
Dance Of The River Tiger


    
    Dehya had never seen a crowd of people disperse faster than when the Grand Sage threatened to investigate anyone involved with the Sabzeruz Festival.

Just moments ago Zubayr Theater was alive with music, laughter, and the aroma of freshly cooked food. Children ran through the streets with woven flower garlands atop their heads, play-pretending that they were aranara. Merchants lined every wall, selling handcrafted souvenirs to commemorate the occasion. And in the far corners where the lights didn’t quite reach, lovers danced to a slow rhythm, whispering sweet nothings to each other…

And now it was empty.

She had worked in this city long enough to know how absolute the Akademiya’s authority over the common people was. Thus the lack of resistance among the event organizers came to no surprise. Had they even raised a finger in refusal, the Grand Sage likely would have called for some of her associates in the Corps of Thirty.

Good and well that it hadn’t come to that.

Lady Homayani, by the way, was being escorted home by one of her other bodyguards. The Eremites employed by her family were also Corps of Thirty, and Dehya preferred not to ignite any undue tension between themselves and their fellow members who worked as city guards. After all, there was already more than enough infighting amongst the organization as a whole…

Come to think of it, she did agree to Lady Homayani’s request to end the contract with her parents and become her private bodyguard instead.  So really, the whole situation was even more complicated than previously thought.

Especially since, at the present moment, she was not being a very good private bodyguard. Otherwise she’d take escorting Lady Homayani home into her own hands, as she always did, rather than delegate the responsibility to someone else.

But today… she couldn’t.

And the reason why was difficult to explain.

It wasn’t because Lady Homayani had been distraught over not being able to see the Dance of Sabzeruz. It wasn’t because she was fearful over the fact that she might not live long enough to see the next one.

It wasn’t because Dehya wasn’t capable of being around those kinds of emotions.

Because she was. That was, in fact, the response she had been expecting. Either overtly or layered beneath some wistful optimism. She could handle either of those. What she could not handle, however…

…was the indifference.

The calm acceptance on Lady Homayani’s face, the quiet resignation in her words. It wasn’t at all like her, and Dehya found that odd in a way that deeply unsettled her.

That’s why, to her shame, she stayed back and lingered in the theater.

And as it turned out, she wasn’t the only one.

Up on the stage, a lone figure danced to no accompaniment. The lights had been dimmed, the musicians had long since left, and the flowing fountains of water had been shut off.

Regardless, she danced.

It was beautiful in a melancholic way. Her movements were graceful, her footwork flawless. The outfit she wore, in the style of the Goddess of Flowers, was lovely beyond words. And her long hair, the hue of desert sand beneath the setting sun, was styled perfectly for the occasion.

But the look in her eyes was so heavy.

Nilou was essentially a friend of a friend, and Dehya knew the dancer mostly through her interactions with Lady Homayani. And she had always seemed like an honest, earnest type. Someone who liked to smile whenever they had the opportunity.

But of course, even those kinds of people were liable to having their dreams crushed. Maybe even moreso than others.

Dehya almost wanted to call out and ask her why she was still dancing when the festival was over. When no one could even witness her, or celebrate with her.

The reason why she didn’t is because she felt like she already knew. Stubborn determination was something she was familiar with, and it was as easy to spot in the cadence of a step as the swing of a sword.

“How intriguing,” said a voice from beside her. “You’ve never stayed back to watch her before.”

Dehya turned her head, and found a child standing next to her. She had white hair that faded to green at the ends, and her eyes were a similar shade.

“Come again?” Dehya asked. “Do I know you?”

At this, however, the girl’s eyes went wide.

“You can… hear me?”

“Did you get lost from your parents?” Dehya tilted her head in confusion. “I can help you—“
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“Art… dance… aren’t you ashamed of pursuing such frivolous and meaningless activities in this land of knowledge and reason?”

Nilou shriveled before Grand Sage Azar’s glare. His was a look of derision, the tone of his voice that of one speaking down to a child. Most people would hate that with a passion.

But she was used to it.

It was no secret that the creative arts were seen as a waste of time in this nation. Despite what many thought, she was not so naïve as to believe otherwise. When people made those kinds of snide remarks she simply did her best to ignore them, because what she truly hated was conflict. She’d take an insult if it meant avoiding an argument.

At least, usually.

But this was different. This was the Sabzeruz Festival. A celebration not of academia, but of beauty and love. Of the friendship between two deities. Of a mother’s birthday, and then her daughter’s.

And so she pushed back.

“No, Maha Rukkhadevata never rejected the arts.” She straightened her posture, trying to project confidence. “Even the Goddess of Flowers dedicated a dance—“

“With your lack of intellectual credentials,” the Grand Sage snapped, “I do not believe you are qualified to debate with me.”

Ah. Of course.

Nilou shut her mouth, swallowing the words on her tongue.

It didn’t matter what she said, or even how she said it. Because at the end of the day she was nothing more than an idiot to the likes of the sages. An uneducated fool who wasted their time on useless endeavors.

The Grand Sage and Setaria went on about how the stage should be torn down, how holding a large-scale religious festival was against the law if it wasn’t sponsored by the Akademiya, and thus should be ceased immediately.

Nilou merely nodded in acquiescence, casting her eyes downwards.

She could feel the weight of everyone’s gazes. The crowd had been watching the moment the Grand Sage went up the steps to speak to her. And even if they couldn’t hear what was being said, the body language of them both should have given them an idea…

How did it end up like this? she thought.

For some reason she couldn’t bring herself to look out into the crowd. The decorating committee who spent all afternoon setting up, the musical talents who had been hired for the occasion, the children who were looking forward to having fun…

What kind of expressions were they wearing?

Sadness? Anger? Disappointment?

What about Dunyarzad?

She was in the crowd, too. Next to Nilou, she had been looking forward to this celebration the most. Her illness was at a stage such that it was uncertain whether she would be able to attend a festival like this again.

