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    There is an unknown girl on the Homayani property.

Dehya might have only been serving as a bodyguard for the young lady of the household for less than a month, but years of training has made her recognize a trespasser—well, more like an unwelcome presence—when she sees one.

The girl first appeared a week ago, when Dehya was taking a break in the dining hall. Her entrance was not at all subtle, and Dehya probably would have tried to stop her at the door if her hands weren’t full of pita bread.

“I’m here, Dunyar—Oh! Hello there. Who are you?”

Dehya nearly choked on her food at the sound. She forced herself to swallow the large bite she had just taken, hastily wiping her mouth on a napkin before standing and turning around to face the stranger.

“My name is Dehya. I am the young lady’s new bodyguard. You are…?”

The girl gave a little curtsy in greeting. “I’m Nilou. I’m looking for Miss Dunyarzard. Is she around?”

“She is. However, I will need to ask you to state your order of business before I let you see her,” Dehya replied, holding back a comment about how she didn’t need to be curtsied to.

“I’m a friend of Miss Dunyarzad. She invited me over for tea, so here I am.” Nilou smiled. Dehya narrowed her eyes, suspicion growing.

“I see. If you don’t mind waiting here, I am going to check with the young lady first. Please excuse me.”

While she wasn’t lying about this protocol, Dehya took this as an opportunity to slip away to the bathroom to make sure she didn’t look too disheveled (her hair was a little messy and her makeup was smudged in some areas, but it wasn’t very obvious in the mirror so she allowed herself to calm down and continue the task).

When she returned with the confirmation from the young lady herself that Nilou was allowed to enter, she only gave the girl a curt nod before letting another guard lead her out the room. She had a lunch to finish, as well as a lecture to give to her subordinates about doing a better job of guarding the house instead of letting a random girl wander in, no matter how pretty or polite she was.







Dehya got a better look at her two days later.

Their second encounter took place outside of the young lady’s room, where Dehya stood guard for the afternoon. She was in the middle of mentally reviewing all of Dunyarzad’s possible escape routes when a voice suddenly interrupted her thoughts.

“Miss Dehya! Nice to meet you again.”

Dehya started, nearly bumping into a vase decorating the hallway. She hissed in surprise and reached for her greatsword, until she caught sight of Nilou waving at her.

“Nilou? What are you doing here? Who let you in?”

The girl giggled. “Paying Miss Dunyarzad a visit, of course. And one of your subordinates did! I believe his name was Yohanan? He was quite nice. Anyway, how are you?”

She was certainly talkative. And charming, to someone less guarded. With that gentle smile and soft voice and wide eyes… Dehya could see how Yohanan let her in without a second thought. She’d had to reprimand him later.

“I’m… fine.” She didn’t know what else to say. She didn’t want to say much else, especially not to a girl she was still wary of. She cleared her throat. “My apologies, but I must ask the young lady before letting you in, as always.”

Dehya turned to knock on the young lady’s door, but before her knuckles even brushed against the wood, Dunyarzard’s voice sounded out from inside.

“Dehya! Stop scaring Nilou and let her come in!”

She frowned at that. She didn’t like it when people tried to tell her how to do her job, but then again, Dunyarzad’s parents were the ones telling her how to do it in the first place. So she opened the door and gestured for Nilou to enter, bowing curtly in case Dunyarzad was watching and waiting to scold her for being impolite.

As Nilou passed, Dehya caught the faintest scent of something sweet, with the slightest hint of spice underneath. It took her a while to place the name.

Padisarah.







Nilou keeps appearing after that—usually without any warning whatsoever—even though Dehya had confirmed her lack of propriety with the Homayanis themselves. Any guests to the family residence must present an official invitation, which Nilou is never in possession of.

The girl has no pattern to her visits, and the young lady never bothers to warn Dehya either. She swears the two are plotting something behind her back, especially with all the giggling coming from inside the bedroom, though this is unreasonable because the young lady isn’t obligated to tell her about anything personal. Dehya is simply the bodyguard responsible for her safety—why should Dunyarzad share a private moment with her?

She can’t help being worried. Nilou might seem good friends with the young lady, but Dehya can tell from the way Dunyarzad’s parents talk about “that girl without a title, always inviting herself in” at dinner that she is not supposed to be welcome in the house. What if Nilou is trying to do something that would put Dunyarzad at risk? Dehya thinks of herself competent enough to never let that happen, but the Homayanis are a far more paranoid bunch.

