
oneirophobia

Author’s Note:
      thought i’d try something a little different for a change! 

anyways,,,,wow,,,that teaser,,,,,,huh 

sorry, and happy birthday, nahida. i’ll be pulling you to make up for it, so please be nice and come home early <3

written with plenty of gratuitous and self indulgent references to this fic by ke. (go read it. it’s good)

    


    
    It’s the Sabzeruz Festival, Nahida realises as she wakes up. It’s supposed to be her birthday, as well, but the empty room that lies beneath her feet would have her think anything but. She doesn’t expect anyone to come - because no one ever does - but time and time again, just as the Akasha system rolls over, she can’t help but hope because she has nothing else. Nothing else to do, and nothing else to rely on. 

With a sigh, she turns over. 

There is a little golden finch, perched on one of the windowsills of the windows the sages must have been too careless to close. It hops around, tilting its head once it notices the prison within the room it has intruded upon. 

If she reaches far enough, perhaps it will hop onto her finger, cocking its head in harmless innocence. Or perhaps she will scare it away, the thought of doing so too much to bear for her fragile heart. 

So she sighs, and settles for watching, smooth stone cold beneath her bare feet. 

God in a birdcage, finch out of the birdcage. There is irony in their swapped positions; but-


  If the bird was meant to fly free, does that mean she was always fated to be trapped? 


-

It’s the Sabzeruz Festival, and there is a golden-haired outlander in Sumeru tonight. They are otherworldly, fair hair shining in the sunlight of Sumeru and clothes like nothing Nahida’s ever seen. Their hands are calloused but their eyes are soft, little details picked out by the superior quality of Katheryne’s mechanical eyes. 

“Thank you for completing today’s commissions,” she says, in a borrowed voice, in a borrowed skin. Out of sight, out of mind, out of place. 

The Traveller smiles, hefting the pouch of Mora in their hand as if to test the weight. Despite double and triple-checking, Nahida doubts; had she given them the wrong amount? 

“Thank you, Katheryne!” grins the little girl by their side, floating in the air.

The outlander’s smile is warm. Nahida wonders how their voice would sound. 

-

It’s the Sabzeruz Festival. There seems to be a bit of a fuss outside the Sanctuary of Surasthana, voices raised in a vicious argument about a suspicious foreigner and their equally-suspicious flying companion, Paimon. They’ve been asking questions and poking their nose where it doesn’t belong, and someone is demanding that an Eremite be dispatched to keep an eye on their movements at all times. However, more importantly -

There is a golden finch, again. It is a little closer today, and if Nahida squints, she can just about make out the bright spots of colour under its lively black eyes, little feet shifting ever-closer as it makes eye contact with her. 

She reaches out for it, beckoning, quietly hopeful, and just as the bird flutters its wings, landing on the tip of her finger- 

-

“Nahida!” 

She shoots awake in her bed, hands gripping for purchase in the soft linen sheets of her bed. Her door rattles again, like the person on the other side has been knocking for minutes now. 

“Come in!” 

The moment the door opens, Paimon swoops through the doorway, beaming at her as the Traveller follows, shaking their head at their companion’s antics in exasperated affection. 

“Are you okay, Nahida? You’ve never slept in this late,” she says, eyes wide in concern as she bobs in the air. “If you want to sleep in a little longer, Paimon’s sure no one would mind…” 

Sleepily, Nahida rubs at her eyes, tugging the blanket higher over her person as the Traveller fluffs the pillow and arranges it so that she can lean against the backboard as she talks. They seem to make up for their nonverbal nature by making sure that the people around them are comfortable and happy, whether it be through food, through hugs, or in Nahida’s case, by taking her hand and squeezing every once in a while, as if they are trying to assure her that she isn’t alone anymore. 

“Why? Is it a special event today?” 

Paimon gasps, as if the question has personally affronted her. 

“It’s the Sabzeruz Festival, Nahida! It’s your birthday! …Are you sure you’re feeling quite alright?” 

At the reminder, Nahida’s eyes widen. It’s a little odd to hear someone talk about the Festival with any tone other than disdain, and it’s even more of a surprise to hear that people still celebrate it, let alone remember that it exists. Weeks and months alike have passed under the tyranny of the Akademiya, each day just a perfect mirror of the one before; infinite Sabzeruz Festivals, infinite birthdays, all folding in on each other like a collapsing house of cards. Her birthday no longer warrants celebration to her; but with the way that Paimon talks about what’s going to happen at the festival - “The food’s going to be really good, Paimon swears!” - and the way that the Traveller nods reassuringly, stroking her knuckles gently with a thumb, she can’t help but feel a little…excited. 

