.”

“I already knew the rest of it from the reports. That’s not new. The particulars of Nahida’s mind reading is. And between the two, I would consider the latter more interesting anyway.” Al-Haitham frowns. “Why have I been explaining everything to you verbally when I could have just shown them to you?”

          


    
    Lord Kusanali’s presence expands and grows in increments. First the Matra and Corps of Thirty in Sumeru City, and then slowly to the flocks of Mahamata that come and go as replacements to the Akasha to carry the word of god from one end of the country to the other. And face by face, Lord Kusanali begins to form as more than a name to the members of the Akademiya. Meeting by meeting, assembly by assembly, Lord Kusanali is added to the minds of others as more than a concept. Lord Kusanali is becoming a tangible presence that speaks, has opinions — strong ones —, and power.

And in turn, Nahida has been quietly, carefully, practicing and stretching herself beyond her limits. It’s a muscle, she reminds herself with Cyno’s voice. Do what you can when you can, she repeats with Tighnari’s cadence in mind. Learn again, the Aranara remind her. Learn it again.

Nahida’s staff continues to grow as well. Cyno and the Corps of Thirty have picked from their ranks a permanent honor guard. Al-Haitham has wrangled a permanent selection of Mahamata to work as Nahida’s clerks and aides, freeing him up to turn his attentions more fully towards combating his Darshan and their in-fighting as they struggle to come up with a Sage candidate who’s name isn’t Al-Haitham’s. Nahida also now has dedicated cleaning staff for her quarters, who also double as Nahida’s personal servants. They bring her meals and help her Mahamata staff in sorting through her schedule and her correspondences. Lord Kusanali has begun to receive offerings through mail — food, candles, incense, books, flowers, coin. 

The meetings Nahida attends slowly expand in roster as the issues shift from matters of getting the Akademiya and Akasha under control to more broader scopes of governance that the Sages really ought not to have been in charge of. Nahida is quickly realizing that she’s not just fixing the Akademiya, but she’s also building a whole new government.

A lot of changes are happening really fast (relatively speaking, Nahida’s pretty sure that whole governments don’t spring up in weeks, months) and Nahida knows change is scary. Nahida’s also being going through a whole lot of changes. It’s an experience, to say the least. But if Sumeru is going to try, so must Nahida.

So Nahida carefully slips in speeches, addresses, to larger and larger groups of people. Lord Kusanali speaks to seniors and undergraduates who’ve had their education disrupted with apologies and gratitude and encouragement. She speaks to the incoming freshmen, who are starting their year at the same time the Akademiya is taking its first steps towards transformation. Soon enough, the entire Akademiya knows Lord Kusanali’s face and has heard her voice. Nahida walks through the halls with her guards and her staff and the feeling of prickling eyes doesn’t fade but Nahida begins to expect it, understand it.

This is what it is to be seen, to be recognized. This is what it is to move through the world

She wonders how long it will take for her to be able to address a full assembly hall, a square. The whole city. The countryside. The villages and towns and clusters and pockets of people. Nahida turns to look over the treetops to the distance towering mushrooms and the ridges of stone and petrified wood and wonders how far her world will expand and how fast.

But today Nahida is content with a small classroom of newly minted Spantamad scholars with their robes lined in red and their caps bearing the its proud peacock.

As the tree grows, as the fields expand, as seeds drift, as dreams flutter, Nahida’s kingdom expands in increments.

As Nahida grows outward, her own knowledge grows deeper. Nahida is learning economics in a practical sense. 

Well. Trying to. It is not a very smooth learning process. The idea of money is just weird to her. It’s all based on such relative things! Quality? Ever changing quantity and demand? Just what people think it should be? Bartering on a one to one scale is already perplexing enough but Nahida’s suddenly looking over contracts for bulk, whole-sale, national levels of trade. Nahida’s already been slowly getting used to sorting out the Akademiya’s incredibly hungry mouth of a debt-budget-balance but it’s so hard to untangle that from Sumeru as a whole. Nahida wonders if it will ever be possible for her to completely untangle governance from the Akademiya.

Maybe not in this lifetime, not with these people. And that’s a thought that makes her sad and reminds her that she has to focus on the now to give them the best that she can while they’re still here.

“I don’t understand,” Nahida says for what feels like the millionth time. It can’t be the millionth time. But it feels like it. “Don’t I have plenty of money?”

“You cannot throw your own personal funds at every problem of deficit you find, no matter how small they seem,” Al-Haitham says, for what feels like the millionth time and definitely isn’t because Al-Haitham doesn’t like repeating himself more than once a day. Nahida has not been working on figuring out economics for a million days.

“But why?”

“Because you’d own whatever you’re buying out and then instead of everyone relying on the Akademiya to do everything they’d be relying on you for everything.”

“Isn’t that what Archons are for?”

“Should I call a master from the Vahumana here to see if we can find any instance of any god ever personally funding every single project, matter of state and business, and national program? Besides, how do you expect to keep up the cash flow? You’ve already begun alter the allocation of funds from the taxes to move away from you. Your expected income is much more respectable than it has been with the Sages siphoning off of it, but it isn’t so much that you should be throwing out this kind of money.”

Which reminds her —

“How come my personal funds weren’t used for the renovations? That seems like something I should have paid for myself.”

“We didn’t have your permission to access it,” Al-Haitham shrugs. “And the Akademiya owes you. The least they could do was pay for a desk and a bedroom.”

Al-Haitham has a way of saying things and making them sound very simple even when they aren’t. 

In any case, Nahida is almost entirely sure that Al-Haitham just had things handled the way he did — and apparently he spent an increasingly torturous (for the other parties involved) four hours extracting written promises of funds and donations in a closed door meeting to get the necessary funding for Kaveh’s plans and gosh what Nahida wouldn’t do to have been a fly on that wall! — because he was incredibly bored and wanted to see someone squirm a little. After all, she kind of gave him free reign to do that, didn’t she? She told him that if anyone tried anything funny because she wasn’t there to make them cry. So they kind of called it down on themselves in a way.

Should Nahida feel guilty about letting a bored and slightly annoyed Al-Haitham loose on unsuspecting Darshan representatives? Maybe. Does Nahida blame Al-Haitham for going, possibly, too far? Not really. Does she want to? 

Nahida, in the time she has spent walking through the world and tasting it and consuming it and weaving it into her very self, has learned a fabulous lesson in being petty. So no. She doesn’t feel bad at all about that. 

Before she left for Gandharva Ville all those weeks ago she had very clearly said that she wanted each of the Darshans to review their budgets and the current projects she’d given them, and then put aside part of it to invest in building a series of programs to rejuvenate Sumeru’s cultural scene. Nahida told them as much, saying plainly that by this time next year she wants to have official avenues available for people to enjoy, study, and pursue the arts. And she also wants to have the standards for non-Akademiya run classes lowered but that’s a separate thing entirely.

Before Nahida sits a summary of approved applications for the first round of major construction and refurbishment funding requests, the Zubayr theater’s forefront among them. Nahida thinks of Nilou and the Zubayr theater troupe and how they persisted through all this time. She thinks about faith when there were no signs and she thinks about courage when there was no certainty. Nahida thinks about how Nilou says Nahida’s name as a name attached to a face attached to a person attached to a heart.

Nahida adds them to the top of the list for priority and allotment of funds and resources. What’s the point in being god if you can’t show a little bit of favoritism sometimes, right?

-

Cyno comes to find her after Beynuni’s condition is confirmed to be stable, although the man is still in custody in the intensive care wing of the healing halls.

“You left your guards.”

“I didn’t think I would need them,” Nahida points out, wiping her hands of stray streaks of ink. “I mean. It’s the Traveler, right?”

“She has a point,” Al-Haitham says.

Cyno ignores him, expression troubled. Nahida feels a little wiggle of guilt.

“I’ve been getting much better at going out by myself,” Nahida points out to him. 

She goes around the Akademiya all the time without guards now. And to be fair to her, “A Moment of Dreams” was held basically at the Akademiya’s doorstep. And it was an official posting on the city bulletin board! All of those are approved by the Mahamata, so how could Nahida have not known that they were going to have a gathering of dreamers? And no one expected her to show up? Isn’t that a little like not expecting Al-Haitham to come up during some kind of weird situation, or not expecting Cyno to show his face when there’s something dubious and dangerous afoot? It was like a giant flaming sign yelling, “Nahida come here!”

“With your guards following at a distance.”

“What are the guards going to do that god can’t?” Al-Haitham asks.

“Well. To be fair to them, they’ve been very helpful in reaching tall shelves.” Nahida could float herself up or the object down, but having someone around is nice too.

Cyno looks torn between responses — Al-Haitham or Nahida.

“It wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. I’ve had five hundred years to perfect my control over that particular field. It’d take a lot more than one mortal man to get me unaware.” It’d take a whole city dreaming in a combined cycle with the Akasha and the force of the Sages, apparently. But Nahida herself wasn’t ever in danger. “If I was ever in any real trouble I’d have called for you.”

Cyno looks a little mollified by that, but still troubled. So Nahida explains to him about what happened with the Traveler and the dreamers and Beynuni with more detail than the simple report she’d filled out for the Matra files. Nahida’s not a very good story teller — she never knows which parts are the important parts that need to be filled out in time, she keeps having to backtrack — but Cyno and Al-Haitham are very clever so they manage to sort her story out despite her mistakes.

“Mind reading,” Al-Haitham says flatly.

Cyno turns to scowl at the other man, “Nahida tells us about how we have a vulnerability in the form of people not understanding how dreams work, causing them to get pulled into bouts of narcolepsy to live in some sort of utopia dream state and you come away with it with mind reading.”

“I already knew the rest of it from the reports. That’s not new. The particulars of Nahida’s mind reading is. And between the two, I would consider the latter more interesting anyway.” Al-Haitham frowns. “Why have I been explaining everything to you verbally when I could have just shown them to you?”

Nahida and Cyno both stare at him.

“You’d let me inside of your head?”

“If it moves things along faster and means I don’t have to recount so many meetings then, provisionally, yes. Why? Are you going to do something you shouldn’t?”

“Well. Not on purpose. You’d feel it if I was digging deep,” Nahida says. In the body her powers are limited. As Buer, as the shepherd and custodian of dreams, they move through minds as though they were air. Buer can touch upon the depths of the long forgotten as though they were reaching out to poke the powdery center of a flower. They can parse out false and true memories like parting curtains. As Buer they are capable of remarkable feats of thought. But Buer, by their nature as dream and god and thought, cannot do the same in the very physical body vessel of Nahida. You can’t paint the sky with a thimble.

As Nahida she can grab shallow surface thoughts — whatever a person is thinking about in vague words or images, sometimes sentences or fragments if they’re especially focused, but more generally just smudges of feelings — if she cares to look. But she tries not to. Nahida is trying to do this the regular way: talking, watching, observing, asking. She needs to rely on bodies more. Five hundred years without the true use of one, it’s time for her to appreciate it.

By the time Nahida gets to the part where she’s confronting the man she thought was Moseis, who would be revealed to be Beynuni, Cyno has his head in his hands and Al-Haitham looks very much like he wants to ask a thousand different questions about a thousand different things Nahida didn’t even think of.

“And what would her guards of done?” Al-Haitham asks Cyno, who ignores him.

“Don’t be mean to my General Mahamatra,” Nahida chides. And then on a more serious note, “Have you been able to pull his full files? See if anyone tried to do anything using his existing work as a base or inspiration? Any reports on people with similar ongoing experiences?”

They were lucky to have caught this before it could become irreversible. Nahida’s ashamed that it slipped past her so easily. For all Nahida knows there are minds stuck in the Akasha on accident, too.

Al-Haitham and Cyno both shake their heads. She expected as much. The only reason why this came up to start with was because of the whole meet up of dreamers. 

Sumeru’s adults have forgotten dreams so thoroughly that they approach them like toddlers who have yet to learn about the pain of fire, of sharp edges. They seize too tightly to that which must not be held but only seen. It is both endearing and pitiful. They are so vulnerable. 

“You did not need to do all of this by yourself,” Cyno says. 

“No,” Nahida agrees. “I didn’t. But I wanted to. Besides, I can’t rely on the two of you for everything forever.”

“And what about for now?”

“If I need you, I will call for you.”

-

It is good for the people of Sumeru to see their Archon. And Nahida knows that if she is to get over her embarrassing condition of being overwhelmed by literally very open space unless given something incredibly specific and tangible to focus on, and groups of people in excess of twenty, she has to push past beyond her comforts. Sooner, rather than later. Even if everyone says it’s alright to take her time. Hasn’t Sumeru waited long enough?

Nahida knows this. She knows that what she needs is not to shut herself up and away, but to be out here. And of course, if Nahida is to learn anything about people and how to understand them and their wants and needs she must learn about their lives and about them as they are — not from reports and census numbers or carefully worded presentations given to her by elected representatives. Nahida is tired of this business second and third hand understanding. Let’s cut out the middle man and see just how much was lost in the process of refinement for what people think God wants to hear.

So Nahida, with her honor guard following not quite directly next to her but not quite far away enough for her to forget them, makes slow progress through the Grand Bazaar on her way towards Treasure’s Street where she is to meet with several groups of merchants — from large to small — to listen to how some of the policies she’s been quick to suspend, roll back, or keep pending a more final and thorough review have affected them and their business. At her insistence, she had Cyno stay behind. He has other duties that don’t involve shadowing Nahida’s every move. Besides, it isn’t actually his job to follow her around everywhere. The Matra needs his attention more than she does.

How much trouble can Nahida get into by herself anyway? And hasn’t she proven herself quite capable of venturing out on her own?

There is part of her that wonders if this was a mistake. Maybe she should have called the meeting at the Akademiya. Or maybe she should have taken one of the lesser used paths. Or maybe she should have arrived at the meeting in disguise. An awful lot of people are staring. The streets of Sumeru are never really empty, especially not Treasure’s Street, but Nahida had been aware enough of her faults to schedule this meeting during off hours of the day.

She fights to keep her gaze forward and walk steady. Are her hands shaking? She doesn’t think they are, but her insides are all squirmy. And the back of her head and neck feel wriggly. Like when ants march or when you’ve got to sneeze. A sneeze for the skin. 

Nahida should have practiced looking calm in a mirror. Does she look nervous right now? That’s not exactly confidence inspiring. She hopes that she doesn’t look like a lost kid walking around. The looking like a kid part she can’t help, but if she’s going to look like a child then she hopes she looks like a child who knows what they’re doing.

People are looking at her. Maybe they’re evening whispering about her, but Nahida is choosing not to listen. Nahida pushes sound away from herself, focusing down onto her own breath as she concentrates on keeping it even and — hopefully — quiet. She focuses on keeping her head up and face calm and every bit as composed as an Archon’s probably should be. She mentally goes over the points she wants to address in today’s meeting in her head. It’s taking a surprising amount of concentration to do so. Nahida keeps wanting to look around, to listen. She wants to watch clouds — they’re large today. White-grey and moving fast across the sky like they’re having some sort of race. Some part of her wants to go over to one of the trees and look up at it and breathe deep within its shadow and soak in the comfort of its quiet soul. She wants to browse stalls and slip between people entirely unnoticed as she did with Al-Haitham, with Kaveh, with Cyno. 

She wants to be Nahida instead of Lord Kusanali, even though showing people Lord Kusanali was the whole point of coming out here like this today.

Out of the corner of Nahida’s eyes, she sees someone approaching very rapidly. Nahida is not the only one to see them. Behind her, her guards pick up their pace to intercept. But Nahida holds her hand up, turning to face the figure entirely. She knows this man. This is not danger.

“Lord Kusanali,” he bows, “I am unsure if you remember me.”

“You make halva that tastes like what love feels like. And the best badam barfi in Sumeru City,” Nahida says. She might not have officially exchanged names with him, but Nahida wouldn’t forget that. She doesn’t forget. “Of course I remember you.”

He smiles, a folding about the lines of the eyes and mouth and jowls that lights him up from the inside like a stained glass lamp. And he holds out to her a familiar package in his thin work-strong hands.

“And you remembered everything I said about vark,” he says. “And sugar.”

“When a person who knows their business talks you ought to listen.”

“Ah, but you did not just listen, you acted. And now I do not have to worry about my technique for cutting and applying vark being lost. Nor do I have to worry about whether I should shut up my store and convert to a monthly rental. Thank you.”

Nahida carefully takes the package of Candied Ajilenakh Nut into her hands, mouth watering despite her better efforts. It really is good halva. Tighnari and Collei agree, having written back to tell her as much and thank her for sending it.

“That’s what I’m supposed to do. Act for those who cannot. You don’t have to thank me for that.”

“Even so, I want to,” he says. “Even still. Thank you.”

Nahida feels guilty, she wishes she could pay him. It would seem more fair that way. 

This is a kind gift, but not one Nahida is sure she really deserves. It would ease her, just a little, to know she gave something for it in return. But she didn’t think to carry any mora with her today — this wasn’t intended to be a shopping trip, after all. And she doesn’t feel comfortable turning to ask her guards. 

She worries that if she gives him a dream he might react to it poorly — by which she means, too enthusiastically. The people of Sumeru hold dreams with so much mysticism after so long without them. And while there is something special to the meaning of some dreams, there are just as many — if not more — that are simply experiences to be enjoyed as they happen and left behind as they pass. The mind is a mystery in its wants and its gifts and its instincts.

She considers blooming a flower for him, but that seems to be a poor trade. It’s literally the best halva in the history of ever, after all.

“Well. Thank you for your thanks. I’ll enjoy this very much, but I think you already know that.” Happiness wars with guilt in her belly as she holds the paper parcel close. She hopes that her sincerity reaches him. She wants to say more, say something deeper. But she doesn’t know what. He bows once more, retreating back in the direction of his shop front. 

As Nahida turns to return to focusing on getting to her meeting, she realizes that while she and the man were talking, something of a crowd has begun to form. They’re held back a distance by her guards. And no one looks angry or anything, so Nahida signals for the guards to relax. As Nahida walks the crowd doesn’t quite trail after her. But they’re not exactly leaving her to return to their pretense of not outright staring at her. 

Somehow, the weight of being seen is much heavier now. Nahida feels her palms going damp. The paper in her hands crinkles a little and she quickly relaxes her grip. Her heart starts to itch at her ribs. Nahida swallows (it seems very loud in her ears) and her shoulders want to hunch up. 

With this one interaction it feels as though some curtain between herself and the rest of Sumeru she wasn’t aware of — that Sumeru wasn’t aware of — has been yanked back. And now Lord Kusanali stands under the spotlight of countless shifting eyes, shaped and perceived and known by dozens upon dozens of minds. As what? As who?

Lord Kusanali, Archon and god and leader and name taken in vain, stands among you. Flesh. Blood. Bone. Voice and thought. Look, that mortal man spoke to them and they responded. Look. God is touchable. Knowable. Comprehensible. 

Nahida doesn’t make it very far before another person — a shopper this time — approaches her and presents to her a small woven bag filled with brilliant red and green pitahayas, carefully trimmed of their thorny sections but unbruised and quite ripe looking. Nahida tries to refuse, but the gift giver is insistent, looking almost sad by the refusal and so Nahida finds herself carefully holding that bag of fruit at her side — mindful not to let it drag on the ground or brush against her bare skin.

After that Nahida can’t seem to make any headway down the street without someone approaching her to give her something. And try as Nahida might, she can’t figure out a way to refuse them without sounding terribly rude and ungrateful. Some of the people frame it as a form of worship, of gratitude. Others frame it as Nahida possibly doing them a great favor by allowing them to share their fortune with her. Nahida soon finds herself overwhelmed — just as one successfully bargains their gift into Nahida’s overflowing arms, another will come up behind them with their own gift, their own message of gratitude or devotion. 

Even when Nahida passes things off to others, people come and kneel before her. They reach out as though to touch her full arms and hands. They touch their foreheads to the ground at her shadow. Nahida looks from one face to the other and listens to the same words in different voices from different mouths repeat like litanies. The repetition and the shapes of bodies rise over her, growing. Expanding. Demanding. But demanding what? They ask for blessings but for what? Nahida doesn’t even know how to do that. Lord Kusanali has never been asked for that.

Lord Kusanali is the god of dreamers, children and the desperate supplicants who can only turn to the intangible and unquantifiable night for solace. Lord Kusanali, patron of the hopeful and hopeless in each hand, has only ever been called on for company in the loneliest hours. For five hundred years they have been the god of lost causes. What does Lord Kusanali give in the crowded day, in the light of the new Sumeru?

The part of Nahida that is Buer, omniscient and vaster than the concepts of body and form, looks down and feels the power of adoration in the way Nahida that is the body feels mist and fog. A weight that isn’t; an interesting touch that lingers and builds. Their attention turns from this easily, caught by other things elsewhere. The adoration of those who are not dreaming is novel, but it is not ultimately their charge.

And to the part of her that is Lord Kusanali, this is an inexcusable flaw in logic. Five hundred years with their very existence a shadow to be stepped on; their name taken as air in the same manner as an article; the not-life of a living ghost condemned to a few throw away lines in history books; a birthday reduced to one single dancer who must beg for permission to move. Five hundred years of this, and suddenly — devotion. And suddenly, prayer. 

Five hundred years for the people of Sumeru to find a god who never left, and an accompanying sense of religion and devotion in the span of a few months. Where are their scholars? Where are their seekers of wisdom and knowledge? Where are their logicians and their masters of tautology? Think! Reason! Analyze! Inspect! Study! The Akademiya has ripped your understanding, your freedom of thought from you. Why are you so quick to hand it over to another without question! Watch them first and judge them by their actions, not by the title!

And then there is simply Nahida. Nahida with the small arms and sharp hearing and the rising, clawing sense of overwhelming and helpless panic in her chest as faces and sounds blur around her.

Nahida’s guards have taken so many of the offerings from her arms already and are attempting to organize the growing crowd, but what Nahida really wants is for there not to be a crowd at all. It’s too much. It’s so much. It’s too much to be all at once.

The voices are blurring together into one slurry. It doesn’t crash over her. It doesn’t slam into her. But it doesn’t quite lap. It doesn’t lathe. What is the word for something that lies in between bruising and smothering? Is there one? Could Nahida make it up right now? That seems like a good distraction from all of this.

The worst part is that Nahida can feel their genuine sincerity. They aren’t trying to be a bother; they aren’t trying to give her things just so they can say they met and spoke to the Dendro Archon, the Lord Kusanali. They aren’t giving these things as lip service. They aren’t doing this because they feel they have to.

They’re giving here these things because they want to share something good with her, because she’s been trying to do something good for them. If their reasons were even a little bit selfish, Nahida would maybe have an easier time of refusing any of them. It would be easier, if there was something selfish, something not-so-innocent behind this. Lord Kusanali could refuse. Lord Kusanali has learned how to refuse those who would reach for something that isn’t theirs. Lord Kusanali has learned how to spot hungry intent. Nahida can sense it like the heat of flame, the dread of steel.

The crowd doesn’t seem to be thinning. It seems to only be growing and Nahida isn’t sure how to get everyone to disperse. She could say it. Lord Kusanali could say it and she thinks they would listen. But the words turn to smoke in her mouth. Nahida tastes the bitter meaning but cannot get her tongue around the exact shape. How does she turn them away without hurting them? Without being rude?

If Lord Kusanali speaks now — rejects them now, would it be the end of everything? Would they become cold and cruel? Nahida doesn’t want Lord Kusanali to be unapproachable. They do not want to return to the Sanctuary of Surasthana and the existence that was. Untouchable. Unknowable. Unspeakable. But there must be a middle ground. 

How did the other Archons do it? Barbatos has a whole church dedicated to them, but Nahida’s never heard any stories about the God of Wind being mobbed in the streets. Then again — Mondstadt is a uniquely special nation unto itself. How fitting for the country of freedom.

Just as Nahida is getting resigned to possibly having to ask the guards to help her or maybe just up and vanishing (That’s easy to explain away, isn’t it? It would be running away, but sometimes you need to run. Or so Nahida has been repeatedly told.), a familiar and clear voice rises over everyone, calling for attention.

“Everyone, please be reasonable! Lord Kusanali and her guards can only handle so much at once. How is she to carry all of that back?” 

Nilou’s voice flutters over the crowd like birds and morning mist, and then Nilou herself is gracefully slipping through the crowds of people to stand next to Nahida, her beautiful blue eyes wide with concern and scarlet hair billowing in loosened waves about her shoulders. She is not dressed to perform today. And still she is a recognizable beacon calling others back to the shore of sense. Wonderful Nilou.

“Lord Kusanali is meant to be attending a meeting with some of you in a mere half hour, would you expect her to carry all of this there and back all the way up to the Akademiya somehow? She’s only the six guards and herself to do that with and I don’t think we’ve got enough porters available for all of this.”

Now everyone seems to calm, returning to senses that hadn’t quite left them but had merely been shifted aside due to fervor of new devotion.

“There will be other chances to thank our Lord. We have our entire lifetimes ahead of us in our new Sumeru,” Nilou continues, “But our thanks must not become a burden, yes? Don’t we all know that a sudden downpour of rain after a dry spell is as poor as the dry spell itself?”

The crowd, chagrined, begins to slowly disperse with bows of farewell. People return with longing and lingering looks over their shoulders at Nahida. She would wave if her arms were free. She can only hope her face doesn’t look too relieved to be free of this sudden and unexpected problem.

Out of the corner of her eye, Nahida sees something move very fast through the legs of the easing crowd. This speedy something turns out to be a young boy coming up to her even as his guardian tries to snatch him back by the arm.