Gods, Nilou could only imagine how she must have—
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Dehya wanted to say that she was surprised over a group of Eremites lying in wait to kidnap Lady Homayani, but truthfully she was anything but. She knew all too well how some factions within the organization resorted to… unsavory means of profit.

After all, that was why she was employed as a bodyguard to begin with.

During the fight she had been worried that her new sword would feel awkward in her hands at first, but it ended up being surprisingly smooth to wield. Perhaps her skills were simply honed to the point that they could compensate for the unfamiliarity of a new weapon. Or perhaps…

She shook her head, banishing a thought that would have made no sense.

In any case, now that the ambushers were dealt with, it was probably best to go check up on Lady Homayani. Another bodyguard had taken her to safety during the whole ordeal, but she just wanted to make sure that—


  Huh?


Down the street, a child was staring at her.

There were many children out and about for the festival, and a great many of them sometimes stared at her. Her clawed gauntlet tended to have that effect on people.

This child, though…

The look in her verdant eyes was anything but childish. There was a sharp alacrity to them, as if she were studying Dehya. Analyzing her.

Is she lost? Perhaps she was trying to determine whether Dehya was someone she could go to for help. Not all children cried in those kinds of situations, after all. Sometimes they kept a cool head about it.

Dehya walked over, stepping around passerby as they made their way through the streets. Bound for Zubayr Theater, likely — usually that place was far less busy than the city proper, but today it seemed to be the opposite.

Lady Homayani’s friend must have been thrilled to hear so many people were coming to see her dance. And honestly, Dehya couldn’t blame them. Nilou was an excellent dancer in…

Eh? A strange mental itch came over her, like something was hovering at the edge of her memory. How would I know? I’ve never—

The child was gone.

Dehya looked around, berating herself for getting so distracted that she lost track of her. She had vanished into the crowd, most likely, but…

Ah.

She caught a glimpse of white hair fading to green, turning the corner onto a side street. Following it, Dehya found herself in a quiet, open space tucked away into a corner of the city.

There was a small garden of flowers off to the side, and an overhang beneath which stood that mysterious girl.

And a bed.

A plain, empty bed… and yet…

For some odd reason…

“Is something the matter?” the girl asked, looking at her with curious eyes.

Dehya blinked, the strangest sensation coming over her. “I feel like… there’s a presence here.”

“A bad one?”

She shook her head. “No. It’s… familiar.”

At this, a smile graced the corners of the girl’s lips.

“You continue to surprise me, child of the red sands.”

Dehya raised an eyebrow. “Who’re you calling child?”

“Ah, would Flame-Mane be better?”

“You know about me?”

“Not enough, clearly.” She laughed, and for a brief moment she seemed like any ordinary young girl. “I heard some of the other Eremites call you that in a previous loop.”

“Huh? What are you going on about?” Dehya scratched her head. “If you’re looking for your mother, then—“

“Oh, I’m probably the only person in this city who isn’t looking for my mother.” She took a seat on the edge of the bed, swinging her legs. “But enough of that. I want to ask you something.”

Dehya didn’t feel like this conversation was very productive. Perhaps this child was engaging in some odd play-pretend, and wasn’t actually lost. She wanted to make sure, though.

“Go ahead, then.”

The girl ceased her movement, then favored her with a sober expression.

“What will it take, for you to grant me a miracle?”

Dehya furrowed her eyebrows, then let out a deep sigh. “Sorry kid, but I have no idea what you’re—“
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The padisarahs looked especially beautiful to Nilou today.

Such a lovely shade of purple, elegant and noble all at once. The stories said that they bloomed wherever the Goddess of Flowers danced. Nilou tried hard to replicate her image through her outfit and headdress, but even she knew that such feats of beauty were beyond her.


  Ah, if only I had a dendro vision…


Regardless, this year’s Sabzeruz Festival would be the greatest yet. Not just because of her dance, though she hoped it would contribute. It was also because of the efforts of everyone else. The event organizers, the musicians, the caterers… they had all come together to celebrate the birth of Kusanali Devi. And it was that magic that would make this day one to remember.

…as well as mora.

Holding a festival was expensive, as it turned out. Thankfully the Zubayr family liked her well enough to let her rent the venue at a reasonable sum, but even so the funding they had raised was just barely enough. In fact, they had only reached their goal on account of an—

“Excuse me, do you have a moment?”

She turned her head, and found Katheryne of the Adventurer’s Guild standing with a hand over her chest. Considering the woman almost never left her desk, the sight of her here in the theater gave Nilou a small shock.

“Hm? Of course, what do you need?”

“Well,” Katheryne said, planting a hand on her hip, “we received a commission earlier from a merchant trying to track down a certain valuable sword, and it appears that it may have ties to this theater.”

“Really?” Nilou tilted her head. “We have a number of prop swords, but I don’t know if they’re especially valuable…”

“Ah, no. I’m referring to an actual weapon. It was sold recently, and apparently the mora from the transaction went to the funding of this event. Specifically, it was sold for…”

When she gave the amount, Nilou’s eyes widened in surprise. It matched perfectly the anonymous donation they had received a short while ago, pushing them just over their funding goals.

So someone sold a sword, and anonymously donated the earnings? How charitable of them. They must surely have been a follower of Kusanali Devi. But why stay anonymous? Nilou wanted to thank them in person…

Of course, she had a feeling why. Showing reverence to the new Dendro Archon, especially in a financial sense, was a quick way to get on the Akademiya’s bad side. Terrible as it was to say, it was probably safer to not identify yourself.

“My apologies,” Nilou said, “but I’m afraid I don’t have any details on where that sword may have ended up.”

“A shame.” Katheryne pouted, which seemed like an usually childish expression for her. “It might have made its way to Port Ormos by now, if not elsewhere in Teyvat entirely.”

“Is it that valuable?” Nilou touched a finger to her chin. “Could it be one of those blades where the hilt is made of gold?”

“Oh, nothing of the sort.” A smile spread across her face. “It’s valuable because it once belonged to the Flame-Mane.”