“Give me a moment,” she finally says, and the Traveller stands to let her slide off the bed, feet sinking into the plush luxury of the thick bedroom rug. She hasn’t felt anything so soft for…months, now. Has it really been months? She can’t quite remember. 

“We’ll be waiting outside, Nahida! If you don’t hurry, we’ll be leaving without you!”

When the door closes behind the pair, Nahida takes the chance to look around her room. It’s small and cosy and very, very green, the walls lined with plants in pots and creeping ivy, more alive than anything she’s ever seen in her little prison. Upon opening her closet, she’s confronted with a variety of clothes, all in different styles - she’s also reasonably sure she sees an Inazuman-style kimono and a Liyuen robe tucked away amidst the normal Sumeru-style clothes, but upon realising that she has no idea how to wear any of them, as tempting and beautiful as they are, she goes for her simple day-to-day outfit, pulling it over her head. 

A little bird sits on the windowsill, lovingly carved out of brightwood, filling the room with a gentle fragrance. It is painted yellow, one spot of red on each side of its cheek, right under its shiny marble eyes. Gently, she pokes it, sending it rocking gently. 

“Nahida!”

“Coming, coming!” 

-

The streets of Sumeru City are busier than Nahida’s ever seen them, almost overwhelming in their joy and chaos. Almost as if the Traveller’s noticed her tense up, they kneel down to be at eye level, a silent question posed in their concerned eyes. 

“I’m alright,” she manages to say, through a throat that feels like it’s closing up with a feeling she can’t quite name. The crowds really are a bit much, despite their good-intentioned nature, and after spending so long cut off from the outside world, this feels like whiplash. “It’s just…can you…hold my hand?” 

And she doesn’t really remember why she felt so nervous about asking; the Traveller smiles, warm and bright as sunlight, and like a plant, she gravitates towards them, seeking their comfort. They extend a hand, gesturing for her to sit down on their forearm, and once she’s settled, they rise back to their feet, slow and steady. Still, at the sudden increase in height, she can’t help but feel a little nervous, leaning into the Traveller’s shoulder and keeping a tight grasp on the front of their outfit. 

It’s not until she looks up that she realises they’ve been watching her carefully for any signs that she’s uncomfortable, and to reassure them, she beams, grinning as widely as her aching cheeks will allow, muscles protesting after such a long period of disuse. They laugh gently, brushing a lock of hair out of her face, and then tilt their head in the direction of the marketplace, as if to ask ‘ready?’. 

“Yeah, let’s go!” 

-

“Fresh fruit! Mushrooms!” 

Nahida tugs lightly at the Traveller’s clothing, and affably, they kneel again, setting her on the ground gently. 

“Hey, you! Kiddo! Outlander! Interested in some produce?” 

Paimon floats closer, dipping slightly to get a better look before she reels backwards, hands over her face in disappointment. 

“Aww, it’s all gross vegetables - ow!” 

She jolts backwards in the air as the Traveller flicks her forehead lightly, signing something that Nahida can vaguely make out as TSL - Teyvatian Sign Language, thanks to the Akasha system - “be respectful”, little flicks of their hand emphasising their annoyance at Paimon’s ignorance. Nahida turns back to the goods, letting them sort it out amongst themselves. 

“Hey, these are goods from-” 

“The Haft-Mewa Feast!” someone finishes behind her, and then a woman clad in royal purples and blues is kneeling down next to Nahida, brushing a reverent hand over the blue and yellow petals of a Nilotpala lotus. Her hair is decorated with a simple gold ornament, and she has bandages around her arms. The shopkeeper nods, his eyes lighting up. 

“You have a good eye, Miss Homayani!” 

The woman - Miss Dunyarzad Homayani, the Akasha system helpfully provides - grins back, wringing her hands out as she blushes at being recognised. It’s only when she looks down that she seems to notice Nahida’s presence. It’s been a long time since Nahida’s seen her; long enough, perhaps, for her to have already forgotten. 

“Sorry, did I interrupt you?” 

“You knew what the goods were,” Nahida murmurs, and Dunyarzad’s eyes widen. 

“I do! I’ve devoted my life to worshipping Lesser Lord Kusanali, ever since she showed me the world through my dreams!” 

Awkwardly, she shuffles to properly look at the little girl, tilting her head. 

“And you? You knew what the goods were, too! Are you interested in the Dendro Archon?”

“Yeah,” Nahida smiles. “I guess you can call it that.” 