“Dunyarzad, you need to stop letting her come in. She could just be trying to ask you for money—”

“Mother, she is my friend. Who else am I supposed to talk to, when you keep me locked up in here all day?”

“Don’t you have other friends? We can invite them over, host an official gathering…”

The smallest part of her feels like she should defend Nilou, but she simply holds her tongue and continues to stand there in the corner, silent as a bodyguard should be.







Dehya reaches her breaking point the day she stumbles into the gardens during patrol to find a figure dancing in the middle of the fish pond.

“Who—”

She already knows before the girl turns around. She knows from the lithe form and the blue skirts, the dainty hands and red hair that have made their way into a daydream several days ago. But what shakes her is not the way she twirls her body or shapes her arms, nor the expressions she makes or the tune she hums.

It’s the way Nilou looks like a powerful goddess standing there, Vision glowing at her hip as she manipulates the water around her, telling the world that this girl should not be taken lightly.

The scene looks like something out of a painting, and Dehya suddenly feels incredibly inferior.

It’s not a matter of insecurity or envy. Dehya does consider herself an attractive person, after all; she takes time carefully curating her appearance, makes sure that she not only has the image of a fearless and reputable mercenary but also a woman who has confidence in her looks and skills. She might sometimes be embarrassed and anxious talking about more feminine things in public, but she is not jealous of other attractive women in the slightest.

Except this girl, this Nilou possesses a different kind of beauty that leaves Dehya completely disoriented. It’s soft and graceful, pure like a fresh lotus that had just bloomed beneath the moonlight. It’s spirited, relentless like the water that carves caves out of stone and douses fires that devours forests. 

It completely unsettles her, though perhaps this is moreso due to the realization that she is letting her entire guard down than the girl’s beauty itself.

Does Nilou know the effect that she has on Dehya? She should, she definitely should, why else would she be here, dancing in a place that Dehya patrols on the regular, haunting her as if she hasn’t already been haunting Dehya’s thoughts for the last three weeks? Three weeks of confusion and contemplation, but Dehya thinks she finally understands now.

By the time Nilou finishes her dance, Dehya has found her voice again.

“For someone that isn’t well-acquainted with the family, you sure show your face here quite often.”

Nilou jumps, whirls around to face her. “Oh! Miss Dehya. My apologies, I didn’t see you there.”

Dehya shrugs. “You seemed so focused, I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“You were watching?” Nilou tugs at her sleeve, suddenly seeming very small again. “Sorry, I know I shouldn’t be here, but the water looked really beautiful and I couldn’t help myself. Miss Dunyarzad said it was okay, but I should have asked…”

“It’s fine. Not my place to give permission, anyway, and I doubt my employers would allow it either. Also… you dance beautifully. I couldn’t have stopped you even if I wanted.”

Nilou flushes. “Thank you. I practice every day at the theater. But, um, how did you know I’m not welcome here?”

Dehya doesn’t want to reveal the details of the conversations she overheard during dinner, so she gives a vaguely accurate version of the truth. “I’ve been hired by enough of the wealthy families in this city to know who is connected to who. You, Miss Nilou, are not included in those circles, nor well respected by many of them.”

The girl frowns and crosses her arms at the remark, but she does not argue. “Alas, I am indeed a nobody to them. However, I am Miss Dunyarzad’s friend, and I do have matters to discuss with her, so that doesn’t make me  completely  unwelcome here.”

“That I don’t deny. But I must admit, I do suspect that you are here for reasons beyond simply meeting the young lady. What do you have to say about that?”

Nilou blinks. She then smiles,  not innocent at all, no—a sly smile and Dehya knows that she is finally revealing her full colors.

“Well, I would be lying if I said Miss Dunyarzad is the only one I’m interested in seeing here.” Nilou steps closer, bringing with her the scent of Padisarah to flood Dehya’s senses. “Miss Dehya.”

Dehya swallows. “Yes?”

“Is it too presumptuous of me to believe that  you  are interested in me?”

“If you are presumptuous, then I am delusional.”

Nilou laughs, and the world suddenly feels brighter. “Miss Dehya… would you allow me to start visiting you?”

“Please,” Dehya breathes without hesitation. And because she is a fool, she stammers out a quiet, “Can I see you dance again?”

Nilou grins. “If you come by the Grand Bazaar this weekend, perhaps you may find a performance by yours truly. But only if you come with the intention of staying.”

“I will take you up on that offer, Miss Nilou.”
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