“Lord Kusanali,” he says, holding out his closed fist towards her, “This one isn’t big to carry and it’s for you.”

Nahida shifts some of the parcels in her arms so she can reach out her hand and he drops a glass marble into her palm. The glass is warm from being in his hand and something in it catches the light, like a little beacon in her hand.

“My Ma says that you were locked away for a really long time, like how I get stuck in my room when Ma and Pa don’t agree with something I’ve done,” he says. “And it’s really boring but this is my favorite marble because even if you’re alone you can hold it up just like that and it’ll make neat lights. I think you should have it.”

A woman comes up behind him, hands on his shoulders as she apologizes profusely and tries to pull him away. Her face is red with mortification, but Nahida thinks that she should be quite proud of this boy that she has raised — if this is the boy’s mother or guardian of course. Although Nahida is quite certain she isn’t witnessing an abduction because the boy looks perfectly at ease.

Nahida turns a little to the side and holds up her arms-worth of gifts to one of the guards, who takes as much of it from her as he can, overloaded as he is already, and then Nahida gestures to the boy’s mother-or-guardian to wait.

“If you give me this marble what will you do when you are stuck in your room again?”Nahida asks.

The boy wrinkles his nose. “I didn’t think of that.”

Nahida continues to hold the marble out in her palm towards him. “Would you like to take it back?”

He shakes his head immediately. “No. I still think you should have it. I’ll find another marble. I don’t think there are a lot of marbles up in the Akademiya. My brother goes and I’ve never heard him talk about marbles except for how he’s always losing his.”

Nahida smiles and the boy smiles back, exposing a missing tooth at the left side of his upper upper jaw.

“This is a noble gift,” Nahida tells the boy. Buer reaches out with just the faintest little ghost of their selves to brush against his mind. Not to see into it, but to know more familiarly, so that later they might pluck it out of the sea of dream and give him something sweet. She closes her hand around the marble. She turns towards the woman with her hands on the boy’s shoulders and says, “If this is your child then you should be quite proud of him and yourself indeed to have raised and guided a soul who shares kindness so freely.”

The woman bows, hand over her heart. “Thank you, my Lord.”

“No, thank you,” Nahida says, nodding at her and the boy. And then Lord Kusanali promises with the weight of Buer and the hope of Nahida: “Your dreams will be the fruit of the kindness you sow. Go in peace.”

The boy waves to her as he leaves with his mother, and the marble is warm in Nahida’s palm. She opens her hand again and looks at it once more. This, Nahida thinks as she picks it up to hold it up to the sun and examine the glint of some sort of metallic foil that must have been added to the glass as it was formed, is a godly gift.

Speaking of godly gifts, Nahida turns towards Nilou who’s quietly talking with a few others who’ve lingered. But once they notice Nahida watching they all bow and calmly go back to their business, leaving Nilou behind.

“I remember telling you to call me Nahida,” she says.

Nilou smiles, glinting like the marble in the light, “Sorry! I really am trying! Next time, really. I wasn’t sure what to use in front of a large crowd.”

“I’ll hold you to that. Thank you,” Nahida says. She turns and sees several porters assisting her guards by taking the goods off of their hands, talking and nodding amongst each other before the porters head off in the direction of the Akademiya. “And thank you for that too.”

Nilou waves her hands in dismissal, shaking her head, red curls floating about her face.

“Not at all. I’m used to being crowded too, but I don’t think I’ve ever been approached by that many people before. It’s stressful enough when it’s just one or two people giving me gifts, I can’t imagine how hard it must be if it’s the whole street.”

“It was a little overwhelming,” Nahida says. “I’m thankful for their thanks, but…”

Nahida glances over her shoulder in the direction of the porters.

“It’s a lot and it feels unfair because you don’t do it for gifts. You do it for you and because you have to. I understand.”

Nahida and Nilou walk together in the direction of the meeting place for all the merchants.

“If you like I can talk to some of the others,” Nilou offers, “The people who make up the members of the Grand Bazaar are like a family. Not just us of the Zubayr Theater Troupe, but all of us as a whole. It’s a community, you know? We don’t ever want the people who come here to feel uncomfortable or have a hard time. And it’s not just about bringing in business, either. This is a place where people can be at ease, should be at ease. It’s a place everyone from everywhere should be able to come together and just…be.”

“I don’t intend to be ungrateful, and I wouldn’t want anyone to feel guilty.” 

Nahida rolls the marble around her palm. She wonders how the other Archons handle it. Morax used to walk among their people as warrior and teacher. The Raiden Shogun personally taught the arts of blacksmithing to their chosen and moved across Inazuma to fight and dispel lingering malevolent energies. Barbatos is known to come and go from all corners of Mondstadt like the winds the nation is famous for. Focalors sits in attendance in most trials and has been known to take on direct appeals from their people now and again. 

Nahida’s not so sure about the Archons of Natlan and Snezhnaya but she doubts that either of them are getting stuck in a street because they aren’t sure how to refuse a gift. 

Then again, she’s also entirely certain that none of the Archons got locked up for five hundred years while their country decided to turn away from them in search of something better.

“I don’t think anyone would ever accuse you of being ungrateful, Nahida,” Nilou replies. “It is Sumeru who has been ungrateful to you for so long. If you don’t want me to do anything I won’t. But I think it would help if you were able to walk down a street without being crowded with well-meaning people.”

Gentle Nilou isn’t wrong.

“This is your city too,” Nilou continues, a little more shyly than before, cheers turning a little pink as she looks away. “I mean. I think you know that. But, it’s just that sometimes you don’t look like you know it, if that makes any sense. I think what I’m trying to say is that even though you’re our god and we love you, and we know you love us, that doesn’t mean that everything we do to each other has to be giving or taking. I love dancing and I love performing and I love meeting and talking to people who’ve seen my performances and hearing about how it made them feel. But sometimes I’m just Nilou. And you can be just Nahida. Isn’t that what you told me?”

Wise Nilou isn’t wrong.

Nahida reaches up and takes Nilou’s hand in hers, Nilou’s long graceful fingers are damp with nerves and Nahida’s heart blooms for this brave and incredibly strong soul. There is such goodness in her. So much goodness. And they are both learning how to use it, how to give it, how to hold it. It is good to walk a path with another.

Lighthouses. Small steps. A hand offered and a hand taken. 

“So we’re agreed that you’ll be calling me Nahida the next time you see me,” she says, linking her stouter pinky finger with Nilou’s slender one.

Nilou laughs and their hands swing together as they walk towards the merchant’s meeting, sweet Nilou’s releasing Nahida’s finger from hers as they part ways. Nilou to be Nilou and Nahida to be — for now — Lord Kusanali. But Nahida knows that they are Nahida in Nilou’s heart and they are parting ways as friends.

Later that night, Nahida lies on the plush rugs and blankets that were arranged in front of the large window overlooking Sumeru, the windows and shutters folded open to bring to her the sound of a city’s breathing. She holds the glass marble up, pinched between her thumb and first finger, twisting and turning it in the light of the moon and the little star and lotus shaped lamps. The piece of metal foil inside of the glass winks at her, like a little star, like a smile.

Nahida looks into the marble and Buer begins to unspool from her. Buer rises up, a breath being released as they expand ever outwards. Buer reaches down from the realm of dreams and touches the concept of a finger to the very real and practical application of a boy.

Somewhere at the outskirts of the city, a young boy with a gap between the teeth on the upper left side of his mouth dreams about a grand game of marbles, each one dazzling in a rainbow array of patterns, no two even close to the same. He laughs in his dream and the voices of his friends join him as they play to the sound of music and the warmth of sunlight. 

Lord Kusanali closes her eyes and holds the marble to her heart.

For herself she crafts a gentle dream. The same street. The same people. The same Nahida. But she carries a bag of Candied Ajilenakh Nuts and a bag of marbles. No one pays her any mind as she passes, on her way to join a group of children near a patch of beaten dirt and grass with a large ring drawn out and a heap of marbles inside. They say — “You’re late Nahida!”, “We missed you!”, “Come join us!”. Nahida upends her bag of marbles in with the rest of theirs but for herself keeps one made of glass with a bit of foil in it, that makes it glitter like it is winking.

Nahida knows it is a dream. But someday this can also be a future. A Sumeru where god and man walk together and play marbles and are equals in their joy and in their kindness.

Buer examines this dream even as Nahida builds it one step at a time. And then, Buer turns Nahida away from it. They do not remove them, so much as they nudge the path deeper.

Seven stone seats around a large circular stone table. A golden pot of soup sits in the center of many steaming dishes. Nahida holds a package of halva in their hands. Six seats are filled and six smiles turn to her and call — “You’re late, Buer!”, “We missed you!”, “Come join us!”. And Nahida scrambles up into the last of the seats, between Morax and Focalors and they add their halva to the table.

They look up.

They are standing in the sitting room of their quarters now. They stand at the edge of the carpets and pillows. Plates and dishes and cups are on the floor. To their left: Al-Haitham, Kaveh, Nilou. To their right: Cyno, Tighnari, Collei.

“And there’s you. You’re late, Nahida,” Kaveh teases, eyes glimmering, reaching past Al-Haitham to pour juice into their cup.

“We’ve been missing you,” Tighnari says, ripping bread with his fingers to add to their plate. “We need you to break a tie. Nilou’s too polite and Collei is too clever to get involved in this debate.”

Cyno’s mouth lifts at the corner, “But you aren’t?”

Collei immediately leaps in defense of her master — “I’m just not well informed on the topic is all. You shouldn’t talk about things you don’t know.”

“I think by listening I’m starting to know,” Nilou says as she works at cutting a mango, “But I’m not sure if I’m learning the important parts or just what everyone thinks are the important parts.”

Al-Haitham’s uncovered eye shines and he looks to her where she is standing, head tipping down in silent request: Come.

What a dream! What a dream.

-

Kaveh had given her a key and she has been to Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s house a few times afterwards. Usually because one or both of them somehow ended up just pulling her along. But Nahida, herself, has not gone on her own without them expecting her.

She’s not sure why she came, only that she’s somehow found her way to standing on their doorstep with their key in her hand but not in the lock. Some part of her holds her back. Evidence shows that they want her around, that they would not be averse to seeing her. She holds tangible proof of it. She has run her fingers over its edges until her own skin smelled of metal. But still, some part of her steps back.

Maybe they aren’t home, she thinks. Neither of them are at the Akademiya, but Sumeru is wide and the two of them are astoundingly well traveled, even if they are (at least to Nahida, who likes to think herself a bit more than just proficient in the intricacies of the separate-but-similar languages of Kaveh and Al-Haitham) predictable. 

Nahida is just about to turn around and leave, maybe she can sneak down to visit Nilou for a little, when movement catches at the corner of her eye. The aunt who lives next door has come out to trim her jasmine. Nahida waves, awkward at being caught out. She’s not sure if Nour Aunt can see Nahida waving or not. The woman’s eyesight is horrifically poor. Nahida knows that she has spectacles because Nahida has heard Kaveh and Nour arguing about her not using them.

Nour squints hard in Nahida’s direction and waves a hand to beckon her over. Perhaps Nour needs help with her garden or something that requires small fingers. Nahida has inadvertently been pulled into doing chores at her house now and again. Or more like Al-Haitham has allowed for Nahida to be sacrificed so he could slip away and have some peace. But before Nahida can take even a single step forward, the door in front of her opens.

“There’s you,” Kaveh says, stopping in the middle of stepping out of the door before he can bowl Nahida over. “Perfect timing. Settle an argument between me and Al-Haitham. Nour Aunt, you can have her another time.”

Nahida is summarily whisked past Kaveh into the house.

“I thought you were leaving,” Al-Haitham says. Nahida walks around the arm of the sofa to see the long line of his body over it.

“Nahida’s here,” Kaveh replies. “I was leaving to find better company, luckily better company found me. Also I just rescued her from the aunt.”

“What’s the argument?” Nahida asks, pulling out her favorite cushion from underneath the table and pushing it up next to the sofa. She plops down on it, looking upwards at Al-Haitham to inspect whatever he’s reading now. He slightly closes the book and tips the cover for her to see. It’s some sort of history of maritime navigational practices from Inazuma. Interesting and wildly out of Al-Haitham’s wheelhouse, meaning it’s entirely in character for him. Nahida decides to leave him to it. Nothing good’s ever come out of the ocean.

“He’s being a bastard about the shelves again,” Kaveh complains. But Nahida can hear that his irritation is already shifting away. “I don’t see why I have to get rid of my books. There’s just as many that are his than there are mine, and I’m not complaining.”

“Not right now,” Al-Haitham mutters.

“I thought you both just got everything to fit,” Nahida says, turning to look at the wall of books. As always, it’s crammed shelf to shelf with all manner of everything possible.

“He just got a shipment from Inazuma,” Kaveh explains. “And where are we to put them, hm?”

“What do you need other people’s drafts for?” Al-Haitham returns, “Throw them out. All you ever do is complain about them anyway.”

“They’re good inspiration. Just because I, personally, would never so some of the things in these designs doesn’t mean they aren’t good or worth learning from.”

“And do you need to keep them after learning from them?”

“Perhaps I just like the look of them. Isn’t that what I keep you around for?” Kaveh says this without true heat as he goes to stand by the shelves. “It’s certainly not for your scintillating commentaries.”

Al-Haitham rolls his eyes, returning his attention to the volume in his hands. 

“I didn’t know you were importing your books straight from Inazuma,” Nahida rests her chin on the edge of the sofa by Al-Haitham’s hip. “Isn’t that expensive?”

“I have a contact. And they’re all second or third hand.”

“You’ve got a contact for everything.”

“Most things,” Al-Haitham concedes, flipping a page. Something drops out onto Al-Haitham’s chest. Al-Haitham glances at it before handing it to Nahida. It’s someone’s old and forgotten bookmark. A piece of thick paper with a gesture drawing of some Inazuman shrine. It might be the one on Watatsumi. Nahida fiddles with the worn, soft edges of the paper.

“And for the things you don’t?”

“Kaveh.”

“What?”

Al-Haitham and Nahida’s eyes meet and share a quake of laughter before Al-Haitham returns to his reading and Nahida turns to the shelves once more. Nahida just looks up at Kaveh and projects her best Collei face at him. Kaveh clicks his tongue, fair hair swaying around his face, as he starts pulling down volumes seemingly at random.

“Come, Nahida, look at this,” Kaveh says, waving his hand at her. “This one is an entire volume just on grafting fruit trees. We don’t even have anything growing in our yard.”

“You’ve got a mint plant,” Nahida says. And one incredibly spiteful looking Serpent’s Tongue in a little pot in the hallway. Nahida takes the book from Kaveh and pages through it. It’s from Mondstadt and in addition to talking about grafting techniques it also talks about types of fruit for the making of liquor and best practices for balancing out fields. 

“Honestly, we don’t need the books,” Kaveh says to her. “I don’t know why he insists on keeping them. He’s got them all memorized cover to cover. He’s a monster.”

Kaveh says the word monster so fondly that Nahida can’t help but giggle into the cover of the book.

“If you give him any page or line he can pick it up from there,” Kaveh continues. “Life saver during our schooling days if I could get him to bother answering me when I asked him a question. But he puts it all to use in the wrong ways now.”

“As if you couldn’t do it either,” Al-Haitham argues. “We’re students of the Akademiya, it’s the standard.”

“It is not.”

“It is.”

“Is not.”

Al-Haitham drops his book onto his chest, slightly turning onto his side to face them. There’s an expression on his face that Nahida has come to associate with the words “challenge”, “entertainment,” and “Kaveh”.

“Excerpt from the abridged version of Pursina’s conclusion from the mandatory reading in the Spantamad entry level basic course on energy conversion. Page thirty two, paragraph four, line three, including footnote.”

“Unfair,” Kaveh scowls deeply. “It’s mandatory reading and it’s Pursina. Everyone knows that part. And I’m Kshahrewar; we shared entry level theory classes with the Spantamad and Vahumana.”

“Fine.” Nahida blinks. It’s unusual for Al-Haitham to concede a point so easily. Kaveh must agree because his eyes narrow. Al-Haitham continues, proving both Nahida and Kaveh correct. “Then what of the dataset of figure two point eight in the fourth revision of the Orientation to Language in Snezhnayan-Fontaine Bilingual Children that was published in volume forty nine of the Vahumana-Haravatat joint committee on early phase language acquisition studies?”

“Well what about it?”

“The accompanying analysis on the very same page, starting from paragraph three. Could you recite it?”

Nahida turns back to Kaveh, who’s gaze has turned to the mirror hanging on the opposite wall. His jaw clenches and his lips flatten for a moment, shoulders going stiff.

The answer, based on this reaction, is yes. Yes, Kaveh can definitely recite it.

“That’s not the same,” Kaveh finally says. 

“Why not? It’s certainly not a required reading you’ve ever been assigned. I should hardly think that language acquisition theories are your wheelhouse, Kshahrewar.” 

“Not by any accreditation board, no. But of course I read it. I had to read it to argue with you! I’m not going to enter an argument with you blind and stupid. Do I dare ask if you think I’m a fool?”

“And you memorized it.”

“That’s only because you did! But that’s not the norm! I don’t usually go around memorizing everything I read. That is not Akademiya standard. If I yanked any undergraduate out from their classroom right now and told them to start reciting to me from one of their optional readings they wouldn’t be able to do it. The point of the Akademiya isn’t to memorize.”

“It isn’t,” Al-Haitham agrees. “But the memorization is useful when you need to pull a source but can’t find a physical copy of the book.”

“So we can get rid of these.”

“No.”

Kaveh turns to Nahida, exasperation filling the light of his eyes. “Two hours of this, Nahida. Two hours of this. Can you believe it?”

“I can believe that you and Al-Haitham could argue about anything.”

-

Nahida stretches her fingers. She’s gotten much better at writing neatly and fast. Collei’s told her as much in their last letters to each other. Collei’s own handwriting has also gotten much, much smoother. Nahida can see a visible change between Collei’s first letters and her current one. Tighnari and Cyno must be so proud of her. Nahida knows that she is.

Of course, none of them are on Al-Haitham’s level, but he’s special. It’s his job to write neat and fast.

Kaveh is busy exchanging words with a few of the other Darshan representatives — today from the Vahumana and the Spantamad, as they along with the Matra, Mahamata, and Corps of Thirty members continue to discuss plans for the Sanctuary of Surasthana. Most of the features and systems within it are tied to the Akasha. And as much as Nahida would love for the entire place to be shuttered up forever, there’s valuable technology and resources within it. And it would be a real waste of space to just have it up there doing nothing for no one.

As Cyno passes by Al-Haitham, the man turns —

“General.”

“Scribe.”

“If you could, I was wondering if you could settle something between Kaveh and I.”

At the sound of his name, Kaveh looks over, eyebrows raising. Cyno’s own expression remains neutral, but a hint of dry and wary amusement burns around the edges of his response.

“Depends on what it is. Ask.”

“Do you recall the wording of the introduction in the initial paper regarding melodic intonation treatment therapy as co-authored by al-Wasiti and Jalali and published in the twenty seventh edition of the Amurta-Haravatat journal of Language Disorders and Treatments?”

“Which edition? The first printing referred to the treatment as specific to expressive aphasias by mistake. And the Akasha had to retroactively correct the cataloged file as further studies suggested it was not treating aphasia but apraxia. Jalali later agreed to this assessment and requested print copies to be corrected with new introductions. All current copies of that paper reference verbal apraxia with side notes towards expressive aphasia.” Cyno pauses. “That had better be what your argument was about. And you should be on the correct side of things. Didn’t you write a paper on the overlap?”

Al-Haitham just turns and flatly says to a stunned Kaveh, “Akademiya standard.”

Kaveh’s mouth snaps closed as he turns to Cyno. “You’ve disappointed me. You were supposed to be the normal one.”

Cyno looks between the taller men before setting on Kaveh. “I suppose Tighnari will be pleased to know you didn’t think he was the normal one.”

“Tighnari can’t be the normal one, not when we’re flinging Sages at him to fix. Of course he isn’t the normal one. We need to get more people in our circle. Actual normal ones. Nahida, you wouldn’t happen to be friends with anyone normal, would you?”

“Do Collei and Nilou count?” The Traveler and Paimon certainly don’t. 

“You would inflict these two on Nilou?” Al-Haitham clicks his tongue. “Are you sure you’re friends?”

-

The moon hangs low and full and content. Nahida’s lamps are warm and buttery pools of light around her. The Akasha doll in her hands is finally finished. It probably should have taken her less time, but Nahida didn’t want to rush. And in a strange way, she also didn’t want it to be over.

She holds the weird pig-rabbit at an arms length, inspecting it one more time. It’s not perfect. Part of her is disappointed in herself, in it. But Nahida with the wisdom of several months of real life takes the hand of her disappointed self and says — we can try again.

Nahida already has enough fabric for a second, a third, a fourth. To be good at something you have to be bad at it a few times.

But there are good things about this thing that she has made. It is soft. And it looks like the Akasha, somewhat. If someone knew what the Akasha was they would definitely say that it looks quite similar. And most of all it is proof of effort. 

Is it a little lumpy? Is it a little uneven? Are there pointy corners that should have been smooth because Nahida couldn’t figure out how to sew it right? Yes, yes, and yes. But it exists. It looks somewhat like its inspiration. And it isn’t falling apart under her hands. And Nahida did this. She made it. She picked out the fabric and she cut it according to pattern and then she sat down with needle and thread and slowly, minute by minute, put it together into what it is now. Collei taught her and gave her the first instructions but Nahida was the one who’s hands moved. This is hers.

When Nahida tries again she will have learned from making this one. And the next one will be a little bit better. The next one Nahida will send to Collei. And maybe she’ll make another for the Traveler and Paimon. Maybe she’ll want to try making something else by then. Who knows? Nahida has time to find out, right? But for now, Nahida wants to bask in the joy of something completed and brought to close. It is, possibly, the only thing she’s ever completed on her own. And currently the only thing she’s completed period.

She tucks the doll under one arm and tells herself that she’ll put away the sewing supplies later.

Triumphant with the success of a project completed, Nahida wants to move.

She goes, now, to her bedroom and to the little writing desk. Here is another project of hers. This one secret and held close to her heart. The letters are mostly written. Or at least, as good as they will get without another reading them over. 

This is the point where she needs to bring them to Al-Haitham, she knows. Nahida sits at her chair, hugging her doll to her chest as she props her chin up on its head. The rough and uneven seams tickle and press against her skin. Nahida looks down at the letters — folded with the names of her fellows upon them, but not sealed. If she’s being particularly honest, a big reason why her writing has improved so much is because she’s spent a lot of time writing these letters over and over again. It was excellent practice even if it felt like her belly was doing flips the entire time.

She should also talk to Kaveh and see if he’s gotten anymore ideas — if he’s gotten a chance to think on hers. There’s no point in asking her fellow Archons to come visit her if there’s nowhere for her to put them. She’s pretty sure that she can’t just ask them to stay in a hotel. 

Nahida isn’t sure if the funds for that project would be something Sumeru pays for or something she’s allowed to do on her own. It feels like it should be both. The fact that Sumeru has no diplomatic arm is weird, right? Their main export shouldn’t be scholars. And neither should their main import. And scholars, as she’s been reminded near daily with every interaction, aren’t politicians. It’s weird that she’s setting up a country that’s existed for several centuries already isn’t it? You’d think that they’d have this part sorted out by now.

Nahida hunches over the Akasha doll, looking down at her letters. And she still has to figure out how actually send these out. Does Morax know where the rest of them are? Are they able to contact the others? Nahida’s able to find some of them. Knowing where they are isn’t exactly the trouble. It’s actually getting a message over that she’s having trouble with.

She worries her lip between her teeth. The Traveler, she knows, at least has had contact with Barbatos, Morax, and Beezlebub. And they’re on their way to Focalors’ country next. But what of the other two? Do couriers even go all the way to Snezhnaya? They have to, right?

Nahida sighs, pushing away from her desk as she goes back to her sitting room to tidy up.

One step at a time, she reminds herself. One step at a time. You have to walk before you run and all. 

Nahida goes through her scraps of fabric and thinks of Collei as she starts to put together another set of prints to make another doll. Nahida thinks about her shelves that are slowly but surely filling with things: the Cuilein-Anbar, the Cor Lapis, now a bookmark from Inazuma. It’s not much. It’s really not much at all. But it’s growing day by day. 

Nahida runs her palms and fingers over pieces of fabric and feels the moon humming; Buer crests against the sky like a whale or a dragon or a bird and plummets once more into free fall to dive into the sea of dreams; Lord Kusanali traces their finger down an ongoing list of things to do, people to meet, and turns back to look upon all the things already done and how far they’ve come in the past few months. Progress.

Tonight she starts planning for a doll to send to Collei. Tonight Nahida holds her Akasha doll in her lap and she closes her eyes with her face to the moon. Buer, god of dreams — god of the transient divine — runs their hands over the surface waters of dreams to feel the warmth of divinity on a smaller scale: their little god-children, god-infants, masters of the impossible within their own minds and souls for an eternity captured in a second, a minute, an hour, a night. And Lord Kusanali basks in the satisfaction of progress taking form, shape being made. 

Tonight Nahida will change into her night clothes which smell a little like jasmine soap and she will practice braiding her hair — she’s not as good as Cyno or Al-Haitham just yet, but she’s loads better than when she started. She will place her Akasha doll right next to her head and stare at it and marvel at the wonder of tangible creation until the body drifts away.

And tomorrow Nahida will gather her letters and present them to Al-Haitham. She will call upon Kaveh if he’s got the time and try not to be awkward about asking him if he’s had the time to think in between his own projects. She will ask Cyno when he is sending a package off to Gandharva Ville next. 