…Flame-mane? She had heard that somewhere before. Wasn’t that the nickname of Dunyarzad’s bodyguard?

So, wait. If that’s the case…

“Are you saying that the donation was from—“
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Keeping surveillance was a more involved job than it looked.

To an outsider, it surely seemed as if it just featured a lot of standing around and doing nothing. But in reality, it wasn’t so lax.

Dehya had to keep an eye out for anyone that looked suspicious. The issue, however, was that ‘suspicious’ was broad and vague. It could cover any number of things.

A passerby walking towards the stage with their hands in their pockets.

A lone figure tucked away in some shady corner.

A person without an Akasha terminal.

In this present moment, however, the most suspicious thing around was the way Lady Homayani’s friend was looking at her.

“Do you need something?” Dehya asked.

Nilou parted her lips, as if she was surprised at being caught staring. “Sorry, I was just wondering something…”

“Oh?” She raised an eyebrow. “Well you have me curious, so go on.”

“Um. You’re a mercenary, right?”

Dehya nodded. “Corps of Thirty. What about it?”

“So… you get into a lot of fights, then?”

“You could say that.” She shrugged. “More than the average person, anyhow.”

Nilou stepped closer, into her personal space, and Dehya blinked in surprise.

“Uh, is there something—“

“Your sword,” she said, in a quiet voice. Her tone was a mixture of thoughtful and confused. “It looks new.”

“…Huh?”

“The ones we use as props have blunted edges, and we rarely ever take them out. Even so, they get scratched and chipped.” She knit her eyebrows together. “Yours looks like it’s in perfect condition, though.”

Dehya swallowed. “Well, I take pretty good care of my weapons, you know? Oiling them, sharpening them. Preserves them for longer.”

“Oh.” Nilou frowned. “So it’s not new?”

“Well, it is, but…” She rubbed the back of her neck, feeling put on the spot. “What’s it matter to you?”

This woman was a close friend of Lady Homayani, so Dehya didn’t want to say too much in fear that someone would end up putting two and two together. Honestly, she could have just lied. She didn’t think Nilou was familiar enough with the craftsmanship to tell the difference.

But for some reason that felt… wrong.

She couldn’t say why, but the prospect of treating her as if she wasn’t smart enough seemed cruel, somehow. Maybe her soft-spoken demeanor played a part in that.

Nilou, however, was grinning broadly over the fact that she was correct. “It struck me as interesting, that’s all.”

“I heard you were skilled in the creative arts,” Dehya mused, “but I didn’t realize that appraisal was one of them.”

“Anything can be creative.” She tilted her chin up so that her sky-blue eyes were looking right into Dehya’s. “In fact, I’d say everything is creative. Even the way you fight must have a cadence to it.”

“What, like a dance?”

“Exactly.” She laid a hand on Dehya’s wrist. Delicate, and softer than she would ever expect. “I bet your dance style must be so unique… you should show me one day.”

Dehya looked askance. “You’re getting ahead of yourself. I never said I danced, let alone that I would—“
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In a sense, the Grand Sage had been right.

Nilou stepped across the stage in a steady rhythm, moving her hands just as she practiced for so many hours in preparation. Her footwork had been rehearsed until it was as fluid as the water that circled her, breaking and reforming in sequence.

She wasn’t one to brag, but she was confident that her dance was as perfect as it could be. It was likely nothing next to the original performance by the Goddess of Flowers, but she felt that it was towards the peak of what an ordinary mortal might be capable of.

Beautiful. Elegant. Refined.

And ultimately, futile.

Because for all that she was putting into this dance, there was no one to watch it. All had fled before the Grand Sage’s veiled threats, leaving only a dark and vacant theater.

In this way, he had been right. After all, what use were the arts without anyone to share them with?

All her effort, all her practice and preparation, had gone to waste. She felt so stupid, thinking she could defy the Akademiya. The only defiance she was capable of now was putting on a show for a ghost audience, if for no other reason than to soothe her own feelings.

She was almost grateful that there was no one here to see her like this.

Except for Dehya.

The mercenary was standing quiet in front of the stage, watching Nilou’s dance with an unreadable expression.

What could she be thinking? she wondered. Something pitying, no doubt. Something about feeling sorry for Nilou, or maybe concern over whether she was in a good state of mind.

Or perhaps, like everyone else, she simply thought her stupid.

If so, she couldn’t blame her, because—

“They were right,” she called out from below.

Nilou froze mid-movement. They… as in the sages? Was she reading her mind?

“Your dance really is beautiful.”


  Ah…


She was happy to hear her say that. Even if at all came apart, at least she was able to convey the beauty of the arts to one other person.

Without really thinking, she plucked one of the padisarahs by the stage and tossed it to the other woman. She caught it not with her gauntlented hand, but her bare one, and held it to her chest.

“Thank you for staying.” She bowed at the waist. “I’m sorry it didn’t go the way it should have.”

“Don’t worry,” Dehya said.

She ran a thumb along the flower’s lavender petals, then favored Nilou with that same complex expression.

“Next time, things will be different.”
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“Such a compelling line,” the girl mused, swinging her legs from atop the bed. “What made you say it?”

Dehya raised her eyebrow. “What line?”

She had followed this kid out of concern for her safety. And also because she seemed oddly… familiar. But all she had done since then was spout some random nonsense.

“Don’t remember?” She sighed. “Well, I figured. You almost had me fooled for a moment, though.”

“…You’re a weird kid, you know that?”

“I would call this an improvement, though. You’ve moved past asking if I got separated from my parents.”

“Eh, you seem like you know where you’re going, so I didn’t ask.” She looked towards the spot on the bed next to her. “And besides… this place feels safe, somehow.”

“Mm, there you go again.” Her bright green eyes studied her. “It’s like you’re on the very precipice, just needing a small push…”

“To what?” she asked.

“Moksha.” She grinned. “Does that make sense?”

“No, not at all.”