“Your voice does sound a little familiar, though,” muses the woman, before-

“Oh, Dunyarzad! You’re here!” 

A fox-eared man with dark green hair sets down several boxes, wiping a hand over his forehead as a girl trots behind him, a basket in each hand. The Traveller hurries over to take one of the baskets despite the girl’s protests, and Paimon floats after them, waving enthusiastically.

“Ah, Forest Watcher Tighnari! And Collei! Are you here to help Mr Amal out?” 

“Of course,” Tighnari grins. “We couldn’t miss out on a chance to celebrate Lesser Lord Kusanali’s birthday, after all. Are the goods fit to sell, Amal?” 

Amal glances over the baskets, waving the question off. 

“Of course, Forest Watcher! If they’re fit by your standards, then they’re definitely good enough for me to sell!” 

“Then we’ll be taking our leave,” he says, long ears bobbing as he nods. “Archons knows how many stupid tourists have eaten something weird in the time it took me to deliver the goods.” 

“We’ll be on our way too,” Paimon chirps. “Coming, Dunyarzad?” 

Dunyarzad nods, rising back to her feet and passing Amal a heavy pouch of Mora, smiling when he looks up at her like she’s just personally affronted him. 

“Thank you, Amal. You didn’t have to show up, but you did. And if you try to return the money to the Homayanis or Dihya, I will find out.” 

“Miss Homayani…”

“If you really insist on repaying me,” she giggles, a hand over her mouth. “Then one of your finest Padisarahs and two Zaytun Peaches will do.” 

Immediately, Amal plucks a Padisarah that’s a darker shade of purple than all the rest from his vase, along with two Zaytun Peaches that are a crisp pink, buffing them lightly with his sleeve before handing them to Dunyarzad. 

“Thank you for your patronage! Please come again!” 

Dunyarzad waves, beckoning for Nahida to follow as she limps after Paimon and the Traveller. Once Nahida gets close enough, she slips the Padisarah behind the girl’s ear, tucking a lock of white hair over it to keep it in place. The sweet fragrance of the flower brings back memories, and carefully, Nahida brushes a hand over the delicate petals, suddenly feeling terribly sad for a place that disappeared long ago. Dunyarzad must feel responsible for the expression that’s probably on her face, because she’s smiling and patting the top of Nahida’s head gently. 

“I’m sorry I don’t quite remember you. I definitely know you, but I just can’t put my finger on where from. I hope you’ll forgive me.” 

“It’s alright,” Nahida smiles, accepting the peach that Dunyarzad passes her with open hands. She bites into the peach, juice running down her chin and over her hands as Dunyarzad giggles, using a handkerchief to dab at the corner of her mouth.

“Happy?” 

“Very,” grins the girl, and Dunyarzad’s face brightens, letting Nahida hold on to one of her fingers with a sticky hand as they navigate through the crowd, trailing after the bright gold of the Traveller’s hair like a guiding star. 

-

“Dear customers, would you like to try your hand at alchemical divination?” 

“What’s this supposed to be?” Paimon asks, leaning in to take a closer look at the crafting bench that sits in front of the little group, a man in Akademiya regalia hurriedly stashing a book behind his person as they draw near. 

“Simply mix two reagents together, and I will interpret the residue to determine what your future holds.” 

“Is that accurate?” Paimon asks, and fervently, the man nods. 

“Very!” 

“It’s supposed to be based on the teachings of Lesser Lord Kusanali,” Dunyarzad supplements. “It works on the theory that everything is interconnected, and all that occurs can be traced back to fate. Would you like to give it a try?” 

A beat of silence passes before Nahida realises the question was addressed at her, nodding in embarrassment at being caught not paying attention. It’s been so long since she’s had someone make conversation with her that she almost always assumes they’re talking to someone behind her unless they address her by name; not because she’s too small to be seen, really, but more like she’s not important enough to command their attention. Not powerful enough, not deserving enough - just not enough. But standing here, surrounded by people who regard her with care and worry, she feels that this time, things are different. 

“I can’t really see, though…” 

Carefully, the Traveller scoops her up again, hefting her higher so she can see the gold-gilded surface of the bench. 

“You can use the pit of your peach,” the student - Kimiya - offers, and gently, Nahida deposits it on the table.

“Oh, you can take a Nilotpala Lotus from us as well!” 

Leaning around, Paimon pulls a slightly wilted flower out of the Traveller’s backpack - Nahida catches a glimpse of stalks of Mint and Cabbages and what appear to be several slabs of raw meat before it’s hurriedly zipped up again. Kimiya adds something from a vial and mixes the two together, before the bench lights up, dazzling the little crowd that’s gathered to watch the proceedings. 