Tomorrow. 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Ten is the last one for real this time. I mean it. I’m not kidding. I don’t care if chapter 10 is 30k long, it’s going to end at 10.

Sorry, I got distracted with another fic. You see — sometimes you’re in the middle of writing a 100k novel of a fanfic and then your playlist hits “Achilles Come Down” and your twitter feed spits out one (1) singular image at you so you write a different 50k fanfic novel to get it out of your system so it won’t bother you anymore so you can get back to the 100k novel and that’s just how it is sometimes, you know? Anyway. *hurls chapter at you*

        




9. Chapter 9

Summary for the Chapter:
            This is tranquility. This is serenity. This is peace. This is what it is to live a life — to really live it, and not have it go by you. This is what it means to exist in the waking world.

Nahida eats her half of the date, belly warm with food and wants-fulfilled, and the wind carries with it the smell of food and grass and clean, fresh air. Nahida closes her eyes, fingers sticky, body drowsy with contentment, and feels it over her face. Just a few weeks ago this tickle of a breeze would have had her entire body paralyzed with overwhelming shock, with delight and terror at the unknown that had only been understood as words and vague concepts gathered from the second-hand perceptions of others.

But today it makes her cheeks pull at the corners of her mouth. It makes her hair dance. It makes Nahida think of music and laughter. It makes Nahida think, not at all, but feel. And it is good and lovely and painless. It does not hurt. Nahida does not hurt.

          
Notes for the Chapter:Chapter 10 is done and I’m done and my brain is a hamster that got thrown into the spin cycle of a washing machine on high.




    
    Restlessness is not something Nahida is used to. In dreams, whenever her attention would stray and waver, she could leap to another sleeper. Or she could immerse herself in some Akasha recording. There wasn’t a moment of dullness to be found. The dullness was all in the body and Nahida did everything she could to escape the physical prison that had become her entire existence. 

Restlessness is energy with nowhere to go and nothing capable of holding the attention of it. Back then, Nahida could not afford restlessness. Restlessness would lead to consciousness would lead to spiraling madness. To be present and aware of herself was to be forced to understand what she was, what she wasn’t. Nahida forced her mind and her attention onto single strands of thought at a time; she gorged herself until her consciousness was stupid with dreams and made slow and dazzled by the lives and aspirations of others. All that beyond her reach. 

That was Nahida’s escape, her strategy, her life.

So here, now in her own body living a real life with real people in it, restlessness is now yet another thing she must discover anew and learn to understand with this new framework of sensation and connection.

If Nahida were in the Sanctuary of Surasthana, she would delve into the deepest, most dangerous parts of dreams where waking becomes more of a question than a certainty. She would stretch her mind to the farthest corners of Teyvat and she would fit herself into the smallest of consciousnesses. She would push her own bounds in inadvisable ways.

But she is not in the Sanctuary and she hopes to never have to do any of those things again.

Nahida is in the former Grand Sage’s office, which is now her office, — its silly chair now replaced with something more regular person sized, and then Nahida sized on top of that, and Nahida really should remember to ask Kaveh what was done with the old chair and that ridiculous desk sometime — and she’s looking out at all of the paperwork on her properly sized desk and she can hear through the opened doors the sounds of people echoing up from more crowded hallways as well as the sound of patrolling guards. 

All around her, life. Just there. So close she can touch it. It can touch her. A wealth and bevy of distractions. A billion possible choices branching out and away like a fine network of roots.

When Nahida closes her eyes and stretches her mind she can feel all those pinpricks of minds, and the brighter glow of Visions: a field of singing stars.

What a comfort it is, to know that even if she is alone in this room, she is not alone in the world. What a gift that she would never have thought of before. Who knew that you could be content to be alone? Nahida had never considered the difference between alone and lonely too much before. 

Nahida is alone and she is restless, and those are two things at once that she is trying to learn to be at the same time when she’s so used to ever only chasing one feeling at a time.

She tries, she really does, to focus herself on the work in front of her. But her mind wanders. Her body rebels. Something in her wiggles, twisting around and through her control searching for a way out. Whatever it wants, it is not what she puts in front of it today.

Where did all of her discipline go? Wasn’t she so very good at focusing on things before? On forcing her mind to adhere to something? Nahida remembers she could spend literal days focused on just the crawl of ants. Is it because she’s so spoiled for choice now? Is it because Nahida, the body, is let loose into the world with an infinite number of actions and axises to move upon?

And sugar?

Hm. Cyno and Kaveh can never know about this. Nahida wriggles in place, as she tries to focus again once more. They’ll say something about how they told her so. That’s not an attitude to be taking up with god.

Finally, Nahida gives up.

Alright. Let the mind wander. Where will it take her? What does it want? As the body knows its needs, so too does the mind. Presumably. 

Nahida is god of dreams, Archon of Wisdom. Surely, somewhere in the vast codexes of her mind, she has something that can reel her own attention back in. And maybe it will even be something that actually pertains to one of the many, many, many things she’s supposed to be doing.

She sits back in her chair and looks up at the high, high ceiling and the light coming in from above. Nahida’s eyes unfocus and her mind begins to wander and wade through the currents of thought and subject and sensation that she exists in, now that she lives in the world of the waking.

Her mind wanders from topic to topic. Lord Kusanali’s attention drifts back towards the documents for review and thoughts of their schedule and various subjects that have been slated for their attention. Buer floats somewhere above and below everything, rolling over to curl up once more underneath the surface of conscious thought. And Nahida, in between, picks up thoughts on her sewing projects and puts them down again. Then she picks up the images of Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s key, but what would be the point of going there if they aren’t there? And then she thinks about sleep but the body demands movement. 

How spoiled she’s become in so little time! The breaking down of centuries undone in a handful of months! Time moves strangely among the waking — the living. It feels like she’s been given so much of it. And yet so little.

Or perhaps that is something about being godly?

And now the attention of Buer, Nahida, Lord Kusanali turns again to that which has been picking at them for centuries but has only just begun to make headway now — now that they have been given permission, now that they have the means and the capacity, now that they have trickles of encouragement.

The Seven.

Nahida’s letters are as good as they’ll ever get. She had even, tentatively, asked Al-Haitham if he had time to read them over for her. He hasn’t done it yet, and she hasn’t pushed. Al-Haitham did say yes, with some spark of interest — she thinks that he’s getting incredibly bored with the current goings on, more so than usual. Not even Kaveh taking up the side of the opposition is enough to pique his interest (not that Kaveh does very often anymore. Now that most of the more vital topics are out of the way, current debates are prone to getting caught in the weeds and Kaveh has very little patience for that, so he’s been taking the opportunity to sign himself up for projects that will take him out of the Akademiya and the debates). 

She really ought to give Al-Haitham something to do before he goes off to find something for himself. And with the way that man’s luck goes, poor Cyno’s eventually going to be hearing about something or other and then she’ll have lost both her hands to something, probably, silly — namely, squabbling at each other.

Well. They are getting along better now, at least. Maybe the fighting is good for them? She knows if she asks Kaveh about it he’ll say yes, absolutely. Maybe she should ask Tighnari. 

In any case, Nahida’s mind snags on the subject of the Seven. Thousands of years between all of them, surely they also got a little restless now and again. What did they do? Nahida doesn’t think she’s the first and only god to ever get…bored.

Nahida tries to focus on that thought — but even this, this subject that looms over all of Teyvat — slips between her hands like a bar of soap. She could review the plans that Kaveh has sent back to her. She could take one more look at her letters and then send them off to Al-Haitham’s. She could maybe poke around in dreams to see if she can get a lead on where her fellows are. Nahida could poke in on how the current review process of ambassador and diplomat diplomat selection is going. All of these things would, in some way, scratch a little more at the quiet and sensitive project that’s taken root in her heart.

But her attention slips. Nahida doesn’t think her brain wants to be productive today at all, which is quite unfortunate because Sumeru rather needs something productive.

The harder Nahida tries to focus, the faster her attention frays and wanders. Where is it going? And why can’t it take her with it!

She finds nothing before her capable of grasping onto it, and so Nahida finds herself staring without seeing, thinking about nothing and everything at once. She can feel herself starting to lift away from her body; some reflex that was discovered and honed and nurtured over five hundred years and a truly immeasurable amount of time in dreams funneling her conscious mind away to some other place, some other life, some other world where a country is not learning her at the same time she is learning it and they are both rapidly rewriting the rules to suit the dawning of a new era.

As Nahida has never been troubled by this particular sensation of restless inattention before, she isn’t sure what she’s to do about it.

But, if there is one thing Nahida is trying to teach herself, it’s that if she doesn’t know what to do, she should find someone who does. Sumeru is filled with minds and with a whole variety of experiences, surely there’s someone who can point her in the right direction. Or at least a direction her mind is more amiable to picking up and holding rather than batting around like an unsatisfied cat with a bit of loose string.

It’s just — it seems like such a strange thing to ask someone about, doesn’t it? Nahida worries her bottom lip, curling her toes as she scrunches her nose up at the ceiling. What if it makes her seem foolish? 

A more practical sense within her speaks, What is more foolish — sitting and staring at paper and her own hands and fidgeting the minutes away, or asking a sincere question that most might not have had to actively think of before?

Decision made, Nahida hops out of the chair, carefully pushing it back into place before walking to the open doors of the office and nodding at the guards posted just outside.

Cyno had just left for another short check up at Caravan Ribat, along with the last of the Eremites who have chosen not to stay in the city — Nahida knows that he’ll be back soon, and that things are going to be well handled in his absence, he has been nothing if not thorough in his sweep of the Matra’s personnel, but she can’t help but find herself a little disconcerted not to have his now familiar and comforting presence close at hand — and she knows Al-Haitham’s spent the past several days locked in an ongoing back and forth with senior members of the Mahamata about the organization of their ranks; namely, that he shouldn’t be in charge of them and that the Inspector needs to stop throwing case files at him because now’s not the time for a full purging of ranks for every single possible slight and misdemeanor.

(“Inspector Zara is being petty,” Al-Haitham says when Nahida asks about the Mahamata. Cyno coughs on what can be a laugh, quickly schooling his features into their more solemn austerity when Al-Haitham slants a particularly irritated look in his direction. “She’s annoyed that I’ve pulled the competent half of her staff and had them reassigned to handling matters within Sumeru City. She thinks she’s punishing me by forcing me to take a more active role in the Mahamata’s organization.”

“Is she?”

Al-Haitham’s mouth pulls into a scowl which is its own incredibly charming answer.)

So Nahida turns first to the two members of her honor guard stationed at her office doors.

“I am feeling restless,” she tells them and wonders how strange that sounds. Do mortals think gods above things like restlessness? 

Perhaps they do not think gods above such things as self-doubt and anxiety and all of the mess of the mind and heart, but the guards just nod at her anyway, taking that as a statement that has no follow up. And so Nahida is not given a chance to ask what she should do about this, because the guard on her left says —

“Will you be going out, then?”

And the guard on the right says, “Would you like for us to call for more of the guard members to accompany you?”

Going out. Is that what people do when they get restless? Go out?

Well. If that doesn’t work, Nahida supposes she could just ask more people along the way. It shall be a very efficient way of getting more hypothetical answers and eliminating one possible solution.

“I’ll go by myself,” Nahida says with confidence that’s only about eighty percent there. She has gone out by herself before — not very far, usually within the Akademiya’s grounds. Or she has gone out but with her accompanying guards following at a distance. She had a whole adventure with the Traveler just recently, too. Although, there is a certain level of security one gets when being near the Traveler. In any case, little by little, Nahida grows bolder and more sure of herself. Little steps turning into big distances. “Don’t worry. Take a break. No need to guard an empty room.”

Nahida turns and locks the room, sealing it with her own power.

“There,” she says once that’s done. “It’s quite secure now. No worries about any important secrets getting out.”

As Nahida slowly makes her way from her office to the more populated areas of the Akademiya peoples stop to stare at her, to bow. Some whisper. A few bold ones approach her to ask after her and Nahida answers — “I am restless.”

And just like with the guards, they provide her answers without realizing that she is asking a question. 

“There’s a new selection of books that’s been acquired and cataloged, it’s a volume of poetry from Natlan. Would you like to see it?” (That did stir an interest, but Nahida could feel that more reading was not what was needed in this scenario. It is confounding how Nahida does not know the correct answer, but when presented with the wrong one can recognize it as wrong with little issue. Another thing to ask someone about at some other time, she supposes. She should ask Tighnari. He seems to always have a good answers for these sort of questions of the mind and temperament.)

“A walk always clears my head. Are you going out into the city? Forgive me if I’m being bold, but sometimes getting lost in a crowd is its own cure.” (Nahida does not know how one can get lost in a crowd if one has no particular direction to go, as Nahida does. And the idea of being swallowed up by a swarm of people like that seems to fall on the side of overwhelming. But going out into the city appeals to her in a way no other suggestion has so far. Maybe it’s the thrill of something ill-advised. She will ask Al-Haitham, that does seem to be more his wheelhouse: ill-advised ventures that somehow turn out fine.)

“I always get restless when I’m working on the same thing for too long. It helps to take a break and then look at it again later.” (Is that what Nahida was doing? Working at one thing for too long? It doesn’t feel like it. Nahida has so many things to work on, after all, that when she felt that she was reaching her limit of her ability to clearly judge one she would simply put that down and pick up the next one after it. Maybe it is that whole process itself. Maybe it is the whole question of futures and corrective action and hope and the growth all combined together that scatters her. Kaveh would know what it is. She has no idea what he’s working on now but it feels like his name is appended to every other project proposal that crosses her desk, either as a designer, lead, or consulting advisor of some sort.)

So Nahida walks out the doors of the Akademiya. And just like with every time, Nahida must brace herself for that initial onslaught of sensation. And just like with every time previous, Nahida finds herself relieved when it doesn’t hit her quite as hard as the last. Nahida knows, with complete certainty, that the world rushing up to greet her doesn’t strike her as white-blind and heart-poundingly mute as that first exposure to living, to waking.

There will come a day where Nahida does not need to pause or brace herself and it is approaching Nahida with the same small steps Nahida is taking to approach everything else.

Today though, Nahida closes her eyes and focuses on calming her heart and filtering out sounds and getting used to the euphony of life around her. It will only get louder and more vital the further she is from the Akademiya after all.

“Lord Kusanali?” 

“I’m feeling restless,” Nahida says. Every time she says it the more used she is to the idea, the less embarrassed about it she feels. Why shouldn’t she feel restless? What’s wrong with it? It’s a perfectly natural feeling — apparently!

“If you’re out into the city,” the guard standing sentinel just outside the gate continues, “The jacaranda trees lining the street going along the back end of the Grand Bazaar are in full bloom. It’s quite a mess, but it’s beautiful to stand in. Especially if the wind is gentle.”

“Thank you,” Nahida says, opening her eyes slowly to take in the indolent stretch of green and blue sprawled out around her. “That does sound like quite a sight.”

Nahida would like to see the jacarandas, actually. Her mind doesn’t slip away from the idea, although it isn’t too terribly interested in it.

Now, with some sort of goal in mind, Nahida makes her way down the Divine Tree to the lower levels of Sumeru City. People who notice her press their hands to their hearts and bow their heads in reverence, waiting for her to pass and pulling others out of her way. Eyes and whispers trail her but Nahida is getting used to it, now. At least, that’s what she tells herself. She’s getting very good at pretending it doesn’t make her feel weird. That’s a bit closer to the truth of it, she supposes.

Perhaps the Sumeru she shapes in the future will be a Sumeru where people don’t blink to see their god out and about amongst them. Maybe the Sumeru of the future will be one where they cannot imagine that their god was absent among them for several hundred years.

But before the people of Sumeru get used to seeing Nahida, Nahida must get used to being seen.

Nahida makes her way towards the smaller back streets that aren’t as frequently traversed, but are still quite decently used. The purple jacaranda petals are indeed a riotous mess all about, creating a blanket of crushed blooms on the paved walkways and gathering in clumps on shop awnings. They tickle underneath her toes and heels, and with every gentle sway of wind more petals come drifting down — the snow of the land of dendro could only be petals, after all.

It is tempting to go and see Treasure’s Street or one of the other main thoroughfares. The jacarandas are not limited to this particular street after all, and Nahida thinks that the profusion of purple mixed in with the other vibrant colors of the city would be quite fine indeed. Especially when mixed with the smells of food vendors and spice merchants and flower sellers and all the other shops that crowd for the attention of Sumeru’s shoppers. But Nahida is not quite feeling up to wading through that crowd and possibly having to reject gifts again. She thinks that the message from before must have spread but there’s always a few who want to try and hand her something and Nahida can’t get over the guilt of accepting, even when she’s faced with the equal but differently flavored guilt of rejection.

The concept of being given things and owning things — material things — is one that she has not quite wrapped her head around. Nahida has a room, she has an office, she has clothes, she has a vault, she has mora, and she has a singular sewing hobby that she’s slowly feeling her way around. The are strange things that startle her every time she’s reminded of them. It’s quite a good thing that these are physical things that can be put in front of her. If she looks at them every day, over time, the knowledge of their possession will eventually sink in. 

It is easier to think of ownership in vaguer, more intangible terms. Nahida knows all about owning responsibility and burdens and faults. But you don’t normally have to hold those in your arms.

In any case, this street has quite a few shops of its own and Nahida nods at the storekeepers and shoppers who see her. She is thankful, though a little guilty about being so thankful, that they do not try to call her over. Based on what she can tell from their wares and their prices, most of these shops cater towards student; a lot of second hand shops and discounted stores that lean more in the way of shelf-stable goods than the fresh wares being hawked and haggled over just a few city blocks away. They must be more used to the wandering of Akademiya’s dazed minds.

Nahida takes her time walking underneath the bowed branches of the jacarandas as the sun peers in at the city, ducking underneath the larger, thicker branches of the Divine Tree above and the multitudes of tree coronas that politely dodge around each other like puzzle pieces waiting for permission to connect. 

As Nahida walks she breathes in the smell of crushed petals and mid-morning air and she feels the sun on her skin and in the distance she hears the sounds of more crowded thoroughfares with their infectious overflow of business and enthusiasm for the day billowing up and out like mushroom spores. Nahida lets her eyes move and roam and drink in everything without settling on anything in particular. 

Nahida looks to look. She listens to listen. She smells to smell. These are the little things that will stay with her, the stretches of banality that will linger and provide solace at the peaks and lows.

This is, Nahida thinks, the same as Collei’s sunrises — for all that it is much louder, in the middle of the day, and in the heart of a city, it is the same sort of treasure. It is the same sort of strange and impossible to wrap your mind around solace. Here is the world you thought you would never have. Touch it. Be touched by it. Hold it in you and let it become you. Remember, once you were dead, and this is what you had lost. Nahida’s heart swells in her chest and her mouth smiles and she’s reaches a hand up — uncaring of how silly she must look to those who do watch her still — and pretends that she can snatch at the sky with this little hand. 

It is good to be out. It is good to be.

The feeling of being watched eases, although she knows there are still eyes on her. There will always be eyes on her. It is a comforting thought as well as a worrisome one. That is the way things are, she supposes. Some things carry over from dreaming to waking — feelings are hard to pin down and work out in both.

At the end of the row of jacarandas and shops the street curves gently to merge into one of the larger avenues that makes up the Grand Bazaar. It merges in towards the end though, near the theater. And at this time of day, Nahida doesn’t think it ought to be too crowded. It shouldn’t be too much for her to wade into that sea of sensations.

That sounds good, actually. Nahida’s wandering mind pokes and prods at the idea. Yes. That sounds quite good. Nahida wants to see Nilou. After all of this quiet and wandering while being alone, Nahida thinks she wants to find someone who knows her. 

A friend. Yes. That sounds better. Nahida wants to see a friend.

Today Nahida feels restless and a little bit brave and a lot hopeful. It is a good day, Nahida thinks, to spend with a friend.

She walks onto the new path with certainty in her feet and energy in her shoulders and jacarandas on the mind.

It’s certainly more crowded, but there is some benefit in this in that Nahida finds it easier to slip past and around people who are so busy looking up or at their own eye level — caught up in their own private worlds and schedues and lives — they don’t think to look down. And those that do are, fortunately, quickly rushed along through the crowds by the flow of people moving or by their own business. If anyone lingers too long, Nahida is certain that it would be a fine excuse indeed to say that one was late because they happened to spot the Archon of Sumeru walking about the shops. And now, with Nahida’s slow and more frequent excursions into the city, it is even a plausible one.

Nahida turns towards the Zubayr Theater, nestled in the roots of the Divine Tree and starts to walk.

Soon enough, through the thinning crowd, Nahida spots the familiar and comforting bloom of Nilou’s red hair against the whites of her dancer’s regalia. Nilou is, for once, not being crowded by the various people who make up the eclectic family of merchants and frequenters of the Grand Bazaar, but a solitary figure. Nahida’s legs, of their own volition, begin to pick up the pace as she slips through crowds of bodies like a little fish through reeds.

“Lord Kusanali!” Nilou’s face brightens when she spots Nahida approaching. She waves, stepping out from the other figure who turns around, revealing themselves to be Kaveh.

Nahida hurries along, the feeling of so many eyes on her — noticing her, now that they know she’s here — swelling into a greater pressure; but with the knowledge that some of these eyes are familiar ones, known ones, the weight of it is somehow more manageable.

“Nilou, you can call me Nahida, I know I’ve said that before. You’ll hurt my feelings if you keep forgetting,” Nahida teases, coming up to them. “And aren’t you two an unusual pair. What, as they say, is happening?”

Kaveh and Nilou both laugh, but it isn’t a mean one. It’s a beautiful sound. Just for that alone, this little adventure has more than paid off. It’s a good day to be restless. Is this why Al-Haitham takes such strange gambles when he’s bored?

“Out for a walk, Nahida?” Kaveh asks, looking past her, “No guard? Well done there. We’re getting bolder by the day.”

“I don’t need one.” This is a conversation that she’s said dozens of times over. Some part of her remains touched that people care so much. Another part is just getting a touch annoyed. She’s little, but she’s several hundred years old with powers beyond the ken of most mortal understanding. Sure, she’s not going to be reaching the top shelf of the House of Daena’s impressive shelves on her own anytime soon, but she can certainly manage herself against some ordinary ruffians. Probably.

“Is that what you told Cyno or what you told the guards he ordered to follow you?” Kaveh asks.

“When you ask questions like that you sound like Al-Haitham. Maybe we should get you different company,” Nahida tells him because she knows it will be incredibly funny. Kaveh wrinkles his nose, entire expression scrunching up with annoyance. And she was right!

Nilou shakes her head, red hair falling about her in gentle waves although her smile remains in her eyes. She turns to Nahida, the smile that currently is in bloom in her eyes and the roses in the round of her cheeks completely offset her attempt at scolding when she speaks. “You shouldn’t tease Master Kaveh like that, Nahida. You’ll set him off again and I just got him talking about something that isn’t Scribe Al-Haitham.”

“Everyone acts like he’s the only thing I ever talk about,” Kaveh grumbles, flicking hair out of his eyes with an annoyed shake of his head.

“Isn’t he?” Nilou teases. Kaveh opens his mouth to respond and Nahida interrupts before Kaveh really can get into it, it being the subject of Al-Haitham and whatever quarrels they’ve gotten in and out of in the time since she’s last seen either of them— and she has no doubt he would play it up to make her and Nilou laugh some more. “But really, what are you two up to?”

“We’re talking about renovations to the theater,” Nilou answers. “Now that performing arts aren’t going to be strictly regulated — thank you, for that, by the way, I don’t think anyone could ever say it enough — “

Nahida quickly holds her hands up, shaking her head. “You shouldn’t have to thank me for that, Nilou. They never should have been restricted and controlled like that to start with. There’s a time and a place for examination of themes and morals and fact, but taking it to that degree isn’t right. It was wrong of the Akademiya to do that. I’m just pushing everything in the right direction to fix the wrong.”

“Which is more than most would ever do,” Nilou assures her. “And you’ve certainly made it a priority.”

“Sumeru has starved for too long of sensations of the heart that cannot be found inside of a book.”

“Well said,” Kaveh muses, “And hopefully Sumeru shan’t be starving in this manner again. Nilou’s troupe has just received the notice for their provisional funds and they’re looking to hire.”

Nahida turns to Kaveh, question in her eyes although she’s not sure how to say it. Kaveh’s face softens a little —

“It’s alright. The Sage selection process is still ongoing but my Darshan has already sent forward their list of candidates. None of whom are me — thank god, thank you. My time will be freeing up shortly. And this is what I’m meant to be doing anyway. I’d rather be out here talking with people and finding out what’s needed than get shut up in an office going over figures and negotiating terms. We can just leave that to Al-Haitham for now. As much as he must find the whole thing tedious, even he has to admit that he excels in rounding people up and making them do actual work.”

“Master Kaveh is in high demand,” Nilou says, “But he also has a reputation for only taking on commissions he finds interesting. And I hope that our theater and the different sorts of additions and changes we hope he can help us with is an interesting enough project.”

“I can assure you that it is,” Kaveh tells her, “So interesting, in fact, I’d offer to do it for free, but if I actually did that I think Al-Haitham really would throttle me. And then I’d be forced to be terribly unkind and return the favor to him. Have you ever met a junior so disrespectful? I should hope that you say no, I wouldn’t wish this fate upon anyone else. I must have been terribly interesting in a past life to gather this sort of karma.”

“You’re terribly interesting now,” Nahida points out.