“That’s quite alright. We live in times of uncertainty, after all. Where the seas churn in the nation of shattered stone, and sleeping dragons wake in the land of eternal thunder. It’s hard to make sense of anything, these days.”

“You read a lot of light novels, is that it?”

Dehya had no idea why she was sticking around to speak with this girl. She was clearly the victim of a very overactive imagination. It was just… some of the things she said… made her mind itch in the strangest way…

“I can’t say I do,” she laughed. “But on the topic of stories, I have one for you. Want to hear?”

She gave her a wary look. “…Sure.”

“Excellent. This is my favorite kind of story, since it doubles as an analogy.” She cleared her throat. “Once, three God-Kings ruled Sumeru. The Lord of Flowers, the Lord of Verdure, and—“

“The Lord of Deserts,” Dehya finished. Otherwise known as the Scarlet King. The deity revered by her countrymen in times past… as well as by some factions in the present day.

“Correct.” The girl nodded. “The three were close friends. Today’s festival is proof of that, if you know the history behind it. And in fact, some legends say that the Lord of Deserts and the Lord of Flowers ruled in tandem for a time, carving out their own polity in the great expanse of the red sands.”

“I’m somewhat familiar.” Dehya scratched her head. “I’ve heard that the two were partners for a time.”

“Ah, partners.” She pursed her lips. “Such a vague word. It’s commonly accepted that the Lord of Deserts was taken by the Lord of Flowers’ beauty. It’s a matter of contention whether she returned those feelings.”

“I suppose so.” Just where was she going with this?

“Though not everything was perfect, it was in many ways a golden era. While the Lord of Verdure sprung forth the rainforest in a corner of the great expanse, the Lord of Flowers brought beauty and the arts to the red sands.”

“They say it wasn’t just desert, back then,” Dehya said.

“Mhm, so it goes. A flower can hardly take root in sand, after all.” She nodded. “Under their mutual guidance, the desert became lush for a time. A great civilization rose to power, tigers — not rishboland, but true tigers — stalked the undergrowth, and rivers… ah, but you know all this, don’t you?”

“More or less.” Dehya shrugged. “I know what happens next, too. The Lord of Flowers dies.”

“That’s right. And the Lord of Deserts follows shortly after, and then finally the Lord of Verdure. A civilization collapses, returning to the sands, and Sumeru becomes a godless land.”

Dehya tilted her head. “Not quite. We still have Kusanali Devi.”

The girl blinked, looking as if she was caught completely off-guard. “I wouldn’t have expected you to add the ‘devi.’”

“Why, because I’m desertfolk?” She rolled her eyes. “I am not Ayn Al-Ahmar. I have nothing to do with ancient grudges.”

A sad smile crossed the girl’s face. “You continue to surprise me with each loop. Truthfully you’ve already surpassed my expectations… and that’s why I have hope that you’ll grant me a miracle.”

Here she went again, saying things that made no sense. “What was the point of that story, anyway?”

“Hm? As I said, it’s an analogy of sorts. Just as before, everything hinges on the Lord of Flowers.”

As cryptic as ever.

“But why tell me?”

The girl placed a finger on her chin.

“Well… isn’t it obvious?”

“No, it’s not obvious at—“
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“It’s simple, really.” Kimiya waved a nonchalant hand. “Give me any two alchemical reagents, and based on the results of the reaction, I will perform a divination.”

“Ah, that sounds wonderful!” Nilou plucked some purple padisarah petals from the flower garland a merchant had given her earlier, and handed them over.

This close to the Dance of Sabzeruz, she probably should have been practicing her routine. But with the festival in full of bloom she couldn’t help but take some time to go out and explore.

Everything was so lively and fun. Games, food, music. If Kusanali Devi could look down from the Sanctuary of Surasthana and see how happy the people were to celebrate her birthday, perhaps she would be happy, too.

“Excellent choice, miss. One more.”

“Hmm.” Nilou searched her person for anything else that might constitute an alchemical reagent, but couldn’t find anything. Then she turned her eyes to the crowd, looking for anyone who…

“Ah, Dehya!” She spotted the mercenary posted by a nearby wall, and beckoned her over with a wave of her hand.

Her eyes settled on her with a look of slight surprise, and then she made her way over.

“You need something?”

“Do you have anything… ah, alchemical on you?”

“…Such as?”

“Anything that’s part of nature will do,” Kimiya cut in. “Or that is innately magical.”

Dehya leaned down and cupped her hand over Nilou’s ear.

“You know this is a scam, right?”

“But it’s fun,” she whispered back. “Please?”

The mercenary sighed, then pulled a flower out of a pouch by her waist. It was a dark, solid purple with four hollowed petals in the rough shape of diamonds.

“I’ve never seen a flower like that before,” Nilou said, awestruck. “What is it?”

“Beats me.” She shrugged. “Some kid gave it to me earlier.”

Kimiya looked similarly perplexed at the specimen, but nonetheless took it and began mixing it with the padisarah using mortar and pestle.

“Just a moment, and I’ll have your shared fate divined.”

Dehya blinked. “Shared?”

“I received one reagent from each of you, no? Therefore the result will foretell not either of your individual futures, but a shared one.”

“That sounds so fascinating,” Nilou said. She looked up at Dehya. “I hope it’s something nice.”

“Ah… yeah.” She folded her arms over her chest, looking to the side.

“And here we are,” Kimiya said, sorting through whatever it is he managed to create. “Yours is the sign of the Hermit.”

Dehya narrowed her eyes. “Very sly, but I know that Hermit is just a synonym for Eremite.”

“Ah, that’s just a coincidence!” Kimiya put his hands together. “In this context, it symbolizes introspection and enlightenment.”

“Oh, like soul-searching?” Nilou asked.

“Precisely! And in fact…” He pulled out a book from under the counter and flipped to a certain page. “When applied to a pair, it represents a journey that must be undertaken together.”

“And what kind of journey might that be?” Dehya asked, in a skeptical tone.