“Huh,” is the first thing he says, and then shamelessly, he’s flipping through the book, scanning rows and rows of text. “The Moon.” 


  In the end, I’m just the moon- 


“It just looks like a pie,” Paimon says, licking her lips. “A really tasty one.” 

‘Don’t try to eat it’, the Traveller signs with a hand, prompting the girl to roll her eyes. 

“Paimon wouldn’t! It’s just ash!” 

“The Moon means illusions and lies,” Kimiya mutters, and then he’s shutting the book with a heavy thump. “But the book says if you trust your intuition and overcome your fears, the sun will surely rise.” 


  The real sun is long gone. 


“But of course, that result doesn’t actually mean anything for the future,” Dunyarzad murmurs, patting Nahida’s cheek gently even as the Traveller and Paimon bicker. “In the end, it falls to us to make the best of what we’re given. We take our own fates and we shape them with our own hands; how this story ends is up to us, Nahida.” 

“It’s up to us…?” 

“Well, that was interesting,” Paimon says, breaking into the conversation with all of the subtlety and self-awareness as a sledgehammer. “Shall we move on to the next stall?” 

-

“Farris! Farris!” 

It’s only thanks to the Traveller holding her up that Nahida can see what all the fuss is about, a small group of children surrounding a man with a conical hat on his head. 

“Atten-tion! Soldiers, fall into formation if you want any Yalda Candies!” 

Swiftly, the children fall into a line with only minimal pushing and shoving, running off once they’ve acquired their sweets as Dunyarzad steps forward, smiling and waving at Farris - or Vihar, as the Akasha identifies him. 

“Ah, Miss Dunyarzad! I was wondering when you would arrive!” 

“Same here, Milady,” comes a friedly voice, and then the familiar figure of Dihya is poking her head out from behind him, sending another group of children off with a wave of her hand and more Yalda Candies. “I was just about to go and look for you.” 

“Dihya,” Dunyarzad says, her face lighting up. “No wonder you weren’t here this morning.” 

“I was hoping you wouldn’t mind when you found out what I ran off to do, Milady-” 

“No, that’s the wrong flavour-” 

Something clatters to the floor behind them, and Dihya sighs, rolling her eyes as she cracks her knuckles, revealing a man with grey hair and a man with a jackal headdress. 

“How many times do I have to tell you two that this is behaviour unbecoming of the Knight of Flowers’ Retainers? Archons, this is why I wanted Kandake to come with me instead of you two!” 

Cyno kicks at a rock on the ground while Haitham crosses his arms, like two children caught fighting on the playground, steadfastly refusing to look at each other. Dihya throws her hands in the air as Nahida giggles, and the tension of the moment shatters, the mercenary turning back around to gesture at the array of candy boxes, five of them laid out in a neat row, leaving the two to figure it out by themselves. 

“Pardon me, miss, apparently our retainers don’t know how to behave properly- please, take your pick!” 

Nahida leans down from her perch in the Traveller’s arms, reaching for the second box from the left, and not-so-subtly, Haitham coughs, Cyno cocking his head to the right, all while they keep their eyes fixed on the table, their argument pausing briefly. Dihya opens her mouth like she’s about to say something, before sighing and crossing her arms as she shakes her head in good-natured exasperation. 

Nahida floats her hand above the box in the middle. Haitham coughs again, Cyno still looking in the direction of her right, and then they return to their bickering when she points at the fourth box. 

“It’s the right flavour, Haitham, just take a look inside the box!” 

“Do you need your eyes checked, General Mahamatra? Or would you like to find out that these are the Onikabuto ones with your own tastebuds?”

“If you’re coughing, Haitham, you should see a doctor,” Dihya grouses, but the smile on her face as she opens the box to reveal the Sunsettia-flavoured Yalda Candies is bright and warm all the same. “And congratulations, little miss! You have a good eye!” 

Nahida takes the box, handing one of the candies to Paimon and another to the Traveller, who upon noticing Paimon’s heavy gaze upon their candy, reluctantly relinquishes it to their companion.

“Thank you, Knights of Flowers,” Dunyarzad says, curtsying, and quickly, Dihya brushes a hand over her garb to straighten it out, a hand over her chest as she bows. 

“Ahem. Atten-tion! In the name of Farris, the Knight of Flowers, we commend you on your contributions to the glorious Sabzeruz Festival,” she salutes, and Paimon waves as the little group traipses off, already getting started on her second candy. 