“Then I suppose I’ll be stuck with him in the next life too,” Kaveh mourns, though his eyes glitter with poorly disguised humor. “And what of you, Nahida? What brings you to this corner of the city? An afternoon constitutional? Or are you after some matter of business?”

“Maybe my business is the afternoon itself,” Nahida says, thinking once more of Collei and the sunrise above the tree line and the mist of early mornings. In her last letter to Collei, Nahida had sent along a small length of fabric she had found in her vault. It reminded her of the sunrise over the treetops of Gandharva Ville. She hopes that it will remind Collei of the same.

When Nahida has time, she should find a way to go out and visit again. Nahida has almost finished her second Akasha doll. This one is shaping up to be quite nice. Collei would be quite proud of it, Nahida thinks.

“Then what lovely business it is,” Nilou smiles. “Have you eaten? Master Kaveh and I were going to have lunch together at the theater, and there’s always too much food.”

“I don’t want to intrude on your business,” Nahida says, but Nilou is holding her hand out already. Nahida finds herself reaching back as they start to walk into the theater itself, up the smooth worn wooden stairs to the stage where the rest of the troupe busies itself with their own meals or other matters of preparation. People look up, smiling at Nahida — a few rise to their feet or pause in what they’re doing, hands to their chests as they bow their heads before returning to their tasks. 

Nilou’s right about the Grand Bazaar. Everyone here really is like family. What a strange thing for Nahida to be able to confirm — something being like family. Nahida cannot remember what it would be like. Were the Archons like family? Morax had said that they spoke and quarreled, but if she called they would come. But would it — would it be good, peaceful, like this? Or would it be horribly tense and they would leave right away after fulfilling that old promise?

The letters still sit on Nahida’s desk, waiting for her to gather enough courage to play her hand. And Nahida flip-flops between sending them or ripping them up every time she looks at them. She should get these to Al-Haitham to read over before she ends up ripping them up and throwing them into a fire. Without the threat of imminent danger or maliciousness, would they still care to come? Were the Archons only united in troubles and in strife? Outside of that — did they care?

What was Buer to them?

That question just prods at the emptiness in her head and makes her a little sad. 

Today is too good to be a sad one, so Nahida pushes that thought to the side for when she’s a little braver, a little more steady. Today Nahida wants to step closer to this side of the world, mortal and fast and vivid. Today, Nahida wants to be part of the Grand Bazaar and this smaller world it contains with its own set of rules and patterns that have room for everyone in the world, even Nahida when the rest of the world didn’t have room for her.

Nahida is curious. Her instinct as the god of the Land of Wisdom stirs up and bids her to go to the other theater members to ask what they’re doing, and to watch, to learn, to build upon the ever growing collection of experiences that Nahida is collecting for herself in real time with every passing breath.

Most of their shows have been suspended for now because of the current rapid reshuffling of Sumeru’s governance and the subsequent rewriting of laws, but Nahida is excited for when their shows return to their normal schedule. Nahida thinks she would like to attend one in person. Maybe this time Nilou be alright with it — Nahida thinks that if she asked, this time Nilou would say yes. But she’d only go for a little bit. Nahida’s not so sure if she can handle being in a crowd for the length of an entire play just yet.

Perhaps, by the time the shows are back normal, Nahida will even be used to walking around by herself that she can go and sit through a whole performance.

Small steps, she reminds herself. Small steps.

She pulls herself away from her idle wondering as she and Nilou and Kaveh sit around several rugs with platters of food out. Nilou is right, Nahida can tell that these platters must have been very full before they got here. And they still are, despite the amount of food that must have already been eaten by the other theater troupe members.

There are a few others sitting already and they pass out plates and a basin of water to clean the hands. Nahida follows Nilou and Kaveh’s lead as small talk is exchanged — a few people talk to Nahida directly, a little shy and hesitant just as she is, but she can feel their sincerity in asking after her well being. Nahida tries to return this kindness in turn. She hopes it comes across. Nahida wants to be a kind god — if nothing else.

The food is good and the company is better. Where they are is far back enough from the rest of the Grand Bazaar that while Nahida can hear and see it, it isn’t as strongly felt. Nahida is getting better at this whole walking and existing and living among other people thing, but there’s really only so much of it she’s able to handle at once. That capacity is growing, like a muscle. But a little one. A little muscle. 

Someday she’s going to be able to walk through those crowds just fine without any prickles going up and down her arms and she’s going to be able to meet people’s eyes with full confidence. 

Someday, hopefully someday soon, Nahida is going to go look into the eyes of her people and feel like she fits whatever they see because they will be seeing her and the her that they see will be a Lord Kusanali that she actively shaped. It is a nice someday to dream towards. 

No, even better — to work towards.

Sheikh Zubayr comes over during the meal, sitting down next to Kaveh and in front of Nilou and the three of them begin to talk plans for the theater’s remodeling and upgrading. Nahida listens with half an ear — some part of her wants it to be a surprise, something to look forward to as she watches the city grow and change — and focuses the rest of her attention on the rest of the world around her.

She watches the crowds of people moving about the afternoon in the distance. Some meander close, walking into the amphitheater now and again before moving on with their days. If anyone notices Nahida present she can’t tell. 

How strange it is, to find anonymity pleasing — how curiously strange to find blending into the background like this so relaxing. One would think that after five hundred years of solitude, this would be terrible. But Nahida can only find peace, sitting here in the shade of the theater, her legs crossed underneath her, food in her belly, and the sounds of life flowing over and around her as though she were a pebble at the bottom of a riverbed. 

What a contradiction, Nahida thinks to herself. 

On one hand, it’s taken her weeks of slowly stretching her own boundaries — like some snake sloughing off its skin — to become comfortable with seeing and being seen, and yet at times Nahida cannot stand the silence of her own self. Nahida returns to her new rooms in the Akademiya every night with her windows and shutters open to let the sounds and smells and colors of world in, and soft glowing crystals infused with dendro energy. And it is only then that Nahida can find herself able to truly settle and slip into a natural rest.

What is this, then? What’s so different about this?

Nilou, on Nahida’s left, reaches past Nahida to pick at a platter of dates, cutting and pitting one with a small knife and offering half to Nahida. Nahida takes it to nibble at. As the sweetness sticks to her teeth Kaveh leans forward to take the water pitcher and refill her cup and his, free hand drawing a sweeping line over their heads as he talks about ceiling restorations and installations of electronic lights from Fontaine.

Ah.

That’s what’s different. 

This, here, is not the same as before. 

Nahida is not alone. Nor is she lonely. This is not isolation, this moment in this place in time, is not solitude. Nahida does not speak and she is not currently being spoken to, but she exists and continues to be perceived by others. She has not vanished, a dream to be burned for fuel or to fade away with time or some figment of the imagination that blurs at the edges of the vision. Nahida, even without actively interacting with others, continues to actively exist.

This is tranquility. This is serenity. This is peace. This is what it is to live a life — to really live it, and not have it go by you. This is what it means to exist in the waking world.

Nahida eats her half of the date, belly warm with food and wants-fulfilled, and the wind carries with it the smell of food and grass and clean, fresh air. Nahida closes her eyes, fingers sticky, body drowsy with contentment, and feels it over her face. Just a few weeks ago this tickle of a breeze would have had her entire body paralyzed with overwhelming shock, with delight and terror at the unknown that had only been understood as words and vague concepts gathered from the second-hand perceptions of others.

But today it makes her cheeks pull at the corners of her mouth. It makes her hair dance. It makes Nahida think of music and laughter. It makes Nahida think, not at all, but feel. And it is good and lovely and painless. It does not hurt. Nahida does not hurt.

Nahida hears the world without listening to it, choosing instead to just bask in the feeling of life around her, of being in the thick of it. Nahida lets her powers slowly unspool from within herself, floating upwards like a mist, like a morning song. She lets her mind soar above herself, not to read or to look in or to gather, but just to feel the feeling of so many around her. She picks out the bright minds of Nilou and Sheikh Zubayr and Kaveh, flickering like the hearts of candles as they talk about whatever plans they’re working on; each one brilliant and pulsing with the joy of their hearts. Nahida looks out further, towards the rest of the theater and those assembled there. Each one bright and content like Nahida is now.

She looks out further, across a horizon of minds at work, at play, at rest. Nahida imagines growing so big she can hold them all in her arms, and wonders if maybe that’s why Sumeru City was built here. Maybe, a long time ago — when she was different; when she had her memories from before the Cataclysm and her full powers from before the loss of the Goddess of Flowers and the sealing of the Scarlet King —she had them build their city right here because she knew that the tender sapling that would someday grow to become the Divine Tree capable of holding up the heart of a nation. Maybe then, with her powers of dendro, she knew that she would be able to reach through the living structures of root and branch and leaf to look out and over her people.

What a beautiful thought. Nahida may never know the answer — perhaps those memories will never return to her, but she will make new ones in their stead — but she thinks that the one she just thought of now was very nice indeed.

Nahida tips her face to the sun and throws her thoughts out to the sky, to the world — Let me keep this. Let me keep this. I’ll ask for nothing else. Just let me keep this. It is beautiful, and I think I am quite in love with it, and I think that is also beautiful.

All around her the city moves and breathes and chatters. All around her the world moves forward, one moment at a time in a steady march on a never diminishing path. Infinity weaves itself anew over and over with every single heartbeat — endless and full of all the love a world has to offer.

Nahida spots coming towards them, a familiar flare of a mind. She pulls herself back into her body completely and opens her eyes, waiting to see the body that houses the mind come into view.

Al-Haitham’s shape blends out of the crowd, although he is given a certain amount of distance anyway. He walks into the shaded amphitheater, eyes meeting Nahida’s. She smiles at him as he approaches, waving.

Kaveh turns around to look as Al-Haitham begins to take the gently curved stairs up to the main platform.

“There’s you again,” Kaveh sighs as soon as Al-Haitham is close enough. Al-Haitham folds down next to him, nodding at Nilou and Sheikh Zubayr in greeting. “Have you no work to do?”

“Are you not work?” Al-Haitham replies, causing Kaveh to roll his eyes with a quiet scoff.

“How did it go with the Mahamata?” Nahida asks.

“Clearly it’s gone well, seeing as how I’ve successfully escaped to be here,” Al-Haitham tells her, causing Nilou to stifle a giggle into her palm, looking away quickly. Sheikh Zubayr’s lips press together and his brows furrow, but Nahida can tell it’s because he’s also trying not to laugh. “Another branch of the Mahamata has roused the Inspector’s annoyance, and she’s decided to leave Sumeru City temporarily to correct the issue.”

“I need to meet this Inspector one day,” Kaveh says.

Al-Haitham looks straight at him. “She does not want to meet you.”

“Why, what did you tell her about me?”

Al-Haitham blinks. “I don’t talk about you to other people. Why would I do that?”

Kaveh just closes his eyes, the picture of a man trying and failing to find patience. He simply says, “I shouldn’t even be surprised by you anymore.”

“No you shouldn’t,” Al-Haitham agrees, turning his attention back to the rest of them. “Are you discussing the renovation of the theater?”

“Yes,” Sheikh Zubayr says, “Thank you, again, for your assistance with the petition for funding. One must have the mind of an eel to get through all of those complexities.”

Al-Haitham shrugs a shoulder, reaching out to pluck a fig from one of the bowls. 

There’s still a lot of food left, which has Nahida wondering if maybe there’s some sort of magic here that’s making everything constantly replenish. But maybe just a little bit at a time so you don’t notice it. She’s not sure what else could explain it, because Nahida knows she ate a decent amount. She saw Kaveh and Nilou eat. She saw a lot of other people eating too. And before they got here people had already finished. How can there still be food left? This is something that the Akademiya scholars must look into. How come communal food gathers like this never run out? It could be a truly life changing discovery.

“It was long overdue,” Al-Haitham says, “You should thank Nahida for having the issue of Sumeru’s lack of attention towards non-traditional Darshan subjects brought forward for immediate assessment and correction.”

“Maybe I just like Nilou,” Nahida says, because when it comes down to it Nahida might be a god but she’s also learning to be a little selfish when she can, and part of that is choosing to help the people she knows before the people she doesn’t. Nahida thinks that if she can find the balance between being certain people’s friends and everyone’s god she’ll be in a good place indeed. It may be improbable and at times she may be forced to choose, but for something like setting aside funding for the Zubayr Theater and those who work and live alongside it, she thinks that this can be allowed to let slide without guilt.

Everyone laughs at that, except for Al-Haitham although his eyes turn up slightly at the corners. It would not surprise Nahida if Al-Haitham had somehow sussed out the truth of it and the thoughts, or lack thereof, behind it.

Nahida thinks that he would probably even approve. Of everyone Nahida has come to know, there is no one who embodies the spirit of chasing their instinct and wants without care so much as Al-Haitham.

Nahida winks at him. Al-Haitham, possibly, winks back but his hair is covering that eye. It would be very Al-Haitham to wink like that. He makes his own fun.

The afternoon slips by just like this. Kaveh and Sheikh Zubayr continuing to talk about their ideas and the details of cost and time and how to possibly work around construction, so on and so forth, with occasional input from others who come and go. Nilou and Al-Haitham end up talking to each other about, of all things, a light novel series currently being published in Inazuma that was written by someone in Liyue. 

Nilou is clearly as surprised as Nahida is that Al-Haitham would know about this or want to talk about it, but it doesn’t stop her from quickly getting excited as they talk about their favorite scenes and their thoughts for how the series will progress.

Kaveh turns towards Al-Haitham as Sheikh Zubayr leaves to discuss something with some of the other troupe members, eyebrows raised, “So you’ve found someone to talk about ‘A Legend of a Sword’ with, finally.”

“Do you not read it, Master Kaveh?”

“I make him read it out loud to me sometimes when I’m working,” Kaveh replies, “It’s pleasant enough, I suppose. I’m more a fan of the artwork, to no one’s surprise.”

The three of them get pulled into talking more about the series. Nahida has passing knowledge about it, and if she reached into the Akasha network — turned off for the rest of Sumeru, but simply asleep within Nahida, still ready and waiting for her to touch upon it if needed — she could pluck out everything she needs to know about the series. She does not. She finds that she enjoys trying to piece together this mystery of word and brush based on what they’re saying and their opinions on it.

She watches them talk about this thing that they so clearly enjoy, finding joy in their joy. And Nahida, in this moment, realizes that all of that restless energy from earlier has gone. She’s done nothing to get rid of it — she walked and she ate and she’s been sitting here for quite a while now — but she’s not actually done anything. And yet her mind feels focused and refreshed. If she went back to tackle some of those things on her to-do-list now she’d actually be able to concentrate enough to do it.

Nahida makes a mental note to write to Collei and have the letter sent off with Cyno’s next batch to see if she has any interest in this series. Maybe they could read it together. That’s a thing people do right? Book club? Or maybe she should drop by and visit. See the sunrise again.

“Nahida, have you read the book?” Nilou asks her.

Nahida shakes her head, “It sounds very interesting based on all of your opinions. I’ll have to find time to read it.”

“Al-Haitham can lend you his copies,” Kaveh volunteers. “Come collect them anytime.”

Nahida looks to Al-Haitham, who just shrugs a shoulder. “They’re good books.”

Their little party breaks off and away soon after: Nilou and the rest of the troupe have to prepare for their evening performances, Al-Haitham to the end of day reports he sits in to record the minutes of and temporarily guide in Cyno’s absence, Kaveh to attend to organizing matters for the theater’s refurbishment, and Nahida back to her offices to return to wrestling a better future for them all out of the not-quite-blank slate that they have in front of them.

-

Nahida sleeps, doll’s rough but earnest seams touching against the body’s cheek, shutters opened to bring in the murmur of the world’s nocturnal populace. Lord Kusanali rests and recovers for another day of tackling one thing at a time.

And Buer, unfurls, resplendent in the full flush of their power to roam a domain that even after all these years contains a vast breadth of ever changing secrets. They could sit in the sky for another hundred, five hundred, thousand years and it would make no difference. For this world is vast and ever changing, dreams flow as water to match the shape of the mind — and ever mind is a universe of potential growth and choice. 

Buer rides currents of thought and dream, skimming along — touching everything and nothing — content to feel the overall sound of limitless love rise and fall like a breath. Buer drags their fingers through the current just to feel it, holding onto nothing. Restlessness is a word that has no place within the God of Dreams, but it is the nature of a dream to be contrary and vexing, so Buer can’t find it within themselves to be too upset about it. It is nice, too, to just lay back in suspension — to float.

For immeasurable and unquantifiable units of time, Buer drifts across dreams before they feel something pulling at her. It is gentle, but insistent, and — familiar.

Curiosity stirring, Buer lets it pull at her, little by little. And then once their curiosity is fully roused, they turn their attention to it fully and start to move after it, no longer needing to be pulled. The source is faint, but Buer can feel nothing but good intention from it, and then —

Green. Rolling hills and drifting winds with nothing to stop them, allowing them to roll and play and tumble as children do. Clouds drift and scroll across the sky in clumps of languid and cheerful white. Buer stands among the hills and the wind and the clouds and the sky, tranquility dousing them like spring showers. Buer turns and sees the large, ancient tree that stands guard over the plains outside of the City of Freedom. And underneath its boughs stands Barbatos’s likeness in stone. The statue glows as their attention turns to it. 

Then rushing towards them, the feeling of a sudden gust as the image blows away like dandelion seeds, leaving behind only the words: Gandharva Ville.

Nahida wakes, scrubbing her eyes as the tendrils of dream fade away from her.

Early morning sun has begun to tickle at the sky and the birds are tuning themselves up for the day. Nahida sits up in bed among her pillows and blankets and looks up.

Glimmering faintly with just a touch of anemia energy that is already fading, a single cecilia drifts down, down, down, into her waiting hand. The flower is a little battered from its long journey, but that’s nothing her own dendro energy can’t fix.

Gandharva Ville.

-

Nahida slips in through the back door, calling out to the two she knows are here because she can feel the faint pulse of their Visions.

“Al-Haitham, Kaveh!” Nahida calls out, “I’ve got a question I would like to ask you both, please.”

Then she comes to a sudden stop, mouth clicking shut when she sees the two of them crammed onto their sofa in a tangle of limbs. Al-Haitham has an arm over his face and one leg dangling off the edge, bare foot flat on the floor. Kaveh is half on the floor, half over Al-Haitham’s legs, face planted into Al-Haitham’s stomach, arms wound around the back of his head and neck. Both of them groan — miserable — and Nahida covers her mouth before quietly tip-toeing forward. The curtains are open so it can’t be a migraine day. It could be a bad sleep day for Kaveh, but that wouldn’t explain Al-Haitham. And both of them have been given several days off by her (a relief to many of Al-Haitham’s subordinates and Kaveh’s own cohort, the two of them put the words “hard working” to shame out of sheer spite) so they shouldn’t have been doing anything. And if Nahida finds out that someone’s been pestering them to work behind her back she’ll be quite cross about it. 

“Are you sick?” She asks, stepping over Kaveh’s legs to stand closer to where their heads are. Kaveh lifts a listless hand from the back of his head to half-wave half-flick it in a gesture that means nothing to Nahida, and drops it down over Al-Haitham’s chest.

“You tell her,” Kaveh says, voice sounding ragged.

Al-Haitham grunts not moving the arm over his eyes. With his other hand he shoves Kaveh’s arm off of his chest and then gestures towards his temple.

“Just look,” he says, voice flat.

Nahida frowns, and then reaches out her hand to touch against the side of his head. She’s only done this a few times with them before — quick little glimpses to practice. Nahida isn’t very good at doing this when she’s Nahida and when people are awake. It’s hard to look in on them without accidentally dropping inside of them. 

Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s minds, in particular, are rather tricky. They’re too loud — they carry too much inside of them and handle it all at once. Al-Haitham, more so than Kaveh because his mind carries such a large and ever growing body of information that’s constantly building upon itself and being drawn from for every active thought. Kaveh’s gets tangled up in imaginary things, any half dozen images constructing themselves and examining themselves before falling apart to try coming together again floating around the back of his head.

Peering in past the surface layers to try and get at anything specific is like suddenly dropping into a giant bowl of curry. It’s all flavors and spices and chunks of vegetables and meat — except the flavors are moods, the spices are memories, and the chunks are fragments of thoughts and Nahida’s head spins round and round from all of it at once. 

She’s tried it with Cyno once or twice, as well. It was still overwhelming; his mind was like ducking under a river — current pushing in one way, uniformly, but still quite dazzling. It’s a learning curve.

Al-Haitham’s mind opens to her easily, and after a bit of poking the memory he’s trying to show her shoulders its way forward and to her attention. Nahida plunges in.

She is standing with them in a house. It’s the next door neighbor’s house — the half-blind woman that she remembers Al-Haitham and Kaveh talking to a few times and sometimes drafts Nahida into helping her with small chores, or gives her little bits of candy. Nahida isn’t actually sure if Nour knows that Nahida is Lord Kusanali or not, but it’s quite nice to be treated like a child — in a good way — so she doesn’t quite mind it. If gods have grandmothers, this is probably what it would feel like.

They’re standing in Nour’s kitchen as she goes about putting food onto large platters while Kaveh insists —

“We’re barely even home. It’ll just go bad. Don’t you have other strays to feed that aren’t us, Nour Aunt? Your nephew can certainly put it away, no? Al-Haitham, don’t just stand there, help me on this. You’re the one who took a whole year’s worth of oratory classes.”

“You are actively making this worse,” Al-Haitham says staring straight ahead at a wall, “Every time you protest she just adds more — look.”

“One of you has eyes that isn’t for decoration,” Nour Aunt comments as she continues to ladle soup into a large bowl. “Besides, this isn’t just for you, you fools.” She turns onto them and Nahida can’t tell if she’s scowling or squinting. She’s really got terrible eyesight. Nahida wonders why she doesn’t get spectacles, and she’s asked this but that just set Kaveh and Al-Haitham to sighing and making funny faces so she can only guess there’s an entire story behind that, too. “I have my doubts as to whether you two are really graduates of the Akademiya. Did you know my nephew says you’re famous? I can’t tell what for when you two go around acting like fools. Aren’t you too old to be foolish? Leave that to younger men.”

“What,” Kaveh groans, “Did we do now to earn this kind of talking to, Nour Aunt? And please, don’t feel the need to go easy on us.”

Nour Aunt shakes her head at them, clicking her tongue. “And one of you claims to be a graduate of the Haravatat.”

Al-Haitham scowls, then, opening his mouth to finally protest, but Nour Aunt continues on, undaunted.

“When one says to make room for Lord Kusanali in a relationship they don’t mean it literally. What are you feeding that poor girl? Locked up and betrayed by the Sages for literal gods knows how long, and I bet you’ve only fed her street food. How is she supposed to grow like that? And her clothes! Bring her over for measurements. Who’s her tailor? Haven’t they got any other ideas for her? She’s dressed well, yes, but that can’t be all. Same colors, same designs day in, day out. Is there a rule that the Archon can’t wear colors that aren’t white or green? And how come whenever she stays with you that’s all she’s got? What does she wear to sleep? Don’t tell me she wears your old clothes, Kaveh. I wouldn’t wish your hand-me-downs on anyone, not even your Al-Haitham.”

Kaveh, at this point, has begun to laugh-wheeze so hard he’s crying. He has a death grip on Al-Haitham’s shoulder, but his knees are slowly failing him as he curls up, choking and wheezing, facing turning an unflattering red as he laughs uncontrollably with one arm wrapped around his middle.

Al-Haitham’s face is frozen in perfect blankness. Kaveh looks up at Al-Haitham through tear-filled eyes and just starts laughing anew, almost entirely on his knees now; the only thing holding him somewhat upright is the slipping grip he has on Al-Haitham’s shoulder — bicep, elbow, forearm, as he slowly slides down onto Nour’s floor.

The memory cuts off there, although Nahida is sure that it goes on for some time.

Kaveh groans, slowly pushing up so that he’s sitting on his heels, one arm folded on the edge of the couch alongside Al-Haitham’s leg as he pushes his hair out of his face. His cheeks are still flushed and his eyes are red rimmed.

“That woman could probably have talked all of the Sages into confessing their own crimes and locking themselves in prison if we gave her the chance,” Kaveh declares, rubbing the heel of his hand against his head. “My head hurts. I haven’t laughed like that in ages. Gods.”

Al-Haitham grunts, possibly agreeing but not moving. Nahida tentatively pats his shoulder in what she hopes is comfort. It is very funny though. Nahida is sure that if the rest of the the populace knew that the Scribe of the Akademiya and the most famous and sought after mind to leave the Kshahrewar’s halls in the past several hundred years were so easily cowed and pushed around by a half-blind aunt living next door to them they’d all be laughing themselves sick. Nahida has a hard time believing it, even though she’s seen direct evidence of it.

Kaveh wobbles to his feet, waving for Nahida, “Come. We ended up with much more food than anyone can eat in a reasonable amount of time. It’s like she thinks we’re twenty people bundled up into two. I’m pretty sure the amount of food she made us haul over here is enough to feed an entire corps of mercenaries.”

“It’s her way of showing you that she worried,” Nahida says, following Kaveh back into the kitchen, leaving Al-Haitham to either the shock or a sulk, Nahida can’t tell. “Just like when Cyno offers to tell you a joke.”

“You’ve got the way of it, yes.” Kaveh’s mouth flickers up into a smile as he starts to make room at the table, which — now that Nahida looks again — is overflowing with not just stray paperwork and bits of project parts, but also several dishes covered in squares of cloth. There’s barely any space in between dishes, some even balanced on top of the other. Nahida doesn’t know how she missed that upon coming in the first time. 