“Well normally, the hermit follows the north star in order to seek the truth within themselves, but in this case…”

“I think I get it!” Nilou looked up at Dehya and beamed. “We have to find the truth in each other.”

Dehya rolled her eyes. “That’s a very dramatic way of saying ‘getting to know each other better.’”

“You’re both correct,” Kimiya said, a self-satisfied smile on his face. “According to these readings, that mutual understanding will be the key to forming a stronger love.”

Dehya paused.

“A stronger wha—“
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“Water is fine.”

The server nodded. “I’ll be right back.”

Dehya leaned her elbows on the counter, looking out over the festivities. She was seated at a little outdoor mini-restaurant that had set up in Zubayr Theater for the occasion.

And while it would have been nice to unwind with a glass of wine, she wanted to stay sharp while she was on the job. Especially since, for some reason or another, she had a bad feeling about today. Some knot in her stomach that wouldn’t unravel.

“You look like you’re worried about something.”

Turning her head, she found that the festival’s very own star dancer had taken a seat beside her.

“That’s just my face,” Dehya said.

Nilou shook her head. “I’ve seen you smile plenty of times.”

“Like when?”

“Hm…” She tilted her head. “Like when you’re chatting with Dunyarzad.”

“Tch, that’s not true.”

“It is! A very slight smile… but it’s there.”

Dehya opened her mouth to respond, but at that moment the server came and set down her glass of water. While she was there, Nilou ordered one of her own.

“Of course,” the server said. “Just a moment.”

As she left, Dehya gave Nilou a confused look. “Can’t you just… make your own water?”

“It’s not as good as you think,” Nilou whispered conspiratorially, as if it were some grand secret. “Plus it doesn’t get that cold…”

“I see.” Dehya took a sip of her drink. It was refreshingly cold, she’d admit. “How’s Lady Homayani, anyway?”

“So considerate! It’s only been a few minutes since you’ve seen her.”

Dehya grunted. “I’m just making conversation, don’t look so far into it.”

“Mhm, she’s fine.” She ran her fingers through her long, red hair. “If only I had my own bodyguard to worry over me…”

“Well, you can hire one. The Corps of Thirty never shy away from—“

“How much, then?”

Dehya’s words caught in her throat. “Pardon?”

Nilou was looking at her with those earnest blue eyes, and for the first time something clicked in Dehya’s head.

She had, of course, seen Nilou a number of times. As a friend of Lady Homayani she visited often, and though they weren’t extremely close they weren’t strangers either.

But for all those times she had seen her, she had never really… noticed.

The way her ears just barely poked through the cover of her hair. The pointedness of her chin, in contrast to the fullness of her cheeks. The gentle slope of her collar, and the sweet innocence of her smile.


  Huh. She’s pretty.


“Dehya?” she asked, frowning. “I was just teasing, you know.”

“Eh?”

“I know you already have a contract with Dunyarzad,” she said, covering her mouth to laugh. “Don’t worry.”


  Was I staring?


“Besides,” Nilou continued. “Your services seem pricey, and I’m not quite as well off as the Homayanis — unless you offer a friendship discount?”

Dehya wanted to say no, but she did renegotiate her contract Lady Homayani herself not too long ago for essentially the same reason.

“It’s not really about the money,” she said instead. “It’s more of an honor thing.”

“I’ve heard that the Corps of Thirty take honor very seriously. Is it cultural?”

Dehya was surprised at the question. Nilou seemed like a very carefree sort, and she didn’t expect her to be interested in such things.

Wait, no. It felt wrong to assume that. You didn’t have to be a scholar to know things, or want to know things. Nilou had a bubbly exterior, but that didn’t mean she never thought about stuff like this.

It felt important to remember that…

“Well,” Dehya said, scratching her head, “I can’t say every Eremite faction is honorable. But the Corps of Thirty are among the oldest, and they try to preserve only the best of old traditions.”

“Ah.” Nilou nodded. “I’ve always wanted to learn more about desertfolk traditions.”

“Mhm, a lot of it is passed down orally now, ever since it all dried up.”

Nilou blinked. “…Dried up?”

“You’ve never heard?” Dehya laughed. “Well it’s more of a folktale, so I don’t blame you. Basically, a lot of people believe that a huge river coursed along the desert basin in old times.”

“Until it evaporated?”

“Right.” Dehya tapped the nails of her metallic gauntlet against the counter. “I’m sure you know that part of the story well, though. The Goddess of Flowers died, the Scarlet King went mad, and Maha Rukkhadevata fled to the rainforest.”

She shrugged.

“Somewhere in all that mess, a kingdom fell apart and a river dried up.”

The whole time she spoke, Nilou’s eyes were attentive. She noticed that, and appreciated it. Some people lied about being interested in all this stuff to curry favor, but Nilou seemed genuinely fascinated.

“I’ve seen a little bit of desertfolk art before,” she said. “And I hear they have their own unique music. I’d love to learn more, someday.”

“You really do love the arts, huh?” Dehya grinned. “Maybe I’ll take you next time I go back.”

“That would be amazing!”

Ah. Dehya had meant it as more of a joke, but it seemed as if she took it earnestly. Not she necessarily had any qualms against it, but…

You brought a girl back home? said Candace’s voice in her mind. You should have told me sooner! Let me gather the village and—

Dehya shook her head, banishing that thought.

“You look like you’re worried about something again,” Nilou said.

“…Don’t worry about it.”


   Beep. 


Nilou could tell that Dehya was not used to having someone else take the lead. Specifically in dance, though probably also in everything else.

“Look,” she said, glancing down at her feet so that she didn’t trip over Nilou, “I’ve never really done this before.”

“For starters, you should stop staring down. Just trust that you won’t stumble.”

“So where should I be looking?”

“Um… me?”

Their eyes met, and Nilou felt heat rise to her cheeks. She hadn’t meant it that way!

Although… she sort of did…

It was honestly so strange. For as long as she could remember Dehya had always been Dunyarzad’s bodyguard. And then, as if overnight, she started seeing her differently.