“Thank you, Knight of Candies!” 

“It’s Knight of Flowers,” Vihar calls, shaking his head.“Not Knight of Candies…”

-

“It’s almost time for Nilou’s dance,” Dunyarzad muses, a hand shading her eyes from the setting sun. Paimon gasps, and then she’s tugging at the Traveller’s hand as they stumble after her, leaving Nahida to hold Dunyarzad’s hand. Despite their mute protests and Paimon’s insistence upon their strength, Nahida had asked to be let down, refusing to burden the Traveller any further than she already had over the course of the day. 

Dunyarzad squeezes her hand gently, and Nahida looks up to see ill-concealed excitement on her face. In that moment, she’s never looked so young or innocent, despite the bandages around her arms and the deep lines carved into her face by illness. 

“Her dance is going to be spectacular,” she says to Nahida as they walk through the doors to the Grand Bazaar, and something stirs in Nahida’s heart; it’s not necessarily uncomfortable, like a gentle tugging in her chest, a longing for something she can’t put her finger on. 

“I can’t wait.”

The lights dim just as they reach the area in front of the stage, and Nilou takes her place under the chandelier that hangs above the dais. 

“I dedicate this to our god…the Dance of Sabzeruz!” 

And when she starts, their surroundings almost seem to melt away, leaving just Nilou, Nahida, Dunyarzad, and the stage. In the warm light, Nilou’s movements are graceful as a blooming lotus, bells tinkling quietly as she twirls, hands trailing behind her elegantly. Nahida’s sight starts to blur, and the stage looks almost like Padisarahs really are blooming in her footsteps, a faded memory of days gone by superimposed over the present. And then, she realises what it is she’s been feeling all day. She’s not lonely, or sad, or scared; she’s homesick. 

She wipes her tears away, and watches. The flower blooms, the water ripples, and for a brief moment, past and present collide in a brilliant, blinding spray of sparks. 

-

‘How was today?’

Nahida yawns, digging a sleepy knuckle into her eye as the Traveller turns her bedside lamp dimmer. After the dance had ended, despite her qualms, Nahida had ended up in the Traveler’s arms again, waving goodbye to Dunyarzad and Dihya at the door of the Homayani residence - the latter still wearing her conical hat like a souvenir from her jaunt as the Knight of Flowers - then they’d seen Haitham and Cyno off to wherever it was they were staying, still arguing - this time, about something called a ‘TCG’ - and then they had gone home, the Traveller with one child on each arm like some kind of tired parent.

Home. The word feels foreign in her mouth. Faintly, she can hear Paimon snoring in the other room, knocked out cold from the activities of the day. 

“It was really nice,” she murmurs. “I liked seeing Dunyarzad again.” 

Gently, the Traveller pulls her finch stuffed toy from the foot of the bed and hands it to her, tucking the blanket tightly over the two of them. 

‘That’s good,’ they sign, smoothing a gentle hand over her hair, before standing and turning to leave. Quickly, Nahida snags a stray bit of fabric, employing the use of her best puppy dog eyes to keep them rooted to their position.

“Stay until I fall asleep? Please?” 

‘…Okay.’

They sit down again, carefully disengaging Nahida’s grip from their outfit and replacing it with their hand instead, running a thumb over her knuckles. 

‘Happy Birthday, Nahida. Sleep well.’ 

She uses the last of her energy to smile, lifting the corners of her mouth weakly, and then she’s drifting off again, the only thing left illuminating the room being the silvery light of the moon outside, hanging high in the sky.

On the windowsill, pushed along by the breeze, rocks the little wooden bird.


  [Beep]


When she wakes, back in her little cage, it’s the Sabzeruz Festival again. Because that’s all it ever is, and she was a fool to think otherwise. 

Her cage seems a little colder today, of all days, and the silence is all-encompassing, suffocating, pressing in on her as she comes to, blinking sleepily on the cold stone floor of her cage. Her hands ball into fists in her dress, the mere sight of the silver and green fabric a tug at her heartstrings and a reminder of what could never be.

The little finch is long gone - or perhaps it was never real in the first place - and she sighs, sitting up. The taste of Zaytun Peaches lingers in her mouth, but when she reaches behind her ear to see if the Padisarah is still there, she finds nothing but her own hair.

What a lovely dream. It’s a shame it was just a dream. 

Happy Birthday, Nahida. 

  
Author’s Note:if it makes it hurt more/if you didn’t spot it, the finch is a metaphor for her freedom. you’re welcome.

thank you for reading! as always, leave a kudos or a comment if you enjoyed it <3