She breathes deep, as always marveling at how deep she can draw air — her lungs and ribs expand and expand and expand until it hurts a little but it feels so much, so so much, that Nahida adores the feeling of feeling, and it will never get old no matter what, she knows it — and smells flour, coconut, all sorts of spices, something sweet underneath it all, and garlic.

“Tell me what it is you were going to say earlier,” Kaveh says, sitting down and pushing a chair out for her with his foot as he starts to uncover the dishes with sharp flicks of his wrist, bundling up the cloth covers to drape over the back of a chair. He clicks his tongue sharply, turning over his shoulder to yell towards the living room. “Come, Nour Aunt’s made siri paya, which is how you know she was really worried. We need to actually thank her with something nice this time that isn’t us gracing her with our absence.”

“Well. Speaking of absence…”

Kaveh pushes a shallow and wide mouthed basket of naan towards Nahida and gets up again to fetch bowls and spoons and the like, as well as fetching some rice. He dishes food out to her as she nibbles on her naan and tentatively, in starts and stops, tells him about the dream. About Barbatos’s message to her, because that’s what it has to be. A message. They want her to go to Gandharva Ville and Nahida wants to answer. Would they consider coming with her? For whatever reason, Nahida doesn’t want to go by herself. Something in her says that this little trip will be important — not in a bad way, but in a…well. Maybe in a Nahida way.

Although that could be a bad or a good thing. She isn’t so sure.

Al-Haitham emerges from the living room, composure regained, and goes to stand at Kaveh’s shoulder, surveying the spread of food before them before sighing and going to the cupboards and shelves to collect other items.

“Just eat it as is,” Kaveh says, pushing out a chair for Al-Haitham with his foot. “You were listening, no? What do you think? Care to peel yourself away from the office for a week or so to pop in on Gandharva Ville? It’s about time you met Tighnari in person.”

Al-Haitham hums in assent as he starts to cut ginger and lemon. He comes over to ladle the soup into bowls, sprinkling ginger and lemon over each bowl before setting one in front of Nahida, another in front of Kaveh — this one he practically squeezes half a lemon into — and the last for himself.

“No coriander?” Kaveh says as Al-Haitham begins to eat. 

“I’m not risking going to her yard to cut some, are you?” Al-Haitham replies, turning towards Nahida, “The general must be pleased by this, I assume you’ll have him come as well?”

“Yes, I have to send a note out to him and I also want him to stay behind afterwards. He could use the time away. For not-work things, I mean,” Nahida replies, sipping at the soup. She’s heard about it, but she’s never actually eaten it before. It’s warm and the smell of the spices and the sharp trace of lemon makes her mouth water for more. “I wonder what Barbatos wants to talk about.”

“Probably the same thing you do. It only makes sense that if you’re thinking of someone, they’ll eventually think of you,” Kaveh muses. “Which reminds me, after this, go next door. Nour Aunt wants to talk to you. Did Al-Haitham show you that part?”

“What does she want to talk to me about?” Nahida wonders how long Nour knew Nahida was Lord Kusanali. Was it the entire time? And she still treated Nahida like a child? She’s not sure if she’s embarrassed or not. She’s leaning towards not, because it’s not like Nahida ever did anything bad. She acted just like herself.

“Did you think we stuck around long enough to ask?” Kaveh asks.

Nahida looks between them, who are now suddenly not looking at her at all.

“You’ll not be coming with me will you?”

“Absolutely not,” Kaveh says without a hint of remorse.

“You’re Archon of Sumeru,” Al-Haitham reasons, “Why do we need to go with you when you’re going a few meters away?”

Nahida watches the two of them distinctly not looking back at her.

“You two are very silly,” she decides. “My Scribe and my Architect are scared of their neighbor.”

“She’s a cut above the rest, Nahida. You’ve met her, what are we supposed to do? We’ll be stuck there for ages and there’s only so much food and nagging one can take at any given time.”

“Very silly,” Nahida repeats, holding her bowl out. “Seconds please, I must fortify myself in order to face down the scary aunt who lives next door and defend my Scribe and my Architect’s honor.”

-

By the time Nahida has extracted herself from Nour’s living room she thinks she might not have needed that second bowl of soup because Nour, herself, kept trying to feed Nahida as though she were a starving waif. She’s full to bursting now. She wobbles back the few meters from Nour’s house to the Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s, feeling a lot like either a really spoiled cat that’s got claim to the scraps out back of a fish monger’s stall or a prized courier pigeon that’s go the rule of the roost and the best of the feed. These are two feelings Nahida actually knows pretty well because when she was locked in with herself and only herself in the Sanctuary of Surasthana, these were the two types of dreams that she would wrap herself up in when she’s feeling particularly cold and miserable.

“So, what did she want?” Kaveh asks, holding the door open for her as she teeters in through the back. 

“She asked me a lot of questions that I wasn’t sure on the answers to and I am to return in one week’s time,” Nahida tells him. She sluggishly makes her way through the kitchen into the living room. Al-Haitham has moved the furniture aside so he has room to do his stretches. He glances up at her wobbly entry and uses his foot to nudge her favorite cushion out from the pile underneath the low table before returning to some kind of plank exercise. She flops down onto it with a tremendous yawn, made all the more sleepy by seeing Al-Haitham.

“What for?” Al-Haitham asks when he’s finished with his current set. Before he continues onto the next one he pauses to drop a blanket onto her.

“Not sure,” she mumbles.

“What kind of questions could she possibly ask that you wouldn’t know the answer to?” Kaveh’s voice drifts in from somewhere behind and above her.

Questions about herself — what patterns she likes, what her favorite colors are, if she has certain textiles she likes, what her opinion was on types of thread, so on and so forth. Nahida’s never thought about any of that in application to herself before. Nahida could list off tons of facts about thread and dyes and embroidery patterns. She can rattle off market prices and estimated costs of labor. Nahida could talk all about the different local styles of dress and how they’ve changed over the centuries and the influences they draw from. But Nahida’s never applied any of that to herself in terms of “Do I like it?”.

So Nahida, baffled to be asked such things and not quite sure about the why’s of it, attempted to be as neutral as possible which didn’t seem to be the right way to handle it based on Nour’s reactions — which was, mainly, to mutter unsavory things about the world at large and put more food in front of Nahida. And it’s not like Nahida could say no, that would be very rude. Except maybe she should have because the food didn’t stop coming and it would be even ruder not to finish it. You shouldn’t waste food after all.

And now here’s Nahida, ready to either burst into a million irrecoverable pieces or maybe sleep until the next dawning of a new century. No in between. This is not hyperbole at all and she doesn’t appreciate the way that she can literally feel Al-Haitham laughing without laughing, without even looking at him.

“I’ll send a note to the Akademiya that you’re staying here tonight,” Kaveh says. “Dinner is in about two hours. Do you think you’ll have digested enough to have room to help us with more of the food or are you just a new installation on our floor?”

The thought of eating even one more thing makes Nahida’s entire body want to cry.

But also.

She turns her face enough so she can talk without it getting muffled by the pillow.

“Is there anymore of the dosa with the potato filling?”

“A little, we can heat it up again, but we’re out of sambar.”

“I can be convinced to eat,” Nahida decides against her own better judgement as her tongue shoves aside reason to speak for the rest of her. “Put forth your argument. Let’s test your rhetoric.”

-

Exactly one week later, Nahida’s visit to Gandharva Ville has been planned and is ready to go. Kaveh and Al-Haitham will both be going with her along with a small number of her honor guard, who could not — under any circumstances, even Nahida’s own attempt at wide eyes — be persuaded not to go. Nahida can’t tell if they’re that dedicated to her safety or if they’re that afraid of facing Cyno’s displeasure if he finds out they’ve been negligent in his single command of “stay close to Lord Kusanali”.

Cyno will meet them in Gandharva Ville, hopefully within the day if his business concludes well and he makes good travel time. Al-Haitham calculates that he should be there around the same time that they arrive as he’ll most likely be traveling by himself and also because he’s Cyno, one of the most efficient people in the entire country.

Nahida is inclined to agree.

They leave as soon as Nahida finishes tidying up the matters that are unwilling to wait — there aren’t many, and they had been planned before her impromptu decision to go out to Gandharva Ville, so she felt quite bad about cancelling and rescheduling. One of those matters is her promised meeting with Nour; which Nahida wouldn’t feel bad about cancelling because Nahida wouldn’t ever dream of doing that at all. And she’s the god of dreams, so when she says she could never dream something that should say quite a lot of things at once.

Al-Haitham and Kaveh flat out refuse to go with her, firmly closing the door on her face when she arrives early in the morning and tells them that she’s going over to their neighbor’s house, are they going to come with her?

The gesture doesn’t mean much because she’s got their key in her hand and Kaveh opens the door less than a minute later to give her some dishes to return to Nour’s for them.

“She’s just going to send me back with these full of more food,” Nahida tells him, trying her best to look and sound reproachful when she, herself, is starting to feel a little apprehensive.

“Convince her not to,” Al-Haitham says from somewhere behind Kaveh. “Surely that has to be a benefit of being the Archon of the country.”

“Telling well-meaning aunts not to give people food? I might as well tell the sun to stop shining.”

Kaveh waves her off with a sharp flick of his wrist, closing the door on her once more. Through the wood she hears a muffled — “I almost feel sorry for you, but you’re god. You will most likely survive whatever she has planned for you.”

Well, Nahida, she tells herself as she walks over, mindful of the stack of dishes in her arms, if you can survive five hundred years of solitude after a cataclysmic event so terrible it knocked all memory out of you, you can probably survive a half-blind aunt who cooks enough to feed an entire street. Probably.

As she walks up to the neighbor’s door, wondering if it would be too much for her to just levitate the plates it opens, releasing a brilliant and vivid cacophony of voices. Nahida, instinctively, moves a step back and shoots a look towards Al-Haitham and Kaveh’s house.

“She’s here!”

Before Nahida can calculate her retreat, the plates are plucked from her arms and she’s being ushered into the house as chatter flutters over her like doves in morning flight.

Nahida, dazzled with a flurry of brilliant colors, smells, and sounds, is promptly picked up and stood on a stool.

“Arms,” someone says and Nahida’s arms are encouraged to spread out to her sides. Three different people are measuring her. Nour, herself, emerges from the kitchen —

“Men are useless,” she says, bearing a giant platter of cut fruit in her arms. “Did those two really send you over to return the plates?”

“Hello,” Nahida says. When in doubt, be polite. “Am I under attack?”

“Yes,” everyone in the room says.

Nahida feels like she should be nervous. Anxious. But before her heart can go out in the way of stars and her skin can ripple out in goose flesh, Nour puts a slice of bright, rich gold mango in her hand. Instinct has Nahida putting it in her mouth, eyes going wide at how sweet it is as the women around her all begin to talk over and around each other like a swarm of incredibly flustered bees.

As Nahida’s senses calm with something tangible and present to focus on, she begins to put together what’s going on around her.

Nour’s house appears to be taken over by literally every single color perceivable to the human eye. Women from the ages twenty (a girl busily embroidering something in bright saffron yellow thread onto a shiny navy blue fabric tucked up on a cushion on the floor) to ninety (a silver-white haired slip of a shape bundled in bleached white and rich purple, with a wispy voice that slowly but confidently proclaims that the only dependable thing about men is their third leg which can only be depended upon to be a hindrance at the worst possible time) are packed in the house like pickles in a jar.

Bolts of fabric are folded in stacks and are also being held up by the dozens of women who seem to be defying all known laws of physics to exist in this space at one time. It’s a shame Kaveh didn’t come with her — he would’ve gone absolutely batty trying to figure out how they’re somehow defying a fixed measure such as total volume. The women are going back and forth, mixing and matching cloth and thread. Some of the women keep glancing at her before turning to pieces of paper and scribbling madly while asking about numbers and measurements — hers and that of the cloth and the thread. A few younger girls are assembled in a line and are all busily embroidering one long piece of fabric at once, silver thread glittering as it catches the light that comes in through the wide open curtains.

The air is filled with the sound of numbers being rattled off, the names of colors and people and words for cut and style, commands and questions and trickles of gossip, knitting needles, the click-clack of beads and small gemstones, and even more people in the kitchen chopping, stirring, pounding, and mixing away.

“This is the most colorful attack I’ve ever gone through,” Nahida decides as she licks mango juice from between her fingers. A quarter of a peeled pear is immediately put into her hand as soon as she’s done. Nahida stares at it, wondering how it did that. Pears, to her knowledge, do not have the ability to teleport themselves places. And Nahida doesn’t think that a pear would particularly want to deliver itself into the hand of the person that’s going to eat it.

“That’s exactly the point,” Nour says, tapping Nahida’s shoulders. “Come along now, let’s get these off so we can get some real measurements and have you try on some of the things we’ve already got.”

“What things?”

As if waiting for Nahida to say that, at least six women appear out of thin air to deposit heaps upon heaps of clothing all around her in piles that go up to her waist.

“Clothes,” the room says.

“We’ve got shoes and jewelry too,” someone says, “But that can wait until the basics are sorted out. Underwear and sleepwear before pretty earrings. Wait — are your ears pierced?”

“Measurements first!”

“Come, no need to be shy. We’ve got to get as exact numbers as possible. There’s only so much some of us can do with just our eyes.”

“I can’t be shy,” Nahida finds herself saying, a little dazed by all of this. “Um. You do know who I am, right?”

Does it sound arrogant to say it that way? Nahida hopes not. But also — Nour definitely knows who she is. Do the rest of these people know? She doesn’t want this to be awkward. People usually get a little weird around her once they realize she’s not just a little girl with unusual hair and pointy ears.

“Lord Kusanali,” a girl sitting next to the window says, “You’re our god.”

Nahida’s tummy does a little flip. She doesn’t think she’ll be getting used to be referred to in the possessive terms anytime soon. It’s a good thing. Sumeru is hers and she is Sumeru’s. 

“And you’ve been done a terrible disservice, but that’s to be expected when you’re surrounded by men. Your entire wardrobe is white and green and in one specific style. It’s a very good look on you, but — “ The entire room seems to ponder the most polite way to say it, before one of the elders sitting bundled up and busily working at a bit of lace in her thin hands says —

“There is a time and place for that much white and it is not every day for the rest of your life,” she says.

The room returns to its buzz and hum of noise.

“Kaveh has told me that they have commissioned you clothes, but whoever he commissioned clearly wasn’t thinking very much or very hard. Really. All white. The poor person in charge of laundry.” Nour laments. “Eat your pear.”

Nahida begins to nibble on her pear. There’s something very powerful about an auntie telling you to do something. Nahida doesn’t even know why she’s responding to it. Nahida wonders if she ever had this kind of effect on people, way back when.

“Now, I know you aren’t so sure on your favorite color. So I had everyone bring over everything they could get their hands on and we’ll work it out from here. We have everything in the rainbow and then some. You will your choice of the full garden of Sumeru.” 

Oh. Oh, so that’s why Nour kept asking those questions. Now Nahida does feel quite silly.

“But I don’t actually need anything else.”

A woman currently shuffling through a stack of pants, now and then holding one up to Nahida and eyeballing the fall of it against her legs, looks her in the eye and says, “But do you want?”

“I’ve never thought about it,” Nahida admits. She’d been given clothes, brand new ones even. And that was enough for her. They are fine and beautiful and soft to the touch and quite expensive looking after all. Nahida doesn’t think she could ask for more. Want for more.

“Start thinking,” someone says from behind her. “Now look here, that color of pink would look terrible on her. What are you doing? Someone hand me that dark blue there — won’t it go so nice with her hair?”

“I’m still not sure what’s happening,” Nahida admits. But she does shimmy out of her clothes as she’s repeatedly prompted to do, feeling a little shy — even though gods probably aren’t supposed to be shy, but maybe there’s a first time for everything —and then flustered as she’s summarily bundled up into a deep blue dress that goes down to her ankles with little orange flowers sewn into it. “Or why it’s happening.”

“You are being doted upon,” an elderly woman with small circular spectacles perched on her nose like little silver hummingbirds says, coming up to Nahida and throwing a thin, shimmering  yellow shawl around her shoulders and fastening it closed with a little gold pin. “Ah, much better. There’s some color for you. This isn’t Snezhnaya, we aren’t meant to be dressed all in white all the time.”

“Isn’t it supposed to be the other way around?” Nahida asks as she’s turned about and presented with a long mirror to look at herself in. Nahida stares. She looks so different! She looks down at herself and then at her reflection, down and up, down and up. She knew that colors could cause people to perceive things differently, but she didn’t realize it could cause this much of a difference. She is now starting to understand just why Kaveh is so fussy now.

“I think she likes it,” someone says and then a pair of matching blue shoes are being put before her and she steps into them, wiggling her toes. “Excellent fit! Now walk.”

Nahida is helped down from the tall stool she’d been on and is directed to walking around as the women look up and nod and hum and grin in triumph, and then she’s back on the stool and being shuffled into a new set of clothing.

“You are a gift to us after so long. Consider this a long overdue thanks. A gift from your people to you, as thanks for the gift you have been to us. We have been undeserving of it, but you gave your consideration anyway. You are a kind god,” someone says, wiping Nahida’s sticky palm before immediately dropping several pistachios into it. Nahida’s eyes prickle with warmth and she closes her hand around the green little nuts as she rapidly blinks back the shock of blooming starlight in her chest. “Now eat this, you’re too thin.”

“You have done much for Sumeru,” an old woman missing three teeth whistles, gently slipping thin, chiming gold bracelets onto Nahida’s wrists. “Even if the Akademiya didn’t acknowledge it or allow anyone to speak it, we all knew it. Dreaming stopped as an adult, but there are dreams from childhood that stay with you. I remember I used to have nightmares of being lost in the woods with the tigers glowing in-between the trees. And I remember, once the nightmare changed. I was led out by bird song into a field of night blooming flowers. And I never feared the forest again. I remember. I remember. I am old, but I remember.”

Around the room other voices rise and fall in a recitation like a song. Nahida listens, and she is reminded — as she is dressed and undressed, as she is shown fabric and bead and jewel and gold and silver and wood and stone, as she touches bolts of cloth and runs her fingertips over embroidered scenes, she is reminded. This fraction of the people of Sumeru gathered here remind her.

It wasn’t always nothing. It wasn’t all emptiness. There is no such thing as a futile, fruitless, endeavor. Not when it comes to holding your hand out to another. Even the smallest of efforts.

They speak to her of dreams. And even those who do not remember having any dreams of her speak of the changes she has been nudging into place. Official classes for more artistic endeavors, lowering tuition costs, a greater focus on spreading out information and resources to the people rather than allowing the Akademiya to hoard them all, efforts to facilitate trade and travel across the country — everyone here, it seems, has a story to tell, however small, however brief. Everyone has something to say about Sumeru, about life, about the Akademiya, about people, about her, about each other. And it all weaves together into this interconnected web, tapestry, mural. Actions traced to and around Nahida, back to them or those they know or something they care about. 

How small the world is. How amazingly beautiful in the way it manages to connect people like so.

Now, thankfully, Nahida isn’t made to wear all of the clothes they already have, most of it is deemed not the right size or the right color or just not right in general, and there are some that Nahida knows she isn’t going to be particularly thrilled about just looking at them. And maybe Nahida should ask Cyno or Al-Haitham to help her practice her how to keep a straight face because apparently everyone picks up on what she doesn’t like seemingly at the exact same time she does, and with every glance at her face they seem to be narrowing down Nahida to Nahida. This is fascinating because Nahida hadn’t had opinions on most of these colors, patterns, textiles, or cuts of cloth until the very moment they were shown to her.

In between changes of clothes Nahida is shown glimpses of the process. Most of the clothes already made are some of the finer second hand clothes of children long grown out of them, or in some case, never used them.

“These will do for now, just to get you some variety,” a woman with a long, thick braid of hair down to her waist, woven with a ribbon of rich purple, says as she sets about folding the ones that were deemed “just right” for Nahida.

All around Nahida, scissors snip, needles move, wooden embroidery hoops are adjusted — before her very eyes paper is laid out for patterns. Some women don’t even need to make the patterns, they just get about to cutting, knowing from experience exactly what to do. The beginning stages of shirts, dresses, pants, shorts, shawls, jackets — everything begins to come together. 

Nahida is drawn into conversations about her own sewing projects. Now and again someone will call her over, and she will hop down from the tall stool, partially dressed in half of one outfit and half another or in the raw beginnings of a piece of clothing with its pins still in it to go look. 

She is shown tricks about stitching, tying knots, threading needles. She is shown different types of embroidery techniques. She learns how thread is drawn over wax to keep it from fraying. Nahida learns to identify the exact names for shades of pink and she learns how to tell good quality glass beads. Nahida learns the sensation of Liyue silk versus Sumeru silk. She is shown how to tell between a Mondstadt based yellow dye and a Natlan one. Everything she learns becomes a discussion of opinions and experiences, from which not just Nahida is learning but everyone in the room is absorbing together. As Nahida is taught a trick for fastening a tiny pearl bead into the center of an embroidered flower, several others pause their works to come over and look and pepper the person teaching with a dozen different questions or critiques. As Nahida is being told about which kind of pan cooks what kind of dish best, the entire room will burst out into agreements or loud objections or tangential stories that bring clumps of people together and apart.

Knowledge moves like water in the port under summer sun: shimmering and relaxed and constant.

All of the things that Nahida could find in the Akasha as simply stated fact come alive with color, with touch, with sound, with debate, with practical demonstration, here.

She is enveloped into this cocoon of another world that exists only here and now and for her.

Now, Nahida is pretty sure she’s not going to remember it all. But she will remember this afternoon. Not all of it. Not every single detail. But she’s going to remember the broad strokes and flashes of the smaller moments. And Nahida is entirely certain that even when everyone here is dead, in a hundred, two hundred, another five hundred years, she will look back to this exact moment and she will still feel the exact same dangerously bright and euphoric tenderness that is currently unfurling within every soft cavity of her body.

Food is ever flowing from the kitchen. Someone is singing, sometimes people hum along or join in. The song changes words, tune, and singer. Nahida moves all around the house, floating and drifting on currents of conversation. She would be, one moment, holding still as someone pins up the hems of a pair of pants at her ankles, and the next in the kitchen, standing on a chair and being shown the exact right shade of green the curry should be for it to be a proper curry.

Before Nahida’s eyes, an entire wardrobe begins to take shape. And as she watches it take shape she realizes: this is her. These are bits and pieces of her that she is learning to put to word and concept, that others will see of her. People will look at her and they will see little orange flowers because she likes them. They will see sleeves of shimmering pale pink with white leaves embroidered along the shoulders because she likes it. People will look at her and they will see the pieces of Nahida that she was not even ware of until now.

And gosh! There is so much of Nahida! She didn’t realize she liked so many things, and conversely, base on the pile of rejected items — didn’t like so many things.

Nahida isn’t even sure if there’s room back in her rooms for this personality.

Boxes and velvet rolls of jewelry are laid out. Nahida is told the stories behind each piece that has one — most of them do. They are well loved.

“But you should keep them, they’re so important,” Nahida tries to say.

“And so are you,” the life around her replies. Nahida can feel it. She can feel that they mean it. And there is so much happiness here, to share. To be together. To make something for someone together. 

It’s different from that day so many weeks ago where she was being handed fruits and having her hand shaken and getting prayers whispered at her in the Grand Bazaar. How is it so different? Is it because it is not worship? Is it because it is for Nahida and not Buer, not Lord Kusanali? Is it because she is drawn into it all and asked — what do you want? is it because with every word that passes through the air to the ear, it feels like she is wading deep into some warm pool of thought and conversation rather than some one-sided litany?

Nahida could cry if this all wasn’t so beautifully shocking. She doesn’t think her mind is properly understanding it just yet. Maybe when it’s over she will cry just like how she cried when she was first shown her room, but right now she’s in it and she is being shown how to determine which type of needle is best for which type of fabric and which type of project and which type of stitch. She is being taught the things that can only be known through experience and living. Things that don’t get written down into books. And Nahida, Lord Kusanali, Buer, god of wisdom, is fully immersed in soaking in this new kind of knowledge like a dry and thirsty sponge.

Nahida loves it. Loves it. Loves it. This is the kind of exchange of information that Sumeru so desperately needs. The kind without barriers, the kind that brings people together, the kind that reaches past title and profession and background to touch upon the very soul. It is the earnest exchange of — I care for you, here is what I have. Take it and may it serve you. May we both grow from it. This is what it should be like. Always.

There is an energy here, in this house, with this collection of people, that builds and spins itself around and around, feeding off of itself and passing onto others without diminishing. Shared. Nahida is bright with it. 

Nahida is drawn into word games; she is looped in on gossip about people she doesn’t know but feels like she knows just based on the tone of voice their stories are told in; she eats so much food but somehow still has room for more because she never stops doing anything for even a moment, her hands are always doing something, experiencing something new or in a different way; and her eyes never rest on one thing for too long. It should be overwhelming. But somehow, somehow, everything about this lands gently. So gently. Like the thinnest layers of paint, almost invisible, but definitely present.

She almost doesn’t even realize how much time has passed. It feels like no time at all. It feels like she’s lived an entire new life. Nahida feels like she’s somehow been changed forever in a quiet but important way that she can’t quite put a finger on.

But sure enough, darkness begins to creep up and lamps are lit. Nahida is almost sad to see it all happen, as the women begin to pack up their things and exchange lingering goodbyes.

Nour’s eyes crinkle around the edges as Nahida drifts back to the center of her living room.