Talking to her, being around her… it felt familiar. She was more comfortable with it than she would have assumed.

Plus, the mercenary had so many interesting sides to her.

Confident, with a certain tenacity to her. Tall, with piercing blue eyes and yellow-streaked hair. The banded muscle of her arms as she wrapped them around Nilou was firm and solid.

But she could be surprisingly bashful, too.

“See!” Nilou said, as she led her around the stage at an easygoing pace. “You’re doing better now.”

She furrowed her eyebrows. “I think the whole theater can see us from up here…”

“Everyone must be so jealous, huh?”

“Yeah, I suppose dancing with you must be on the top of everyone’s wishlist.”

“Oh, I meant the opposite…”

It took a second for Dehya to process her words, but when she did she rolled her eyes. “Remind me again why you called me up here?”

“To help me warm-up for my dance.”

“And why me, specifically? There are plenty of better dancers here.”

Nilou looked into her eyes. “But I wanted it to be you.”

“Huh?” She almost lost her footing, and had to regain her composure. “You’re too honest for your own good, if you ask me.”

But Nilou could only smile.

Truthfully she didn’t really know why, either. It’s not as if she and Dehya had ever spent much time together before today. They had a mutual friend, and that was all. Dancing with her was fun though, and…

…it felt right.

“You can leave if you want,” Nilou said. “I won’t hold it against you.”

“Am I that bad?” she asked, grinning. “Trying to get rid of me?”

Nilou laughed. “Not at all. It looks like I was right — fighting has already given you a good sense of rhythm.”

“Hm? When did you say that?”

“Remember? It was when…”


  When…


She felt an itch in her mind, like something was at the cusp of her memory. But she couldn’t quite reach it. And—

Dehya placed her hand on the small of her back and dipped her.

“Huh?” Nilou felt herself leaning back, and was suddenly looking up at the other woman’s face, a self-satisfied smile framed by strands of falling hair.

“How’s that for a dance move?” she asked, in a low hush.

But Nilou couldn’t answer. Nothing escaped her parted lips.

Any words she wanted to offer were drowned out by the deafening beat of her—


   Beep. 


Dehya couldn’t decide whether she was more angry at the sages or herself.

Coming out here to call off the festival, after so many had poured their hard work into it. Calling it a waste, an eyesore. And the derision they had showed to Nilou…

Her hands balled into fists, the nails of her gauntlet scraping against the palm.


  But then what about me?


She had watched it happen. She had known it wasn’t right.

And yet she did nothing.

It wasn’t even as if Nilou was a stranger. She was Lady Homayani’s… no, she was her friend.

And I just stood there.

Zubayr Theater was empty now, save for herself and Nilou, dancing away on stage as if nothing happened.

Why?

What the sages had done was awful. It would have been normal to shout, or cry. Or even to just sit down and wallow.

So why did she keep dancing?

And it was such a lovely dance, too. It would have been the highlight of everyone’s day. Something to live on in memory.

…If only things had gone differently.

Without even really thinking, Dehya’s feet had begun carrying her up the steps of the stage. Slow, tired steps.

When she crested the top, Nilou paused mid-movement, shooting her a look of confusion tinged with sadness.

“I’m sorry,” Dehya said.

“What for?”

“I should have—“

“Stopped them?” she finished, before turning her lips upward into the barest hint of a smile. One that didn’t reach her eyes. “I appreciate the thought, but I don’t know if it would have made a difference.”

“Still.” Dehya took a step closer. “I should have tried.”

“We all should have done things differently,” she said softly. “I, for example, should have never wasted so much of my life on something so stupid…”

Dehya’s chest felt hollow. “That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?” She looked at her, eyes glossy. “This is the nation of wisdom. The goddess who loved the arts is dead and gone. And me putting on these clothes and this headdress to look like her… all it does is make me look like a fool.”

Nilou shook her head.

“They were right. I’m too stupid to understand the important things, so I waste my time with these hobbies instead. I have no place here. All I wanted was for Kusanali Devi to understand how much people loved her, but I don’t even know if she can see us, so what’s the — Dehya!?”

Nilou’s speech was cut off as she wrapped her into a hug, squeezing tight.

“Don’t talk about yourself like that,” she said.

“But—“

“Don’t.” Dehya reached up to take off her Akasha terminal, then Nilou’s. She threw them onto the ground and crushed them beneath her boot. “Just because this city doesn’t recognize your value doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”

She tucked a strand of hair behind Nilou’s ear, then ran her thumb down to her chin.

“This was supposed to be a happy day for you. For everyone. I know it must be crushing. So it’s okay to hurt… but please, don’t ever think that you deserved it.”

Nilou opened her mouth to respond, but tears rolled down her cheeks and she buried her face into Dehya’s shoulder, sobbing.

Those stupid sages.

Making someone like her cry. Who only wanted to make everyone happy.

Dehya felt red-hot anger flood her, tempered only by Nilou’s arms wrapped around her waist.

“I tried… my best,” she muttered, between heavy breaths. “I know… that people don’t think I’m smart, but…”

“Those people have nothing to say worth listening to,” Dehya said, rubbing her back with a gentle hand. “Who are they to tell you what you are?”

That seemed to soothe her. They stayed like that for a long moment, alone together on a dark stage overseeing an empty audience. She didn’t know if it was a matter of minutes or a matter of heartbeats or something in between.

It didn’t matter.

She felt like she could hold her in her arms for as long as it took.

After Nilou had finally regained her breath, she looked up at Dehya with slightly red eyes.

“Thank you… I’m sorry things ended up this way. Even after you sold your sword to—“

“Niloufar.”

“Huh?”

“You don’t have to apologize.”

A small smile spread across her face. “Just Nilou is fine, you know…”

“But your full name is so—“

Nilou pressed her lips against hers.

…beautiful.

That was Dehya’s last thought before her mind became lost in the softness of the other woman’s kiss. It had caught her by surprise, sending a shiver down her spine. As she shut her eyes she could feel her heart hammering in her chest.