“We’ll get all of this sent up to you, we won’t be making you carry it,” she promises. “But here, take these. These ones are ready.”

The clothes Nahida came in with are gently folded up and tucked away with a few other garments deemed absolutely necessary for her to go back with — she’s even got new underwear, which Nahida isn’t sure if she should be embarrassed about or not, but also she’s got socks. Socks! Nahida never even thought about having socks before, but apparently she’s also going to be getting boots, someone here is related to a shoe maker and they’ve got all sorts of ideas for her. — and handed back to her. Nour and a contingent of six other women walk with her across the short distance between Nour’s house and Al-Haitham’s. 

The key is in her hand but Nour reaches out and pounds her fist on the door.

Al-Haitham opens the door moment later, with a powerful resignation in his eyes as he moves aside for Nahida to edge in past him.

His arms are immediately filled with all of the clothes and boxes of items that the six other women came over.

Nahida finds Kaveh around the corner of the entrance to the kitchen, looking quite smug. He flashes a victory sign at her.

“Heads he answers the door, tails I do,” he says to her with no small amount of triumph. “That color looks fetching on you, Nahida. Liyue style of dye, yes? They’re the only ones who can get that particular shade of brown just so.”

“Thank you,” Nahida looks from him to the doorway where she can hear Al-Haitham being lectured by Nour about how he looks like he isn’t sleeping enough and also, why did he send Nahida over with the plates? She looks back to Kaveh. “Al-Haitham does remember that you cheat at all coin tosses and card draws, right?”

“Well don’t go reminding him,” Kaveh replies. “Besides, how else are we supposed to settle anything? By being polite?”

  



10. Chapter 10

Summary for the Chapter:
            This is unfamiliar, not very comfortable territory: talking about herself and her problems.

But Nahida can do this, she knows. This is how you develop a skill. You start off bad but then you get better.

So Nahida pushes her arms free and holds one hand out towards Cyno on her right, and one towards Al-Haitham on her left.

She calls for them, waving them both forward, drawing their attention back to herself.

“Cyno. Al-Haitham.”

          


    
    The trip back to Gandharva Ville is much the same as the first, including the small carriage with the charming lattice windows. Kaveh takes one look at it, opens his mouth, seems to rethink whatever he’s about to say, closes it, then pointedly turns away to go find the horse he’s supposed to be riding for the trip. Al-Haitham meets Nahida’s eyes and he’s doing that strange thing where he is definitely laughing without so much as moving a single muscle on his face. But Nahida still knows that he is laughing. How strange and wonderful it is to know someone that well. To know a person. When people look at her, do they know her as well? She thinks the important people do.

As similar as the trip is, there are many things that have changed. This time Nahida is bringing her luggage. Because now Nahida has clothes of her own, a hair brush of her own, several hair ribbons and accessories of her own, and all the things that go hand and hand with living as a person does. Nahida has gifts for Tighnari and Collei. She has her second Akasha doll which she completed the night before, fussing over and over about all the little parts that didn’t feel like they were up to snuff before she finally told herself that it was as good as it was going to get with her current skill level and Collei wouldn’t be mean about it so what was the point in fussing? 

This time Al-Haitham is not being left behind to potentially terrorize people into good behavior. Enough staff has been trained up and put in place that even without Nahida or Al-Haitham or Cyno present things can continue to function smoothly. The nation of Sumeru is slowly growing into its new shape and learning functions that had been pruned and smothered for centuries. New Sages have been selected, although not officially granted their titles, and discussions are still ongoing for who will make the new Grand Sage but the Darshans are no longer floundering looking for blame or leadership within themselves. It’s been several months of what felt like trying to corral pigeons or cats or ants, but everyone’s finally going in the same general direction.

She is not running away from something — running towards, possibly. Nahida feels the weight of responsibility on her shoulders, but it is not quite as suffocating as it was the last time. Nahida can remember that much. The name Lord Kusanali does not feel as ominous in her mind. When that title, that name, is called, Nahida does not feel as much like she is an imposter for being the one to respond to it. Buer is calm, quiet, patient and settled deep within Nahida’s heart. It is not so hard, this time, to want to stay in her body. It is not so hard to be seen existing in it.

This time Nahida stands next to the carriage and the weight of the world does not feel like it presses onto all of her senses. Nahida stands here mostly unbothered by the breadth of sky and the stretch of horizon and the sound of life rising and falling in cadences that follow in rhythms like breaths and wing beats. 

And when she climbs into the carriage she leaves the windows and lattices fully open. Al-Haitham and Kaveh mount their horses, Al-Haitham to her left and Kaveh to her right, and Kaveh reaches over to rap his knuckles against the side of the carriage — “Here we are.”

This time, Nahida is ready for it when the carriage lurches and rolls into motion. Nahida is ready for it as the wheels roll over paving, the sound of hooves and the rattle of wood. She leans out the open window on her right to watch the Akademiya’s back gates slowly disappear. Then she turns to the sky with its many clouds and she wonders about what she will find in Gandharva Ville. Is she going towards a problem or going towards the solution to one? Nahida cushions her chin on her folded arms, as the world runs by, wind tickling her ears and nose.

“Will you be alright?” Kaveh asks, bringing his horse close towards her.

She knows what he means without him saying anything further. She’s not sure who told him. Neither Cyno nor Al-Haitham are really the types to gossip. She doesn’t think Tighnari would have mentioned it. Perhaps Kaveh didn’t need anyone to tell him. Sharp eyed and sharp tongued and sharp minded Kaveh with all the senses of a predator when it comes to finding weak points. That he usually uses that acuity in order to help others is a beautiful thing, even when it does not feel quite so beautiful as the party being helped.

As Nahida is learning, sometimes healing is hurting in a new way. Growing pains and all.

“No,” Nahida admits to him. “I don’t know. Does that seem strange to you, Kaveh? I am a god and I contain multitudes that the mortal mind couldn’t even glance at, but I am made afraid by those same fragile bodies. Is it silly of me?”

“Al-Haitham hates spiders,” Kaveh replies, “Does that seem strange to you?”

“He does?”

“He does.” Kaveh pauses. “He does this thing where he stares at them like he thinks he can convince them to leave that way. It’s yet to work once, but he still does it.”

Nahida can imagine that, actually.

“Does it seem strange to you, that Al-Haitham would be peculiar about spiders?”

“Al-Haitham is peculiar about many things,” Nahida says, only partially teasing. He really is, but he wouldn’t be himself if he wasn’t. Kaveh’s mouth curves fondly.

“He is. I, myself, am not particularly fond of heights. I get a little light headed and quick of the breath.”

“Didn’t you do the tiling on the ceiling of the Palace of Alcazarzaray yourself?”

“Yes, while cursing myself and everyone else out under my breath every other second. But yes. I’m still not very good with heights. Does that seem strange to you? Al-Haitham is much larger and deadlier and overall more menacing than most spiders you run across on a day to day. My feet stay on or very close to the ground or some other solid and dependable surface for a majority of my time. Neither Al-Haitham nor I have ever had any significant injury or upset from either a spider or a fall. If it is not strange for either of us to have these fears, then why should it be strange for you to fear these people? After all, do you not have significant cause? There is, at the very least, logic, to your reaction.”

“But I agreed to it.” Or Nahida didn’t really fight it, which can come close to agreement. Nahida likes to think she agreed on some level. The thought of conscious assent makes Nahida feel…if not better, than a little more stable about the whole — all of it. That. 

Kaveh is a shark in bloodied water, he is a hummingbird drawn to the red heart of a flower, he is an arrow to the center ring of a target.

“You did not agree to anything because agreement requires options. You say you agreed to it because you were taught to frame it that way because it makes you complicit and at fault for your own suffering when that is the farthest from the truth.” 

Kaveh has a way of saying this that, where if he were anyone else, it would hurt very, very much. It would hurt and Nahida would curl up and be very small and want to talk about something else or maybe say something mean and cutting even though that’s not very kind or good of her and what Nahida wants is to be both of those things; despite how very hard it is to be either when she’s had very little experience determining the measure of what is kind and what is good. Kaveh says this simple and salt-laced truth, laying it all out in the open air to breathe and be ugly so it can heal. 

“Let me say it plain: you have been done wrong by a great deal of people. These very same people convinced you and the rest of the world of a blatant falsehood and they went around and around and around without guilt about it for ages until the truth of it all got buried so deep it might as well have not existed. And by some stroke of disastrous fortune these people found other people to continue that dishonest work and carry it down through history for an egregious amount of time. But you do exist and here you are. And there they are, the successors who, for the most part, continued to allow the burial of the living. I repeat: will you be alright?”

Nahida looks up at Kaveh, squinting a bit at him as the bright blue sky — clear and wide and gleaming with the energy of the morning sun as it strides towards the zenith of the day with the confidence of a rooster — blazes against the gold of his hair. 

“I don’t want to see them,” Nahida says quietly. She half hopes that the rattle of wheels and the rising sounds of the approaching city snatch the words away. “I did ask Tighnari if he could…possibly arrange something if it wasn’t too much trouble. Does this seem cowardly to you, Kaveh? I am god and I am the leader of Sumeru. Shouldn’t I try to face what I fear? What I dislike? Are they not, also, my people and am I not also responsible for them?”

“You are god, but you are also a person. You are a person who doesn’t like to eat fish, sneezes when she smells lavender, adores halva, and sews in her spare time. You have a duty to yourself that you shouldn’t ignore in favor of supposed culpability for everyone else. It would never end, if so.” 

“You make it sound so easy.” Nahida sighs. “But you are right. Someday, I think, I will be ready to look at myself and my own history to examine it for what it is. And someday, I think I will take it to sword and start cutting at it to examine that mess of a knot because it is not something that can be untangled with fingers. It needs something a bit more precise and a little sharp. But that is not today. And it is probably not tomorrow, or the day after.”

Someday Nahida is going to pick up the full weight of the past five hundred years. And she will look at it with all of its silence, all of its darkness, and all of its repetitions of word that became accepted fact. And she will sit down with it and work through it until she has the full scope of it and what it is to her.

Maybe the former Sages will still be alive for her to speak to about it, for her to speak and lay out her disappointment, her hurt, her grievances, — maybe even someday, once she’s processed everything enough to be able to look at it directly, her outrage. Or maybe they will be dead and that part of her life will be over forever and that will be all. It will be Nahida and dead bodies and the weight of some mystery of thought and greed that she will never be able to untangle on her own, without the voices of those who helped tie those knots. And she will have to live with that, too.

Nahida exists on a scale of time beyond that of any other. Beyond even other gods. For she is dream made flesh, every thought and moment of the world made blood. It is entirely possible that in her process of processing, the problem that she is attempting to digest leaves the world before she can even begin to crack its shell. In the end, it will be Nahida and herself who will have to make peace with each other and all that they have carried.

Perhaps someday Nahida will forgive that which has been done to her, but only after she allows herself to fully understand the scope of it. Or maybe not. Maybe she won’t forgive it. Nahida has no experience in forgiveness or resentment, except towards herself. But these are things that Nahida is not capable of giving to others right now. These are also things that Lord Kusanali does not have time for and things that Buer cannot focus on.

“I will be alright,” Nahida says to him. “But if I am not, you’ll be there, won’t you?”

And Al-Haitham, and Cyno, and Tighnari, and Collei. It is very hard to imagine a problem that all of them cannot solve together.

Kaveh’s eyes glitter with pleased laughter. “You’ve got the shape of it now, don’t you?”

They grin at each other and Nahida retreats into the carriage’s interior as they begin to merge into the the louder, more public section of road that leads out of Sumeru. This time Nahida keeps both windows wide open as she sits back and absorbs in all of the sound, all of the smells, all of the movement.

It comes to her in waves and Nahida keeps her head above it all. She can’t look out the back of the carriage window because now that she’s got luggage that’s where those got secured. But she alternates between looking left and looking right and lets her eyes soak in their greedy fill. Even after so many months of walking these streets, hearing these sounds, smelling these smells, it still falls against her like the first mist of rain: shocking, electric, mystifying. Nahida loves it every time.

Every time Nahida walks into the world she falls in love with it all over again. She hopes that this never stops; that the impact of it never disappears. She hopes that the world is just as beautiful and new to her every time. She never wants to take it for granted. She never wants to miss it.

As they get further from the city sounds fade from that of people to that of the land. Animals and water and wind and stone. She hears more clearly the sound of the horses, breathing and moving, the roll of the wheels and the turning of the axles, the sound of wind moving trees and leaves, the crying of distant birds above and ahead and all around. 

Nahida shuffles over to the left, now, poking her head out to look towards Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham wordlessly brings his horse close enough that she doesn’t have to yell.

“Can I ride a horse?”

“With or without someone else with you?”

“Both?”

“Yes to the former, no to the latter,” he answers immediately. “You haven’t taken lessons on how to take a proper fall.”

“I feel like that’s something that should come naturally though.”

“Everyone can fall. It’s a question if they’re falling efficiently,” he clarifies. “Most do not.”

“But it’s something that can be taught.”

“Yes.”

“And if I learn to fall properly can I ride a horse by myself?”

Al-Haitham hums quietly, just barely audible to even her sharp ears.

“What are you thinking now?”

“That this may be a conversation best had with the General Mahamatra present.”

“Is it because you think he’ll give a different answer than yours?”

“I know he will give a different answer than me. This does not change my answer. I already said you could get horse riding lessons if you learned to take a proper fall. As I recall it, he was not entirely pleased with that answer then, either.”

“Cyno worries.”

“Yes.”

“I think he worries a little too much.”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t worry at all.”

Al-Haitham glances towards her, eyes flashing with undisguised mirth. “And why should I? Is there something for me to worry about?”

“You are a strange one,” Nahida says. “If I promise not to tell and if I promise to get back in the carriage way before we get close to Gandharva Ville, can I ride with you or Kaveh after the afternoon break?”

Al-Haitham’s eyes squeeze at the corners like that can dim the clear laugh in them as he, no doubt, thinks of something incredibly funny but keeps it to himself to savor.

“This is what people would call being a tease,” Nahida says. And then. “Poor Kaveh.”

“Poor Kaveh,” Al-Haitham repeats flatly. “I was merely thinking that it’s quite bold of you to assume that the General Mahamatra needs to be told about wrongdoing occurring in order to know about it.”

Nahida thinks back to a few months ago and how Cyno and Al-Haitham were then — not so much like cats and dogs, but maybe more like cat and cat — and how they are now. She’s not quite sure if they’d call each other friends, but she thinks that they trust each other a great deal more than most would guess. It helps, she thinks, that Cyno has an excellent sense of humor to bring them together.

They are all growing and learning, it seems.

“So is that a yes?”

Al-Haitham hums again, turning away from her and urging his horse onwards and away, ahead. Nahida translates this to “it’s not a no, but I’ll think about it” and prepares further arguments that she can present to him for why there’s nothing to lose in letting her ride with one of them and how Cyno definitely won’t find out and also she’s technically everyone’s — boss? Is that the right word? Superior officer? In any case, Nahida feels like she shouldn’t get into trouble over this.

When they stop to eat and let the horses rest, Nahida relaxes on top of some gnarled tree roots, crunching on part of an apple that Nahida is fairly sure might have been meant for the horses, Al-Haitham comes up to her, Kaveh trailing behind him and looking annoyed.

“Yes,” Al-Haitham says. 

“Nahida, be reasonable. You’ve never ridden a horse before, Al-Haitham and I are terrible teachers, and Cyno is going to move us to an undisclosed location in order to attempt to teach us the error of our ways. Except you know how Al-Haitham is, so the only one there suffering would really be me.” 

“It’s because I have not done it before that I want to try it for myself now,” Nahida says to Kaveh. “Besides. The two of you wouldn’t let me get hurt. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“You are baiting the universe.”

“Do you intend on dropping her?” Al-Haitham interrupts. “Besides. If it goes poorly then we will all have learned something.”

“It’s fine when you’re lackadaisical with your own well-being,” Kaveh tells him, exasperation filling and lifting up his shoulders, “Usually you sort yourself out just fine. But this is Nahida.”

“I’m god.”

“She’s god.”

“Sevens,” Kaveh sighs. “Fine. On your heads be it, then. I put in a good faith effort. Al-Haitham. Do I dare ask if you’ve ever ridden a horse with a passenger that isn’t me, someone who also knows how to ride a horse?”

“Do you?” Al-Haitham replies. “And did you give Nahida the apple that was meant for the horse?”

“She could use it more than the horse.”

Later, Kaveh passes her up to Al-Haitham, making sure she’s settled in front of him. 

“If you’re so worried you could take her,” Al-Haitham says as Kaveh squints at the two of them, muttering about how there’s probably something they’re not doing right but he can’t figure out what.

“Look, bad enough that I’m somehow letting this happen. I’m not taking anymore of the fault by being the one she rides with.”

“There are so many flaws in your logic that I am astounded that you got such high marks.”

Kaveh closes his eyes, brows pinching as he visible swallows down a retort. When he opens his eyes again he looks straight at Nahida and gestures to Al-Haitham with a flick of his wrist, the gesture saying, very loudly, “Can you believe this?”

“I won’t fall,” Nahida promises. No one’s asked, so she’s not going to say it, but there is some measure of apprehension to actually being on top of the horse. This is a very different vantage point than what she’s used to — even taller than when Al-Haitham or Kaveh carry her. It’s unusual. “Al-Haitham, for the love of — put an arm around her or something.”

Alright, that is a fair thing to be nervous about.

Al-Haitham sighs and transfers the reigns to one hand, putting his freed arm around Nahida. Nahida awkwardly holds onto his forearm as he nudges the horse into a slow walk.

“Are you supposed to be riding with only one hand on the reigns?” 

“He’s good enough for it,” Kaveh says, turning to get to his own horse. 

“Which do you think is more dangerous, Nahida holding on for herself or me steering with one hand?”

“They’re both going to get the three of us in trouble.”

“Kaveh, what do you think will happen if Cyno gets mad at you?”

“He’ll turn me over to Tighnari.”

Al-Haitham leads the horse in a slowly widening circle, the three of them getting used to each other.

“Good?”

“I think so.” It’s a little jarring. But Nahida is holding on tight to Al-Haitham. She knows she talked big, but she really wouldn’t want to fall. She could protect herself, fly or hover, or something. But Nahida doesn’t want to test her own reaction time just yet. Also if something bad did happen she has a feeling that Kaveh will never let her or Al-Haitham live it down. Poor them.

This is all Al-Haitham needs to hear as he spurs the horse from a walk into a trot and then a canter. Nahida holds onto his arm as he leads the horse away from the rest of their party, off of the main path and into the hills and lightly forested areas that line the main road.

“Is this an abduction?” She’s fairly sure that you aren’t supposed to be curious and intrigued by your own abduction.

“A learning exercise.”

Behind them she hears the sound of Kaveh following. Nahida doesn’t need to look back to know that Kaveh is scowling with his shoulders and mouth and hands and she doesn’t need to look up to know that Al-Haitham is smiling with just his eyes.

Instead Nahida focuses on holding on and taking in the world as it passes, trying to guess where Al-Haitham will take them. Kaveh catches up soon enough, both him and his horse flashes of lighter colors through the flashing gaps in the trees and the brush. He whistles sharply towards them. Al-Haitham whistles back, arm curling tighter around Nahida as he leans forward, the horse picking up into a full gallop. Wind whips across their faces, whistling through the ears. Nahida can’t help the laugh that escapes her, heart picking up speed along with the horse.

Sometimes Al-Haitham and Nahida are in the lead and Al-Haitham will whistle back to Kaveh. Sometimes Kaveh will gain ground and whistle back to them. Nahida doesn’t know how to whistle, not at loudly and as clearly as they can. It shouldn’t be so hard to learn, she thinks. She will ask.

Eventually they bring the horses to a slow, down back into a canter as they make their way up a slow rise that overlooks the main road. Surprisingly enough, Nahida can still see the carriage and the rest of the guards from here, even though it feels like Al-Haitham and Kaveh have been going all over the place. They must have been going in circles, or wide sweeps.

Kaveh reaches over and hits his knuckles against Al-Haitham’s shoulder. “Typical you, going off like that without any warning. Poor Nahida.”

“I had a good time,” Nahida protests. “And I didn’t fall.”

“The bare minimum, Nahida. That’s the bare minimum,” Kaveh sighs. “Come on, we’re getting close to Gandharva Ville. Back to the rest and then you’re going back into the carriage as soon as we hit the thicker portion of the tree line.”

“One more run?” Nahida twists up to look at Al-Haitham. “It was very fun.”

Kaveh points his finger at Al-Haitham, eyes narrowing, Vision flaring at his hip. “Yaar. Don’t do it. I’ll beat you. See if I don’t.”

Al-Haitham hums low in his chest, Nahida feels the sound of it against her back, against her chest where his arm is pressed to her front. There’s the faintest squeeze of pressure, and then the horse bursts forward, racing into the distance as Kaveh yells after them.

-

Al-Haitham does bring the back to the rest of the group well before Gandharva Ville comes into view. Nahida is breathless with delight, mouth split in joy and eyes curled with contentment. The whole group stops for Nahida to quickly climb back into the carriage. She spends the rest of the journey to the village making sure she looks quite composed and not at all like she’d just spent the afternoon horse racing and having an absolutely delightful time of it.

She thinks she’s got herself calm enough once they get to the part where they have to dismount to finish the journey on foot.

As Nahida gathers the smaller items she wants to carry for herself — the doll for Collei, wrapped up carefully in some nice cloth that she’d secured from Nour and the rest, several sweets including some of the chocolate tasting walnuts, and a blend of tea from Inazuma that she thinks Tighnari might like to try because the taste isn’t very strong but it was very soothing — she hears Kaveh call out —

“How did you beat us here?”

“I tried hard,” Cyno says flatly. And then, tone turning accusatory and sharp, “What happened to her hair?”

Nahida drops what she’s holding onto the floor of the carriage and raises her hands up, confused. She’d done her hair rather smartly this morning, or so she thinks. It had looked good in the mirror and when Kaveh saw her all he did was fix a few stray hairs that escaped the braid in the back, pinning them in place with one of his spares, giving her a firm seal of approval. She doesn’t think riding messed it up too badly. Kaveh would have said something if it did.

“Her hair is fine,” Kaveh says. “What do you mean you tried hard? I try hard and all I get is that one over there being a pain in my ass.”

“You’ve got the order of it the wrong way around,” Al-Haitham says.

“You put her on a horse,” Cyno concludes based on absolutely no evidence Nahida can discern for herself, ignoring Kaveh’s question. 

Nahida turns around to watch the scene unfold, unsure if she should hide in the carriage — it would be a tactical retreat, wouldn’t it? — or admitting to fault right here and now. But isn’t it the phrase “innocent until proven guilty”? Cyno can’t possibly know. How would he know? He’s too good at what he does, really. They all really lucked out when he got his appointment to his post. 

Cyno’s eyes narrow, moving from Kaveh to Al-Haitham as he tries to suss out who the culpable party is here. He settles on Kaveh.

“Really? You’re going to put this on me?” Kaveh scowls, crossing his arms as Cyno lays the full weight of his gaze upon him. “Based on what?”

“I don’t doubt that Nahida could talk Al-Haitham into something. The two of them think alike and are a poor combination of curiosity and authority to act on said curiosity,” Cyno says. That’s a good way of putting it. She glances at Al-Haitham who is watching the proceedings in much the same way Nahida is. He catches her eye. She thinks he winks at her, but again, it’s hard to tell with the way his hair falls over his eyes. Or maybe he just gives the feeling of winking. “But I would have expected you to talk the both of them back out of it.”

“Oh, so now I’m the responsible party for not just one, but two of them?” Kaveh wrinkles his nose. “I’m only the one man, Cyno. Have a care.”

“So am I and so is Tighnari,” Cyno shakes his head. “And here we are. Nahida, you are well?”

“I am,” Nahida says, gathering her things up once more and making her way to his side. “You’re too good, you know.”

Cyno hums quietly, fingertips light on her back as they fall into step together, him pushing her to walk just slightly ahead.

“Trying to be,” he says. “Is that the Akasha doll? It’s finished?”

“Yes, but I want Collei to be the first to see it.”

“She’s excited to see you, they all are.”

“When did you arrive?”

“Last night,” Cyno answers. 

“You really are too good.” 

Cyno and Nahida talk quietly about some of the little things that have changed since she was last here. They do not talk about the former Sages, although Cyno gives her the room to. Nahida chooses to avoid it. She’s tired of talking, thinking, about for now. And Cyno, unlike Kaveh, is the sort to let it be, for now. 

Collei is there, minding something in the small kitchen area. She turns when they arrive, eyes brightening.

“You made it!”

“I did,” Nahida says, going to her and holding out the first of her gifts. “And I made this.”

Cyno gently moves Collei aside to take over the cooking as Nahida and Collei shuffle over towards the center of the hut to go over Nahida’s parcels.

Looking at the doll once more, even after only a day or so of not seeing it, Nahida can immediately pick up on all the parts that didn’t go as well as they could have. She sees all the parts where she wasn’t quite well practiced enough to get it just so. She sees all the places to watch for them next time.

But she also sees the way Collei’s eyes fill with stars, running her fingers over the seams and feeling the texture of the fabric Nahida picked for this version of the doll. Collei’s mouth pulls back to show her teeth as she grins with uncontrollable joy. It’s infectious. Nahida feels her own face beaming back. 

“You’re so fast! This is so well done,” Collei says, “It doesn’t look at all like my second go of things.”

“I practiced a few times,” Nahida admits. On one hand — she practiced so much and she still got so much wrong. On the other hand — look at how well it did go. 