The warmth of her body pressed against hers. The way her hair tickled her shoulders. The sensation of her hands around her shoulders.

Why did it feel so right?

They had hardly interacted before today, so why…

No, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was this moment, between the two of them. She had even taken off their Akasha terminals, so their privacy was guaranteed, and—

Wait, what?

What did Akasha terminals have to do with privacy? As a matter of fact, why had she even taken them off? Why did—


   Beep. 


“What’s… going on?” Dehya asked.

The child on the bed looked at her with curious eyes. “What do you mean?”

Dehya touched her fingers to her forehead, head reeling. “I felt like I had to come here. Like I had to speak to you… but who are you?”

“I’m just the moon,” she said softly. “What else do you feel?”

“Huh?”

“On the bed, next to me. Do you feel anything?”

She shook her head. “No… should I?”

“It’s alright, I would be surprised if you did. Her aura is incredibly faint now.”

“I don’t understand.”

“That’s okay.” She waved a hand in the air. “Let’s move on — what do you remember?”

Remember?

She woke up today, escorted Lady Homayani to Zubayr Theater, and then ended up here. Such an odd feeling that drew her here. It would do well to wrap up, though, because she had to head back and meet…

Meet…

A sharp pain wracked her head, and she fell to her knees, clutching it in her hands.

“What… the hell?”

“I’m sorry,” the child said. “Even with how far you’ve come, I don’t know if this will be easy. But please…”

Her voice faded into the background as Dehya felt her blood pound in her head. There was something at the edge of her memories, clawing to get in.

Lady Homayani.

The sages.

Her sword.

The Akasha.

And…

Yes. It was coming to her.

Red hair like desert sands bathed in the evening sun.

Sky-blue eyes with all the innocence in the world.

The sign of the hermit.

A slow-stepping dance.

Padisarahs in full bloom.

Her smile. Her tears. Her laughter.

…her kiss.

Gritting her teeth through the pain, she remembered.

“This day has been happening on repeat,” Dehya huffed.

The girl nodded, eyes glittering. “Why?”

“It’s… a dream.”

“Not a time loop?”

“Things don’t happen the same way each time.”

“Good.” She bounded off the bed and stood in front of her. “How about your memories being erased every day?”

“Not a chance. Muscle memory carries over.”

“Perfect. You’re doing so good.” She looked at Dehya with pleading eyes. “Now tell me, child of the red sands, whose dream is this?”

“Isn’t that obvious?” Dehya asked, regaining her breath. “It’s hers.”


  Niloufar…


All those memories flooded back to her. All the times she had been there for her, all the times she had failed her. Over and over, on without end. Experiences that existed now only in her memory, that may as well have never happened…

…it was so bittersweet.

“Thank you,” the girl said softly, and Dehya could see that tears were welling in her eyes, “for granting me this miracle.”

“I have to go,” Dehya said. “I have to…”

“Yes. You have to play your part, and I have to play mine. But before you go, can I tell you something?”

“What is it?”

“They say that beneath the scorching rays of the desert sun, within the great expanse of the red sands, that nothing good can grow.”

She looked at Dehya with an unreadable expression.

“I have never once believed that.”


   Beep. 


“Our Archon,” the Grand Sage said, “created the utopia that is Sumeru City for all scholars who sought validity, verity, and truth… while people like you wish to defile it.”

“No!” The words escaped Nilou’s mouth before she could process them. “Maha Rukkhadevata never rejected the arts. Even the Goddess of Flowers dedicated a dance to her.”

“With your lack of intellectual credentials, I do not believe you are qualified to—“

“She’s not qualified to what, old man?”

Nilou turned her head just in time to see Dehya ascending the steps of the stage, an irritated look on her face.

“Huh?” The Grand Sage looked to Setaria. “Did you call for the Eremites?”

“No, sir.”

He looked back to Dehya. “Your services are not currently needed, so—“

“Oh, I think they are.” She moved in front of Nilou. “Get out of this theater.”

Nilou was taken aback at how brazen she was. Defying the sages like that, for the sake of the arts? It was crazy…

…and somehow inspiring.

“Ah, I get it,” the Grand Sage said. “You’re her bodyguard, is that it?”

“None of your business. Get off the stage.”

“Or what?” he asked. “Are you going to threaten us?”

In response, Dehya unsheathed her two-handed blade. Shining and flawless as if it was recently purchased.

And then, she set it aflame.

Nilou gasped as hissing fire curled off the surface of the metal, heating it to a red-orange glow.

“Have you gone mad?” The Grand Sage almost fell backwards as he moved away. “I’ll have you—“

“You’ll have me what?” she taunted, swinging her blade through the air. The rush of flames didn’t reach either of the sages, but it was close enough to make them shriek.

“Dehya!” Nilou ran up and placed a hand on her back. “Please, they’ll get hurt.”

“Don’t want to see them hurt?” she asked, turning her head over her shoulder. “So pretend they’re not here.”

Huh? What did that mean? Even if she imagined they weren’t here, that wouldn’t stop them from—

The Grand Sage blinked out of existence, followed by Setaria.

Nilou’s breath left her in a rush. “What… just happened?”

“You got rid of them, that’s what.” Dehya flashed a proud grin.

“But how?”

Dehya pointed at the flowers on stage. “Same way you made these purple.”

The padisarahs?

Wait, come to think of it… purple padisarahs were extinct, weren’t they? Only the white variety created by Maha Rukkhadevata remained. So why…


   Anomaly detected. 



   Initiating emergency suppression protocol. 


Nilou blinked. “Did you hear that?”

“I did,” Dehya said, a confused expression on her face. “But I’m not sure what—“

The stage shifted.

That was the only way to describe what happened.

The surrounding theater fell away as if reality itself was unraveling, as if the stage was being lifted somewhere and placed elsewhere.

With sand.

Miles and miles of sand, as far as the eye could see. A cloudless sky hung above, and the hot sun bore down on them.