Nahida and Collei talk about the fabric, about the patterns, about the thread. Collei points out certain points on the doll to talk about, the two of them exchanging tips and tricks that they have both learned, and brainstorming over other ideas. Then they get to wondering about other shapes that they can make — what other patterns they can put together.

Tighnari’s arrives with Kaveh and Al-Haitham. Kaveh and Tighnari keeping up a light rapport as Al-Haitham follows like a green and grey shadow.

“Nahida,” Tighnari’s eyes turn into pleased crescents when he sees her and Collei together. “You’re well.”

It is not a question. And there’s something so profoundly lovely about it being a statement. Coming from Tighnari, it feels like a fact: one to be particularly proud of. Tighnari only has to look at her once and can instantly know and declare with complete confidence — “You are well”. What a beautiful thing. Nahida wonders if it is a sign of growth or a sign of closeness or both. It doesn’t really matter which one it is. She just thinks she’d like to know. Just for the sake of it.

Nahida is so very lucky to have found herself surrounded with such sharp and clever people. She thinks that it is because these people exist that she is able to live — for many reasons. What a stroke of good fortune that all of these people existed together at the same time, in the same place, and moved in the same general direction to meet each other and thus meet Nahida.

“Tighnari,” Cyno says, as everyone begins the process of moving furniture to lay out rugs and dishes on the floor for supper. “Would you like to guess how they got here?”

Kaveh shoots Nahida a look that says “I told you so” and then puts Al-Haitham between himself and Tighnari. Al-Haitham looks at Nahida to say that he’s having an absolutely riveting time right now and how this is going to unfold is a mystery to him, which is the major draw of it. He does enjoy a good mystery, but maybe if he could have a touch more self-preservation it would be better for everyone’s health.

“In one piece, I’m hoping, because after a full day of watching some of our newest recruits practice first aid I’m not sure how confident I’ll be in sending any of them off for treatment. And I’m not going to do it,” Tighnari answers, turning to Collei. “Let me borrow some of your plates, please. I think we’ll only be needing two more, but bring four just in case.”

Collei nods, taking up her doll and a few of the sweets Nahida had brought to take back to her own quarters.

“A carriage was involved,” Kaveh says. 

“Did she stay in the carriage?”

“I’m not going to admit to guilt,” Kaveh answers.

“You put Nahida on a horse?” Tighnari looks between Al-Haitham and Kaveh and then Nahida. Then to Cyno once more. His eyes glow softly with hidden laughter. “Well. She appears to be in one functional piece and I’d wager it was a learning experience. A successful experiment in trying new things all around. Why are you frowning?”

“It can’t have been longer than half an hour,” Cyno sighs, “And already you’ve been around Al-Haitham for too long.”

Collei returns with the plates, eyes full of questions as Cyno, Kaveh, Tighnari, and Al-Haitham appear to be stuck in a back and forth cross-talk about who’s the worst influence and if they’re bad influences who’s a good influence? What constitutes a good influence? 

“Collei,” Kaveh turns to her as she settles between him an Tighnari and across from Nahida. “Would you say I’m a good influence on you?”

“Only when you aren’t mad,” Collei says. “Master says that when you’re mad you do absurd things that no one should even consider.”

“Lies and slander.”

“Accurate.”

Kaveh jerks his elbow towards Al-Haitham’s side and Al-Haitham leans away to avoid it.

“Right then, who do you think is a good influence?” Kaveh asks him.

“Nilou,” Al-Haitham answers instantly, causing eyebrows to raise. “Why? Do you know anyone else that we know that Nahida spends time with?”

Everyone visibly tries to think of a name before Cyno says, “We really need to introduce Nahida to more people.”

“Do the Travler and Paimon count?” Collei asks, picking up a slice of tomato and nibbling at the edge. “They seem like very good influences.”

The four men exchange a wordless back and forth of eyebrows, faint twitches of lip, and wrinkles of nose. Nahida and Collei look at each other as the other four continue this quiet and rapid exchange of thought and understanding. The two of them have their own quiet little conversation. Collei’s violet eyes shine with amusement, delighted by what a strange turn the conversation has come to and curious to find out where it continues to go. Nahida wrinkles her nose, trying not to laugh at the others.

Finally, the other four come to some sort of mutual conclusion.

“They count but only in small doses,” Kaveh declares.

“You’ve not even met either of them officially,” Collei points out.

“Who needs to? Thus far they’ve stopped a dragon attack in Mondstadt, were present and key players in not just one but two near misses in Liyue Harbor, were incredibly involved in the civil war in Inazuma, and then landed themselves right in the center of Sumeru’s own mess, not to mention that they’re a person of interest to the Fatui. Besides, Al-Haitham thinks they’re an interesting duo, Tighnari thinks they’re curious, and Cyno thinks they’re dependable. All of this can only be disastrous if exposed to long term and without supervision. Seems like common sense to me.”

“You think I need supervision?”

“I think we ought to find people who are a little less extraordinary to balance out the rest, lest you start getting ideas.”

“Do I not count as a little less extraordinary?” Collei asks.

“You’re Tighnari’s apprentice, clearly not,” Kaveh answers.

“Well said,” Tighnari smiles, reaching over to run his hand over Collei’s head. 

“What sort of ideas do you think I’ll be getting?”

“Al-Haitham and Tighnari sort of ideas,” Cyno says flatly. “The sort that aren’t good for my health.”

“And what about mine?”

“You live with the man, your health is already a lost cause.”

“You’re getting red Master Kaveh.”

“Collei, your masters are incredible people. Don’t treat your friends like they treat me,” Kaveh mourns. 

“Poor you,” Nahida says to him, Al-Haitham and Tighnari shooting her sly, glittering smiles from the corners of their eyes. 

Cyno clicks his tongue. “Terrible influences.”

“Cyno, if you can’t appreciate your fellows, you really ought to let the mango.”

Nahida beams into the complete silence that descends upon the six of them. Tighnari’s face is completely and utterly blank as he slowly turns to look at Cyno’s frozen profile, ears flattening against his skull.

Collei starts to choke, turning around to cough and hack into the fold of her elbow, Kaveh soon joining her as he starts choking on what was no doubt an incredibly deep inhale to provide enough air to launch into an incredible response.

Al-Haitham’s eyes are pinched at the corners and his mouth is pressed into a fine line.

Cyno just looks at Nahida and then turns towards the rest of them.

“The results speak for themselves: clearly I’m the best influence here then.”

-

That night Nahida shares a hut with Collei — Gandharva Ville isn’t nearly so full anymore. Most of the former Eleazar patients have been transferred out, either to rehabilitation centers or back to their families. The population here is back to relative normalcy. Collei offers her the bed, but Nahida argues that they could share it. She sees no reason why they couldn’t both fit. They’re both small enough if they get close — that is, if Collei doesn’t mind. Because Nahida certainly isn’t going to have Collei sleeping in the floor of her own living quarters. She’s had enough of that, thanks. She doesn’t care how comfortable someone’s floor is.

Collei seems embarrassed about it, but she has a Cullein-Anbar doll tucked into the corner of her bed. Nahida smiles and holds up her own Akasha — the first one.

They have more in common than they remember sometimes. 

The two of them carefully climb into Collei’s bed together. It is a narrow fit, but the both of them are small enough. And there is something quite exciting about being this close to another person in the dark, in the quiet. It makes Nahida jittery. Collei must feel the same because Nahida can feel her trying very hard not to toss and turn or fidget overly much.

“I think we are overthinking sleep,” Nahida says. And that’s an absolute first for her.

Collei laughs, a little nervous, but mostly just as chagrined as Nahida is.

“How do you stop overthinking it?” Collei asks.

“I think that if we think about it we definitely won’t stop overthinking it.” Nahida turns her head to look at Collei. “Should we just talk until we fall asleep? I’m sure there’s a lot you didn’t mention in your letters.”

So they talk, quietly at first, but sometimes in the middle of their stories they get excited and find themselves pitching their voices higher, voices raising with the enthusiasm of an experience, a memory, being relieved and shared. And then they’ll both realize how loud they are and go back to a quiet whisper with a giggle and a sigh.

“Not that I don’t like seeing you,” Collei says after Nahida finishes telling her about a meeting she’d had with some representatives of shipping companies — it wasn’t a particularly thrilling meeting, but one of the translators kept getting distracted by what Nahida later learned was the bad breath of the person they were translating for and that was quite funny — “But it sounds like you have so many things to do and important people to talk to in Sumeru City. What brings you out here? The Withering is almost entirely gone and all of the former Eleazar patients are mostly sent away. I think the only ones left here are me and a couple of children who’s parents live here or didn’t want to go back to wherever they lived originally.”

Nahida tells Collei about her dream. Both the idle one that she has carried with her, passively for five hundred years, more actively for the past few months, and the literal dream. When Nahida is finished, Collei rises up on her elbows, eyes shining. Collei’s connection to Mondstadt is something that will only ever grow stronger as Collei, herself, grows stronger and bolder. It is a good thing and Nahida does not begrudge Collei her love of another country and another family.

“You think Barbatos has something for you?” Collei asks.

“I think that we have something for each other. But I do not know what it is,” Nahida says. “I do not even know what Barbatos wants from me being here. Maybe I am to find something. Or perhaps there will be another message given to me here to send me elsewhere. Maybe nothing will happen. I don’t know.”

“But you came here to find out.”

Nahida nods, folding her hands together over her stomach. She doesn’t know if her belly is squirmy because of nerves of if it’s just normal digestion happening. Maybe it’s both. It can be both.

“What do you hope for it to be?”

“I’m not sure,” Nahida admits. Nahida only knows what she doesn’t want it to be.

Collei is quiet for a bit, the both of them wondering.

“I’m expecting a letter from Mondstadt soon,” Collei finally says. “I usually get one around a month or so after mine leaves here. Maybe there’ll be something for you in there and that’s what they meant.”

“Maybe. Your friends wouldn’t happen to know Barbatos themselves, would they?”

“I’m not sure. I mean. No one really knows where Barbatos is, just that sometimes they blow by? I don’t really get it myself. But. I mean. I know you. And so does Master and the General. And the Liyue Qixing used to talk with Morax. The Tri-Commissions work with the Raiden Shogun. I think most of the important people in any country know their Archon. And my friends are pretty important in Mondstadt. I don’t think it would be a stretch to say that maybe one of them has some kind of way to connect with Barbatos.”

Nahida smiles at the ceiling. “So you do know that you’re important.”

Collei sputters, pulling the thin blanket over her head with a quiet groan. 

“You are important,” Nahida repeats. “And I’m glad that I know you.”

“Me too,” Collei mumbles back. “But this is getting really embarrassing. And I don’t think this is helping me overthink less.”

“What are things that could be sent from Mondstadt?”

“Dandelion wine? Barbatos is said to be a heavy drinker.”

Nahida wrinkles her nose. She’s snuck some wine when Kaveh and Al-Haitham weren’t looking. It’s not very good. She hopes whatever is being sent isn’t alcoholic. But maybe it’s different from Mondstadt. They are known for their spirits, and the like.

“What’s a food that could be sent?” Nahida asks. And then, because she’d never really thought about it and usually when Nahida goes into the dreams of people they’re people from Sumeru, so she’s not really well versed in the way of things in the other nations of Teyvat — “What’s the food like there, anyway? Do they really cook with pine cone oil?”

Collei hums and begins to list off foods and if she’d tried them or not. Some of them she’s tried to make here in Sumeru with local ingredients. They talk about that, back and forth, for a little longer. But Nahida’s eyes grow heavy, and Buer feels the pull of minds dropping off to join them in their domain one by one. And the mind that twinkles closest to her is just about to tip over, too.

Buer reaches out and nudges Collei gently, like blowing a loosened flower petal to join the rest of its kith in the drifting flurry of thought and dream and memory releasing itself into stream that flows through all of life and all of time, ever quiet and ever changing and always just beyond capture.

Collei thus released into slumber, Buer stretches out. Up and out of their body to grasp at the edges of stars and the curtain of night, to tease against the false dome of sky that is still beautiful despite its deception.

They can feel, faintly, the stream of a breeze, playful and teasing like the wink of stars in twilight and the trickle of brooks in the distance. Buer reaches to grab it, to hold onto it, to understand it. But it slips through their fingers, once more dancing at just out of reach.

Buer, intrigued by this game of tag — it is so rare that there is anything that can play with them in this realm of theirs, they are used to making their own fun — rises further. Buer rises, casting themselves wide over Sumeru, stretching out their infinite volume from their compact vessel. They unfurl as leaves, as frond, as blossom; they stretch as branch and as root; they spread as the most divine of coronas to rival even the false one of heaven. 

Underneath them, in the shade of their bower, they glance along the edges of the brilliant lights of their dreamers. Each in their place, each lovely and perfect.

Here is Collei, her dreams are nebulous and thin — in the beginning stages of weaving themselves into something strong and capable of suspending disbelief. Buer runs a fine, delicate strand of their self into it, through it, to get it going.

There, some arbitrary unit of physical measurement away, are her generals — Watch Leader and Mahamatra, even though only one of them cares for the title. They are not asleep, not yet. They murmur to each other softly, laying together, sharing time in the physical body that Buer cannot begrudge them. Dreams can be spoken, dreams can carry shades of another, but they cannot be shared. Buer feels sleep drawing over them, a fourth occupant of that room alongside their mutual understanding of one another. 

And a little further away, another pairing of souls. Kaveh runs his hand through Al-Haitham’s short hair, rough and playful and Al-Haitham swats his hand away. They do not speak, they do not have to. They sit in perfect shared silence in the trees, shoulder to shoulder, looking out into the night towards the far off dawn. Buer leaves them to it.

Farther and farther still, charming Nilou is dreaming of Nahida. Buer alights along the edges and sees Nilou and Nahida and Dehya and Dunyarzad. They are playing a game with colorfully wrapped candies and a small cloth ball. Or at least, Nilou, Nahida, and Dunyarzad are. Dehya sits with them, not playing, but laughing along as she tries to snatch the ball out of the air while the rest of them play. Buer watches them for a moment that could be hours, could be minutes, could be nothing at all. And then, by some unknowable factor, Nilou senses them watching. 

Nilou turns her head and looks at them and smiles. “Nahida! You’re here.”

Nahida steps forward, replacing the dream of herself with a fraction of herself, reaching forward to poke at the dream candy. Dream-Dunyarzad and Dream-Dehya smile at her before turning to talk to each other while Nilou and Nahida talk.

“I’m here, Nilou. What are you playing? And how did you know I was here?”

Nilou collects the colorfully wrapped candy and pushes them into a roughly even shape, none of the pieces on top of each other.

“You throw the ball with one hand, and you have to grab as much candy as you catch it on its way down,” Nilou explains. “I don’t know. I just felt you. I felt you close. Maybe I’m used to dreaming of you, although it’s been a while since we talked like this.”

It has. Nahida hasn’t been making herself tangibly known in dreams to her dreamers. She checks on them every night, of course, to make sure they’re well. And when she can, when it feels right, Nahida nudges their dreams to look at a certain pathway. But Nahida hasn’t been slipping into them to listen or speak. There are a few that she’s gone to. Those who need someone to listen. But there aren’t as many of those now.

“Do you miss it?” Nahida asks, experimentally tossing the ball Nilou hands her up into the air. It is filled with some sort of grain, or bean. She can feel the weight of them shifting when the ball lands into her palm. 

“Yes,” Nilou admits. “Does that seem silly? We talk when we’re awake now, after all.”

“It’s not strange. It’s different.” In dreams it is easier to talk and just be. In dreams it does not feel like eyes are on you. In dreams it is easy to be brave. Nahida knows this very well. Nahida tosses the ball back to Nilou. 

“Maybe I knew you were here because I am so used to you being here,” Nilou continues. “I could feel you.”

“What do I feel like?”

Nilou’s dreams are warm water running in a stream — all gentle ribbons that make the mind drowsy and relaxed. Smooth and clear and shining. Nilou’s dreams are steeped with flowers and bird song and instruments singing in turns.

“Like you,” Nilou says after tossing the ball between her calloused hands. “I don’t know how to describe it. You just feel like you to me.”

“Can you show me?”

“I can try.” Nilou closes her eyes, folding her hands together as the dream fades away leaving just Nahida and Nilou and the warm ribbon of song and motion.

Nahida waits and enjoys just this, just Nilou.

She does not even notice it at first, not until it is there. Warmth, a different warmth. It slowly comes in from somewhere far away and distant. It is, at once, like a large wave coming to the shore very fast but so large that it is hard to understand its speed; the advancement of large white clouds across clear sky, languorous and sanguine in their silent approach; the painting of the sky twice a day by the hand of moon and sun’s exchange. Slow. Gradual. And then all encompassing and impossible to miss and sublime in scope of awe.

“Wow.”

“Wow,” sweet Nilou laughs. Nahida joins in and they watch as that which Nilou feels is Nahida continues to amble around them, before moving on its way once more, as Nahida must. “Come visit me when you are back in Sumeru City. We should go to the flower market. I think you would like it, and you can help me pick out flowers for my next costume theme. I think this time I want to do something with the color yellow. Sumeru City has felt so sunny, lately. Only if you have the time, of course.”

“Of course I will. I will make the time for you, Nilou,” Nahida promises. “That is what friends do.  You’re right. Sumeru feels quite bright as of late. And I am sure you will make it even more so. Enjoy your dreams, I am certain that they enjoy you.”

Dunyarzad and Dehya return, and Buer steps away from the dream of Nahida to continue their focus on trying to pin down this ephemeral touch. While they were with Nilou they had still been trying to snag an edge of it, but this wind is clever and wily and well versed in games of chase. Buer laughs as the wind dances around them, weaving through the spaces between stars. The wind tickles the wings of Vultur Volans as Buer swerves around the nose of Lupus Aureus to try and change their course and nearly knocks them both into Leptailurus Cervarius. Noctua becomes the maypole they swing around and around before the chased becomes the chaser — Buer finds themselves giggling with joy as the wind sends them careening around Tempus Fugit and Trulla to avoid being tickled. 

Buer and the wind dance through the night sky, underneath the watchful eyes of stars and moon and shadow of curious sun until the quiet hum of the Statue of Seven draws Buer’s attention.

They alight upon their sleeping statue, stone glowing with the energy of the ley lines as the world opens before them in a rolling wave of hills and clouds, open and clear as far as the eye can see. A grass sea. A wind ocean, Barbatos’ statue facing theirs. But Barbatos themselves joins them on their own, reaching out to tickle underneath their chin with a warm zephyr that smells of cut grass and tastes like summer afternoons by the river.

“Buer,” Barbatos sings, “A certain blockhead of ours says you’ve been troubled.”

Buer laughs, squirming away from Barbatos and their cheerful winds.

“There we go,” Barbatos grins and then gives a mocking shake of their head. “The two of you are such a pair. Too serious! But you both shine through when you laugh. It suits you both. Laughter is the finest music to grace the wind. Now. It’s been some time since we last spoke, let’s catch up. I’m sure that you’ve got plenty of stories to tell. I heard that the Traveler swung by. And don’t think I didn’t notice you snooping around the Golden Apple Archipelago months ago. There’s a story there, too.”

“I wasn’t snooping!” Buer protests and is drawn into such an easy back and forth with Barbatos that it feels like — it feels like talking with Nilou. It feels like talking with Kaveh. It feels like falling into step with Cyno and Al-Haitham. It feels like sitting with Collei and Tighnari. It feels so incredibly natural. Like this is something routine, something so standard that they almost forget that this is their first time meeting since the Cataclysm.

Buer’s thoughts falter at that. Barbatos picks it up immediately, falling silent as Buer gathers themselves from the sudden gloom.

“Why?” Buer asks. Because Barbatos is so nice. They can feel how kind Barbatos is, how warm, how welcoming. Barbatos is a gentle god — tempestuous and mercurial as suiting the Archon of Freedom and Wind, but also good and passionate and so clearly caring. Buer may have forgotten what things were like before, but they don’t think that this is something new. If Barbatos was like this before, then why are they only just meeting like this now?

Buer asks why, because there are so many why’s and all of them fight at once, gnarled like roots, to get their chance to go first.

Barbatos is master of all word spoken and not, and can hear what is trapped within.

They reach over and gently card their fingers through Buer’s hair.

“Oh, Buer,” Barbatos sighs. “Avatar of the great World Tree. I am among the oldest of us, it is true, but I am not a strong god or a particularly noble one. I am no master of dreams and warden of thought, nor am I some great martial god of scale and fist and sword. In the beginning I was just one of thousands of winds who just got incredibly lucky to love something as fickle and fleeting as one. I am not as strong as you or Morax or the rest. I make do with being clever and I am stronger than most of my kin with age and experience on my side. But it is not my nature to war as men do. If I wish it I am a gale, I am a hurricane, I am a typhoon, I am that which cyclones across your desert sands. But at my heart I am the wind that brings you song and cradles memory. It drained me terribly to be something else. I have been sleeping, Buer. I have been asleep.”

Buer frowns in confusion. What does it matter - asleep or awake?

Barbatos gently untangles a few knots in their hair.

“If you had called me and I had been awake, be assured, Buer, I would have flown to you. I would have made myself the wind that howls and rattles bones and and steals breath right out of the mouth and life out of the eyes. If you had called for me and I was capable of hearing it, I would have come with war on my wings and all one thousand of my siblings in attendance. But there is a type of tired, a type of sleep, that goes so deep that not even you can call through to it. It is a sleep that can be disturbed by nothing, by no one. In that sleep I did not feel time. I felt only tired. Now and again I would rise close to the surface of waking, and I would feel the faintest touch of prayer and thought, and then I would sink once more. Five hundred years of sleep to wake to a world much changed. Even now, perhaps especially now without my gnosis, I am still recovering. That is why I had to ask you to go to a Statue of Seven. It’s easier for me to reach you this way, with the help of the ley lines that connect us.”

Buer reaches out to take Barbatos’ hand in theirs.

“Are you sick?”

“I am old. And I am merely a single strand of time and wind that fell in love with something that could be touched and hurt by hands. Treasure the time you have with your mortals, Buer. They are beautiful, the most beautiful things in the whole world. But they are a thousand times more delicate and short lived than any flower, any breeze.” Barbatos squeezes Buer’s hand with the warmth of sun and softness of meadows. “Besides that, I am not as well inclined towards war as the rest of you. It tastes poor in the mouth. You’ve got to have a certain taste for it, I think. And I’ve not got the patience to gain one. That is all.”

“But you would have. For me?”

“Yes. But right now you do not want to ask me to fight for you. There is something else you want to ask.”

Buer’s mind slips towards the letters and back here again. 

“Do you know how to find the rest? Can you?”

“I’m weakened, but not weak. It will take me some time, but I can get these messages to them if you want.”

“I do. Barbatos, will you please help me?”

Barbatos kisses Buer on the crown of their head. They are the smell of every spring and every autumn, and they are the touch of every summer and every winter.

“It is my pleasure,” Barbatos says. “I am awake, now, Buer. Perhaps I will not sleep again for another hundred, another five hundred years. Or perhaps I will slumber tomorrow. But know that all you have to do is call. I am but a breath away. Now. I think it is time for you to wake. Your mortals worry for you. You’ve gathered a good group of them this time. Love them, Buer. Though you don’t need me to tell you that, I think. I just like to talk.”

“My people?” Buer frowns as Barbatos lets her hand go, preparing to drift away. “What do you mean they’re worried?”

Barbatos laughs, the sound of song that plays with your hair and the sound of chimes and the sound of sighs.

“Wake up, Buer,” Barbatos calls back to her as they fly away, an untouchable zephyr rambling into the distance once more. “Wake up.”

-

The sun is not quite well into the sky, but dawn has comfortably set both feet on the ground and is meandering its way closer and closer. Warmth shoos off the vestiges of the night’s chill. Birds are well into their morning warm ups and the small animals of the wood have begun their routine of getting to their business while the larger creatures just begin to rub the webs of sleep from their eyes. Buer’s body copies them, hands sluggishly raising — confused when warm and heavy fabric is between their arms and their face. Nahida slowly starts to blink themselves awake and aware, frowning with confusion as they look around themselves.

Cyno’s cloak is warm bundled around her and the morning sun is an unexpected tease right ahead of her. The morning’s air is crisp and laughing at her confusion as she sits up. At her back, her statue thrums with quiet energy.

“Good morning,” Tighnari says to her right. Nahida looks and sees him smiling at her with questions in his eyes but general contentment in the rest of him. “Sleep well?”

“Why are you out here?”

“And there’s you.” Nahida turns and sees Kaveh and Al-Haitham one after the other, landing to her left after using the Four-Leaf Sigil close to the edge of the Statue of Seven. “Good morning, Nahida. Did you manage to sleep well? Where did Collei and Cyno go off to?”

“Here.”

Al-Haitham grabs Kaveh by the back of his blouse, pulling him further onto solid ground as Kaveh nearly over balances mid-turn to snap at Cyno —

“You’re really trying to kill me. What for? What crime?” Kaveh complains. Cyno rolls his eyes, he and Collei carrying baskets of food, still steaming and lightly covered with cloth, in their arms.

“Why do you startle so easily?” Cyno replies, unimpressed as he gives Kaveh a wide berth, passing one of the baskets of food to Tighnari. “Are you guilty of something, Kaveh?”

“When isn’t he?” Al-Haitham asks, moving to help Collei spread out large blankets so that no one has to sit on the dew-damp grass.

Nahida thinks she might still be asleep.

“Why are we outside?”

The other five glance at each other and back at her.

“We were rather going to ask your clear that mystery up for us, actually,” Kaveh says.

“Last night you left,” Collei says. “I woke up and you weren’t there, so I went to look for you.”

“Al-Haitham saw Collei looking for you,” Kaveh says, “So we joined in.”

“And the three of you were so loud that I couldn’t sleep wondering what you were up to,” Tighnari adds on. “So I sent Cyno after you. And then he came back to me saying that they were all looking for you.”

Nahida looks towards Cyno.

“You knew where to find me.”

“Yes, but you’d not gone here while asleep before. And normally you come back to yourself at sunrise,” Cyno replies, question waiting to be voiced just behind that statement.

This is true. Nahida didn’t even know she’d physically been moving.

“We took turns staying with you,” Al-Haitham says, “To make sure all as well.”

Nahida looks around at them as they continue to set up breakfast. Her body is warm from the shelter of Cyno’s cloak and the thought of all of them noticing her gone, when she herself did not notice, and coming to look for her.

The words and excuses rise to her mouth. She is god of this land, there is nothing here that could or would hurt her. She would be fine. Dreams are her domain, she is not ruled by them. They did not have to stay with her once they found her. It was too much trouble. Nahida is too much trouble.

But as they rise to fill her mouth Nahida looks into each of their faces and does not need to touch their minds at all to know —

It wasn’t trouble.

The five around her lay out dishes of warm food, of fruit, of bread, of leftover stew from the evening before, of sweet roasted and salted nuts. Collei and Cyno pass around water skins that they had carried up along with the food. All of them at ease with being here, with each other, for her. 

Nahida isn’t trouble.

If they do not ask she does not have to answer. Nahida knows that while they are curious, they are not the types to pry. Nahida can continue at her own pace if she wants. She can keep herself and her worries to herself to tangle and chew on until she works them out. But she doesn’t think she wants that. Nahida thinks that while she could sit with herself and her problems for another five hundred years and maybe figure some parts of it out, that maybe what she needs is to let others in to look and see and speak with their own experience and views. Nahida thinks that she maybe needs to be a little bit of trouble to get out of it.

She looks at them as the sun washes the sky in colors of spring, the colors of the sweets of the underground market, the colors of the dizzying array of fabrics that drape across the body and across the nation. Nahida breathes, sitting up straight in Cyno’s cloak as she carefully untangles herself from its warm folds, the smell of well worn fabric and soap and bodies and heat and sleep.

This is unfamiliar, not very comfortable territory: talking about herself and her problems.

But Nahida can do this, she knows. This is how you develop a skill. You start off bad but then you get better.

So Nahida pushes her arms free and holds one hand out towards Cyno on her right, and one towards Al-Haitham on her left. 

She calls for them, waving them both forward, drawing their attention back to herself.

“Cyno. Al-Haitham.”

They come easily, without hesitation of question. Their hands are warm around hers, expecting nothing, but ready to give what they can.

She looks into their faces and breathes in slow and deep. Everything unfamiliar is scary and strange until you step forward and make it known. All strangers are strangers until you say hello. 

“I need your help,” she says, squeezing their hands and then looking out towards the others. “I need all of your help, I think. There is something I want to do. And I’ve been going around it and around it for a while. But I’m ready now, to commit to it. Will you help me plan for it?”

They sit around her gathered close as Nahida tells them of the tentative plans she had made thus far. Kaveh’s drawings for ambassadorial suites, Al-Haitham’s careful direction of the Mahamata to listen to news from other countries and begin preliminary interviews for diplomats, her dreams of Barbatos and Morax and the letters that she’s sure have been whisked away by the wind. As Nahida talks they listen, and they ask questions to her and each other and to the air. They talk and they plan and they build. Slowly, between them all, the outline of something bigger than them begins to form. And Nahida keeps up. They debate over details, each of them bringing something different that Nahida didn’t even think about before to the figurative table as Nahida holds the hands of her hands and feels their reassuring squeezes back. 

It’s time for Nahida to get the hang of this Nahida thing.

Finally.

They talk and they plan as they eat, Nahida relinquishing her hold on Cyno and Al-Haitham’s hands in favor of cut fruit and bread before it goes stale. 

It all feels like so much so fast. All of the worries Nahida has been carrying by herself for ages, being spun into tangible actionable things. They feel so small when laid out plainly, when spoken of and shared. And there’s so much to do! All these things Nahida didn’t think about, and if she did then they would have overwhelmed her. But not when the rest of them here are talking about those problems and breaking them down into little bite sized chunks and sorting them out amongst each other. 

Collei will write to her friends in Mondstadt for advice and assistance getting word out — as Sumeru’s own diplomatic arm is much atrophied, it would help to borrow the connections of a friendly nation. And Mondstadt’s own diplomats are spread far and wide with much good will among them. Al-Haitham’s own connections will assist in securing information. Kaveh will begin work as soon as they return to Sumeru City to get the plans for ambassadorial suites set up — he’ll contact Dori, too, as she will most certainly want to get her name listed among benefactors and persons of interest involved in this undertaking. Tighnari will begin to work with the Kshahrewar to detail a more secure path through the forests to allow for increased groups of traffic coming in from across the border with as little disturbance to the still recovering land as possible. Cyno will handle the borders beyond the Wall of Samiel and start working on forming new groups of guards with the Corps of Thirty to secure routes and make sure word gets through to all of the villages and tribes in the desert about possible increases of foreigners.

“I don’t know how I’m going to fit it all in,” Nahida says.

“Isn’t that what you had Sages for to start with?” Collei asks, in the middle of peeling the skin off of a fig that Cyno had quartered for her. “You aren’t supposed to do it all yourself. You appointed the Sages to help you. Right? They’re supposed to do stuff for you so you can work on big things that only you can do. That’s how teams work, right Master Tighnari?”

“If you appoint me to Grand Sage I will quit,” Al-Haitham says at the same time Cyno warns, “If you appoint him any type of Sage everyone else will quit,” which is overlapped with Kaveh saying, “If you appoint him as anything other than what he already is I think I’m going to die”, with Tighnari at the end promising, “If you appoint him as Sage I’m not cleaning up the mess. Collei, that is how teamwork goes but we also don’t try to antagonize our teammates by calling them names they don’t care for. Same for being called General Watch Leader. I know you’ve all been doing that behind me back again. The ears aren’t for show.”

Collei just eats her fig, looking quite innocent about it all, eyes sparkling above the edge of the fig she’s holding to her mouth. “What did I say?”

“You’re spending too much time with someone,” Kaveh mutters. “What happened to the respectful polite Collei?”

“Did you eat a weird mushroom when we weren’t looking Master Kaveh?” Collei asks. “You seem to be hallucinating.”

Cyno reaches around Tighnari to curl his fingertips into Collei’s shirt sleeve for a firm tug. “Let him be before he pops.”

“Poor Kaveh,” Tighnari sighs.

Nahida watches Al-Haitham, who is watching the rest with soft contentment to let all of this flow over and around him, hands busy peeling the shell off of a boiled egg. She reaches out and taps his knee.

“You might not be a Sage but you are my hand. Aren’t you? Just like Cyno.” They have been. This entire time, from that very first day months and months ago when Al-Haitham strode into the former Grand Sage’s office. From that first moment Cyno lay eyes on her physical form in the Sanctuary in Surasthana. Maybe from even before then. “And you’ll make that everyone else’s problem, not ours.”

“Not ours,” Al-Haitham agrees and hands Nahida the egg he just finished peeling.

-

Collei goes off to start her patrol. Kaveh and Al-Haitham go off to explore on their own, under stern warnings by Tighnari not to be too adventurous and that he won’t be going after them if something goes poorly because of their own hubris. They invite Nahida to join in with them, but Nahida chooses to stay behind. It’s just her, Cyno, and Tighnari in Tighnari’s hut now. 

Tighnari’s busy sorting out letters and correspondences at his desk while waiting for some ingredients he’s preparing to be ready. Cyno is seated on the floor, his game deck and playing mat spread out in font of him. He’d offered to teach her but Nahida declined, content to simply watch his steady fingers move with confidence along each carefully rendered card.

After this morning’s symphony of thought, it is good to simply be quiet for a little. Nahida sits soaks in the atmosphere of calm. It’s so unique here. She remembers when she first came here and how at peace she felt to be away from the city, from people, from everything. It truly is something unique here, to being surrounded with a nature that has not yet known the taming hands of man.

Nahida has a book she borrowed from Al-Haitham to read, but she thinks she just likes existing right now. Just sitting here with the quiet sounds of two of the people she’s closest to existing with her.

There is comfort in this silence, and a sort of familiarity to it. This is what Nahida imagines it is like to slip into a favorite jacket, or a well worn pair of shoes; or to crack open an old and favorite book, the pages automatically falling open to the best parts that got read over and over, with the paper’s edges made soft and velvety with handling.

Al-Haitham and Kaveh have this kind of silence too.

How long does it take to build up something like this, Nahida wonders. How long does it take to make something familiar like this?

She looks from Cyno to Tighnari and wonders. What does it take to sustain it?

They both used to be in Sumeru City before. But Tighnari moved out here a few years back and hasn’t turned back since. Cyno goes all over the place, wherever he’s needed. And with Nahida’s new project, all of them will be incredibly occupied with all manner of work taking them across the country. It may be a very long time until they are able to gather like this again — until Cyno and Tighnari and Collei are able to gather like this again.

Nahida’s mind casts her back to the first parting, Come home they say to each other. Come home. Her mind turns the memory over on itself again and again, examining it from different angles as she recalls the way Cyno, Collei, and Tighnari parted. Back then Nahida wondered what it would be like to have a place to call home, and now Nahida wonders what it is like to purposefully take someone away from it.

Nahida picks at the thought until it begins to ooze clear fluid and hints of blood. The silence grows shadows and teeth at the base of Nahida’s neck. Old and familiar doubt begins to curl around her to hold her still for the snap.

“Cyno, I need to stay here to make sure the junior rangers report in. It’ll be dark by the time they’re all back and done. Can you go out and help me gather Nilotpala Lotus before it gets too dark?”

Nahida blinks herself back, not quite sure when she left. But afternoon has settled in and with the late morning spent eating followed by her previous, passive enjoyment of silence, Nahida hadn’t had any hunger to mark the time.

Cyno stops in the middle of rearranging his Genius Invokation TCG deck, nodding as he rises to his feet. He forgoes his staff to collect a reed basket waiting by the door, slinging it over his shoulder and walking out into the afternoon.

Tighnari continues to scribble out messages as Nahida slowly moves her gaze to his back. She waits for Tighnari to speak again. It seems polite. And it can’t hurt to be polite.

Tighnari’s tall ears flick once, twice, tail slowly moving from one side to the other before he nods.

“Alright, he’s out of range. What’s on your mind?”

“You don’t need the lotuses anymore,” Nahida says to him, slowly standing to walk over to him. “Eleazar is cured.”

“No, but the routine does him good,” Tighnari replies, pushing out a stool next to his work bench in silent offering. 

Nahida climbs onto it, steadying herself with her hands on the table as she watches him switch to tinkering at something. It could be a new type of smoke bomb, it’s too early to tell. This man, this mind, is a gift to the forest and Nahida is glad that he found his way here. It must have been difficult. It certainly could not have been the easy path. But it is, in Nahida’s opinion, a good one. She thinks that he must think so too, to have so determinedly made a home here despite all attempts by others to drag him away.

Nahida thinks of the comforts of Sumeru City, with its all-night cafes and restaurants, and its shops, and its market streets that never quite seem to ever go to sleep. She thinks about the sounds of lively debate and bartering. She thinks about the crowds of people moving like blood through the arteries, bringing with them vitality everywhere and every when they go. Nahida thinks about the sound of music that has now began to freely spring up from buskers and theaters and the open windows and doors of homes, cafes, and restaurants alike.

There is beauty here, in Gandharva Ville. There is beauty everywhere and Nahida thinks she could live another five hundred, one thousand years and not be able to commit it all to memory. But there is no denying that it is a different sort of beauty, one that does not lend itself to ease and convenience the likes of which can be found in cities. And the Akademiya certainly didn’t help any with its hoarding of funds and resources.

It must have been very hard to go from Sumeru City and its multitude of options and resources to this place, this place that truly needed — well. Needed. Needs.

“How do you know something is on my mind?”

“You think very loudly. Is it about what we were talking about this morning?” Tighnari directs Nahida’s hands to holding the small shell of what he’s working on as he turns to take whatever he was simmering on the kitchen fire off the heat.

“Yes,” Nahida admits. “I just thought — well. I like it here very much, Tighnari. I think you know that.”

Tighnari hums, setting the small pot down on a trivet of woven fabric, angling it away from Nahida towards the center of his work table.

“And I like being here with you, and Collei, and Cyno. It’s very comfortable. The three of you are very comfortable to be around, apart and together. You’re a family.”

The edges of Tighnari’s face glimmer with that moon smile as he quietly lets it sit there behind the clouds of his lips, waiting for Nahida to continue. Although Nahida’s not quite sure how to say the next part.

“I got sad,” she settles with saying. It does not quite encompass the heavy weight that had kept over her. But it touches upon the edge of it. 

“Why did you get sad?” Tighnari asks as he begins to carefully measure dry ingredients that he tips into the opening of the vessel Nahida holds for him. 

“I got sad because I realized it would be a long time before you would be able to be together again, like this. I just put a lot of work on everyone’s plates. I mean…” Nahida worries the thought over and over in her head, trying to understand the words that come closest to it. She falls short. But she tries anyway. “I’ll be seeing Cyno. And I’m sure that I’ll be coming out here to see you and Collei. And I’ll have Kaveh and Al-Haitham and Nilou and probably the Traveler and Paimon — they always show up when things get interesting — it won’t be altogether. Not like right now.”

“You feel that you are taking something away from us,” Tighnari says, “For yourself. That you are taking time away from us to be a family so you can be with your own.”

For a moment Nahida puzzles over that. Her own? Her own family? Is that what the Archons are? Family? With Barbatos’ reassurance Nahida does feel more certain of Morax’ original statement that they were close. Friends at least, she thinks.

“Yes,” Nahida says when’s he realizes Tighnari is waiting for her to answer. “I mean. Aren’t I? That seems pretty clear cut. If he’s with me, he’s not with you. Right?”

“Right. But do you think it feels that way? That it’s thought of that way?”

“I don’t really know how else to think of it.” Well. You could just not think about it at all, she supposes.

“Well. Let’s try thinking about this from Cyno’s point of view. Right now it’s just the two of us. Do you think that Cyno feels as though I am taking away his time with you? Or when you are in Sumeru City, when you are with Nilou or Kaveh or Al-Haitham that he feels as though you should have been with him instead?”

“No.”

“And when Kaveh and Al-Haitham go off on their own like they did today, do you feel as though they are taking themselves away from you?”

“No!”

“Exactly. So why should it be true in reverse? It is true that time is limited, but it is yours. Ours. It is given freely, shared freely. Do you believe that any of us here are the type of people who would permit someone to take something we did not want to give?”

Tighnari then measures out a little of whatever was on the stove, carefully adding it to the mouth of the vessel before picking up the intricate locking cap to seal it all together.

“You have such a way of making all the big worries I have seem small,” Nahida says to him as he carefully takes what might very possibly be a bomb of some sort back from her, gently rolling it in his palms. “And making actual big concerns into small packages. Tighnari, did you just make a bomb while I was holding it?”

“Nothing dangerous,” Tighnari says, the moon of his smile coming out into full view. “Come on. I’ll show you what this one does.”

“What about the junior rangers?”

“Ah, they’ll find someone else to report to. Everything always makes its way back to my ears anyway. Come on. This wont take long. And I bet you’re quite curious.”

“I am Nahida.”

Bomb of suspect nature in one hand, and Nahida’s hand in another, they walk out of the hut into the afternoon-dusk.

They leave Gandharva Ville, drawing close to one of those Nascent Withering Zones Tighnari took Nahida to that first time they were here. Nahida can feel the faint scar of the corruption here, but she can also feel the burst of new life, growing over it day by day.

Tighnari leads them to some elevated ground close to it and tosses the shell down with a burst of dendro at his fingertips.

They both watch as the sphere comes apart, its pieces clearly designed to come apart with a bit of the correct amount of force. The components inside react to some mixture of jostling force, dendro energy, and some mechanic that Nahida can’t begin o guess at. Gold and green dust shimmers in the air as it disperses, raining down, blown gently by the wind in clouds but landing roughly over the healing area. Before Nahida’s eyes, she watches the energy sink into the ground, like a rain to parched earth. Nahida closes her eyes and reaches out and feels the plants in the area seem to perk up just a little, their roots wanting to wiggle in the direction of the substance Tighnari dispersed.

“Slow recovery, a little at a time,” Tighnari explains. “One big burst of dendro is good to get rid of the Withering itself, but afterwards we have to slow. A little at a time to get the land used to it once more. If we glut it with energy it will just run off and spill into the rest of the area that’s already dendro-rich and cause different problems.”

Tighnari’s hand is warm around Nahida’s as they both feel the land — Tighnari through his Vision and his own understanding towards the land that he’d honed over years of work, Nahida through her innate connection towards nature.

“Nahida, do you remember what I told you the last time you were here?”

“You can’t help someone who doesn’t want it.”

“Yes. And what else?”

“Oh Tighnari, you told me a lot of things. Are we really going to go through a whole list? I mean. We could. It was all very important and it all meant a lot to me. But I am a little embarrassed to have to say it all out again, because in hindsight, it was a lot of things I should have probably figured out for myself. I guess an outside voice is always helpful to put things in proper perspective.”

Tighnari laughs. “I said that Gandharva Ville always has a place for you if you need it. Let me add onto that: Gandharva Ville will always be a place for you. Whenever you want. So take whatever time you need doing what you need to do Nahida. We’ll be here to help you when you need it. And when you don’t need help we’ll still be here anyway. You can come back to see the former Withering Zones and see their progress. Or you can come just to watch the sunrise. You don’t need a reason other than you want to. We’ll make time for each other. That’s what friends and families do. Now. Let’s head back before the rest of this strange group of ours gets up to something ill advised without our calmer voices of reason to talk them out of it.”

Nahida turns her mind to Barbatos and his advice while Tighnari climbs down to collect the scattered parts of the thrown vessel to be used over again.

“I will miss this when it is gone,” she says to him when he returns to her. She holds her hand out to him and he takes it, turning them both back towards the village.

“So will I,” Tighnari agrees. “So we make do with what we have while we have it. That’s all.”

How final. How simply put. Nahida swings their linked hands back and forth, simply enjoying the simplicity of existing in the moment. 

All of her worries shrink and are chased away by the comfort of another person here with her. What magic it is! What sorcery and alchemy! Nahida used to think that pain shared was just that. Pain and worry and problems shared were just more to go around, multiplication. That seemed quite logical. But now, here, after everything, it seems the furthest from the truth.

Pain and problems and all the rest shared just get smaller and smaller. The sharing of problems is the division of them.

“Found you,” Cyno blends out of the long growing shadows of the jungle, skin damp and hair sticking to his neck where it’s escaped from the tail he’d drawn it back into. His basket drips through the gaps in the reeds, but it’s full of flowers. “What happened to the junior rangers?”

“What didn’t happen to the junior rangers?” Tighnari shrugs.

Nahida reaches out for Cyno’s free hand, still cool and damp from the water, and the three of them walk back to the village together. This time, Nahida gets to enjoy the trip back while fully awake. She’s sure that there have been Aranara around, but she focuses instead of the hands in hers and the people with her right now.

Just as they’re crossing into the village proper, Nahida sees Kaveh and Al-Haitham walking up one of the walkways. Al-Haitham spots them before Kaveh does, pausing to pull at one of the ornaments hanging off of Kaveh’s back to get him to also turn.

Kaveh does so, first to Al-Haitham, and then towards Nahida when Al-Haitham gestures out at them. Kaveh raises his hand. The pair wait as Nahida, Cyno, and Tighnari go up to join them.

“I see you all in one functional piece,” Tighnari says as they get close enough to speak. “It remains to be seen if my forest is faring any better when patrols start coming in.”

“You think the worst of me,” Kaveh mourns.

“I know the worst of you, I expect the average,” Tighnari retorts. “As if your reputations for causing trouble didn’t precede you more than your actual titles and accolades.”

“He’s talking about you,” Cyno says to Al-Haitham.

“He’s talking about us as a unit,” Al-Haitham corrects, “Yourself included.”

“Correct,” Tighnari affirms while Cyno and Kaveh scowl at Al-Haitham, and then turn betrayed looks onto the Forest Watcher. “Am I wrong, Nahida?”

“Well,” Nahida carefully doesn’t make eye contact with anyone, “You’re Tighnari, so I don’t think you’re capable of being wrong exactly. But I think you should probably include yourself, too.”

“You’ve spent too much time with Cyno,” Tighnari concludes with a soft click of his tongue. The four of them return to bickering at one another over their exploits and their perceived bad influences.

That night they crowd around Tighnari’s floor again in a circle of chatter that flows around and between, over and under, like their hands that pass over and under each other to reach food and drinks and to gesture at each other as they speak. Nahida lets herself get swept up into it, passing from one thought to another. Her belly warms and fills with food and her mind buzzes with thoughts and she is here. In herself. In the moment, living it as it should be. 

Nahida allows her worries to fade away, layer by layer, piece by piece. They will be there, later, when she is alone with herself. She knows this now. But they will be made smaller for being shared. 

When Nahida is alone with hesrelf and her thoughs and her worries, she will turn back to this moment and all of the ones like it. And Nahida will remember that she is not, actually, alone at all. She never was.

When Nahida reaches out into the darkness, there is nothing to fear of the darkness reaching out to touch her back. When a hand is held out, another will inevitably take it. For that is what hands do. 

That is what her hands do. And what reason does Nahida have to doubt her hands? When have they ever failed to answer her call, even when she was not actively calling for them?

Have her hands not come to her, acted in her defense and in her favor, before she even knew that she needed them?

There are many things to fear for there are many things yet still unknown and uncertain, this is true. But Nahida understands that one of those things she has no need of fretting over is the thought of facing these fears alone.

Nahida’s journey is not yet over. This is also true. There will be many problems to face. Many nasty surprises, she is sure, because Nahida is learning but she has not learned. There are parts of herself that she is still learning and exploring, step by step, moment by moment. Perhaps tomorrow Nahida will narrow down her favorite colors into exact shades. And in a few weeks, maybe months, or years, she will have an exact list of all the foods she does and doesn’t like and it will be more definitive than liking anything that isn’t from the ocean. Perhaps Nahida will never finish this great undertaking of learning herself, and through herself, learning others.

But there is no need for her to fret and fear this nebulous and unknown future, to assume the worst of it, to assume that it will hurt her. 

So today, tonight, Nahida puts herself in the hands she trusts, who have also put themselves in her own hands. And she will make this choice tomorrow. And they day after. And they day after that. And she hopes that they will choose to do the same to her, as they walk this journey together.

And in the future, many months from now, Nahida will stand just beyond the threshold of the stage set up in front of the newly built and freshly furnished ambassadorial suites. In about a month’s time from then, Sumeru will welcome its first dignitaries: a small group from Liyue and Fontaine, their closest neighbors, with promises and schedules for future visits from the rest of the nations of Teyvat. These promises take the form of written statements, more officially recognized but just as weighty as the Cecilia preserved between the pages of a book of ballads in her quarters and the Cor Lapis that gleams against every light.

On that day, Lord Kusanali will take the stage to speak to her people about this and all of the other changes that have since Sumeru City. There will still be fear in her palms, in the quick humming-bird thrum of her heart. For a moment, her vision will go blurry but she will quickly straighten her shoulders and shake out her tingling hands. She will swallow down the anxiety buzzing in her chest as she looks out into the light and the sound and the waves of thoughts that wait just past the feeble barrier of curtain. That which attempts to make its home in her throat will be pushed aside with the strength of practice and reassurance — because this is what they all have been working tirelessly for; another step towards a future for everyone. A shared future not just for Sumeru, but for everyone from every corner of Teyvat. 

This is also one of many steps that brings Nahida closer to her waiting fellows. They have waited five hundred years for Nahida to let them in. They can wait a few more, but Nahida no longer wants to. Five hundred years of endurance. It is Nahida’s turn to be bold and impatient and bursting with want.

It is Nahida’s turn to want, and there is no one with the authority to stop her.

With this certainty in mind, Nahida will take the steps up to the stage. Behind her to her right will be Cyno, and to her left will be Al-Haitham. And when they take their positions behind her as she stands at the podium, there will be a line of six brand new Sages, of which one will be the Grand Sage, standing behind them.

Nahida will look into the crowd and she will know the people who will, by then, also know her in turn. Nilou will be there, in that audience with the rest of the troupe and the family that comprises the community of the Grand Bazaar. And so will Kaveh. The Traveler and Paimon will be there because they always show up for the most interesting things. Dehya and Dunyarzad too. And hopefully Tighnari and Collei — they will make the time because she asks. All of them will. 

Nahida’s nerves will be rattled but they will hold. Lord Kusanali will be heard. And Buer will rise above with pride.

They will speak; their first words will perhaps a little shaky or a little rushed as they find their rhythm, their balance. But they do find it. They will find their flow, and their confidence will push nerves aside as they remind Sumeru of the tree that represents their nation. They will speak of dreams and they will speak of growth and of journeys and connection.

This crowd will listen. They might not like what they hear, but they will listen.

Nahida will hold her hand out to her people. And they will answer.

And this will not be a dream. It is real. It is real.

This is growth. It is Nahida’s life. And this is what it is to live it, one step at a time.
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