“The desert?” Dehya asked. “Why would we be…”

“Dehya, look out!”

Nilou pointed and, picking up on the urgency in her voice, Dehya swung her sword in that direction without looking.

Right into the shoulder of an Eremite mercenary who had been about to attack her.

There was no blood. His body simply faded to sand and fell upon the floor.

Dehya readied her weapon as more of them appeared from atop a sand dune, setting it aflame once again.

“Stay back,” she warned.

What in the world is going on? she thought, forming a blade of water in her hands. This has to be a—

Three men with curved swords rushed at Dehya, and she knocked two off their footing with a burst of red flame as she swung her sword. The remaining one tried to close in and slash at her, but she grabbed him by the throat with her clawed gauntlet.

“Traitor,” he spat. “You reject your deity for a—“

“None of that has anything to do with me,” she said.

Sand fell not a moment later, followed by more as Dehya finished off the two that had been swept back.

But there were more coming over the dunes. Two, four… what must have been half a dozen. All with weapons drawn.

“Don’t worry,” Dehya said, readying her blade again. “This is nothing.”

“I don’t understand,” Nilou muttered. How did they end up here? What was going on?


   Anomaly detected. 
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The flames coating Dehya’s blade went out, and she looked at it in shock.

Only for a moment, though, because then she raised it to block a strike from one of the mercenaries. And then another. And another.

She was backing up to prevent them from surrounding her, but being on the defensive was a losing battle. Without her fire, she was at more of a disadvantage.

Thinking quickly, Nilou sent forth a gout of water to crash into one of the mercenary’s chest, knocking them backwards. Still, it wasn’t enough — there were five more.

If only there was more water, she thought. Enough to sweep them all away. But this was the desert, so…

Huh? Something scratched at the edge of her memories. This was a desert, but…

“Run!” Dehya shouted, dodging between strikes. “I’ll hold them off!”

But Nilou did not run.

Instead, she stepped forward.

And remembered.

Something rumbled in the distance, and everyone turned their heads to look.

To watch, as a massive wall of water raced towards them.

Seeing this, Dehya dropped her weapon. She went for Nilou, scooped her up in one smooth motion, and ran.

The other Eremites however, were not so lucky. Nilou watched from her bridal carry as they were swallowed by the flood. The onrush of water cut from the horizon in one direction all the way to the horizon in another, snaking between the sand dunes.

“A river coursed along its basin,” Nilou whispered. “That’s what you said.”

Dehya looked down at her. “You remember that?”

“Just barely.”

“Do you… remember anything else?”

“I… almost do.” She knit her eyebrows together, feeling a slight headache coming on. “Why do you ask?”

“Ah, no reason.” A flush spread across her cheeks. “I—“

“So you ran away to live in this desert of ignorance?” the Grand Sage spat. “How fitting for you.”

“Tch.” Dehya set Nilou down. “And where did you come from?”

Grand Sage Azar appeared as if out of thin air, a bladed staff gripped in one hand.

Dehya reached for her sword, but found nothing. She had, of course, dropped it when they ran.

The Grand Sage swung, and Dehya lunged to the side while Nilou stumbled backwards.

“Damn it,” Dehya said, holding her clawed gauntlet in position to strike. Not much use against an actual weapon, but it was all she had.

Unless…

Nilou concentrated. She remembered the look of Dehya’s sword. The flawless, unmarred surface, without a single scratch or chip.

And it appeared in her hands.

“Good job!” Dehya said. “Now throw it here, and—“

Nilou swung at the Grand Sage.

“You’re awful!” she shouted, as the blade bit into his shoulder, spilling sand from the wound. “Do you know how horrible it is to trample on everyone’s effort like that?”

The Grand Sage swung his weapon around, but Nilou spun away. Even in these sifting sands her footwork was skilled enough to make it easy.

She swung again, and though he tried to back away, he lost his footing and stumbled, using his staff to reorient himself. Nilou used that opportunity to slash at one of his hands, reducing it to sand.

“What did Kusanali Devi ever do to you, that we can’t celebrate her birthday?” Another slash. “What do you have against the arts?”

Slash. Spin. Slash.

She wreathed the blade in swirling water, pressing forward as the Grand Sage was forced back.

All the while, Dehya watched on wordlessly.

“It doesn’t matter whether or not I have the intellect to debate you,” she snapped, raising her blade overhead. “Because I have something you never will — a heart.”

Her falling blade sank into the Grand Sage’s chest, and his entire form crumbled away.

“Was that… helpful?” Dehya asked.

Nilou nodded, chest heaving. “More than I expected.”

“Well, I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks.” She handed back the sword, not that it really mattered. “Do me a favor, Dehya?”

“Yes?”

She leaned in and kissed her cheek, before whispering in her ear.

“Find me when we wake up.”


“Oh, I think it’s about to begin,” Lady Homayani said, clasping her hands together in excitement.

Dehya watched as Nilou took the stage, smiling to herself. “You’re in for a treat — it’s beautiful.”

“Hm? How do you know?” she asked.

“Ah, well… I mean, just look at her.”

Lady Homayani raised an eyebrow. “I am looking at her… although I think you’re looking at her more.”

“What? That doesn’t even make sense.”

“It’s true,” said Katheryne, coming up beside them. “This is the highlight of the event.”

“Eh?” Lady Homayani tilted her head. “Shouldn’t you be at the Adventurer’s Guild?”

She waved a nonchalant hand. “Ah, it’ll be fine without me.”

“Thank you for coming today,” Nilou said from atop the stage. “I hope everyone can enjoy the festival to their heart’s content.”

She scanned the audience with those bright, earnest eyes of hers. And when they met Dehya’s, she smiled.

“Now, I dedicate this dance to our goddess…”

A moment later, Dehya made a critical discovery.

Many things became plainer the more one experienced them.

Some things retained their novelty throughout each instance.

And precious few things became better with each experience.

The cotton warmth in her chest and she watched Nilou dance was one such thing.
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