
Things Left Behind


    
    “So… like this?” Nilou asked, before launching into a series of pirouettes that took her from one end of the stage to the other. Her movements were light and fluid, and they had a certain grace to them that was cultivated through years of refining her craft. It was, without a doubt, a beautiful sequence.

However…

“That was really good!” Dehya said, coming up to her. “But you forgot—“

“Oh, the hand movements.” Nilou pressed a palm to her forehead, eyebrows furrowed. “I was so focused on the footwork I forgot the hand movements… how do they go again?”

Dehya rubbed the back of her neck. “Ah, you don’t remember? You just bring your hands up while you spin, then bring them back down and—“

“Could you show me again?” she asked. “You know I’m more of a visual learner…”

Dehya hesitated. She was never much of the dancing type, and she felt more than a little silly about dancing in front of others. Especially someone like Nilou who had a talent for it. She had already shown her once, and that was embarrassing enough. Was it really necessary to—

“Pretty please?” Nilou asked, with puppy-dog eyes. Her hands were even clasped in front of her, as if she were ready to plead.

“…Fine,” Dehya said, finding herself unable to refuse the other woman while she wore such an adorable and earnest expression. It was a frustrating weakness to have, especially since most of Nilou’s expressions were adorable and earnest. “Watch closely, then.”

Nilou gave an eager nod. “Watching!”

And with that Dehya launched into a series of pirouettes herself. She tried not to think about how mortifying it felt, or the fact that Nilou’s eyes must have been glued to her with each step.

Instead, her mind was cast back into her childhood.

To the late summer evenings when the sun trailed below the horizon and for a short while the air felt nice. Neither scorchingly hot nor bitterly cold but rather warm and pleasant. And in those brief, sweet slices of the day the women of her village would come out and sing and laugh and dance as if the world was a happy place.

And maybe in those moments it was.

Because when they took little Dehya by the hand and spun her around and taught her all the things her mother would never be able to, she felt warm. She felt like she could endure all the difficult things if only she was able to enjoy herself like this every now and then. She felt—

“Thank you so much!” Nilou said, breaking Dehya out of her reverie. “That was amazing!”

Dehya realized then that she must have kept dancing while lost in thought. So, a lot longer than she had intended…

“Right, no problem,” she said, feeling her embarrassment take hold of her. Eager to distract herself, she elected to switch topics. “By the way, why do you want to learn traditional desertfolk dances anyway? Are you using them for a performance?”

Nilou touched a finger to her chin. “Well, not any time soon. But I hope to eventually.”

“Mm, so you’re branching out, basically?”

“…I wouldn’t say that.” A conflicted expression crossed her face. “It’s true that I want to learn all sorts of dances from across Teyvat, but in this case it’s not just about me, you know? It’s bigger than that.”

Dehya tilted her head. “How so?”

“Um, well… you said that a lot of desertfolk were coming to live in Dharma Forest now that Kusanali Devi lifted the travel restrictions, right?”

“That’s right.” They were living through a mass migration, with dozens of families passing through Caravan Ribat each day to seek a better life in the rainforest.

“I’m not good at explaining,” Nilou continued, “but when people move, it’s really hard to take everything. You pretty much always have to leave something behind.”

Dehya nodded. “Mhm.”

“And… I think the same is true for culture.” She adopted a serious expression, searching for the right words. “Sometimes we have to pick and choose what we take. Sometimes we have to leave things behind.”

Her bright blue eyes met Dehya’s own.

“Don’t you think that’s a shame?”

For some reason that piercing look made Dehya’s heartbeat quicken, but she did her best to ignore it. Instead she reflected on the content of her words.

“You’re worried the desertfolk might lose their traditions?”

“No one forgets those kinds of things overnight,” Nilou said softly. “It does happen, though. Pick an old civilization and I bet the Vahumana Darshan can tell you all about their history, maybe the Haravatat even has their language preserved.”

She took Dehya’s hand into her own.

“But who can tell you what kind of songs they used to sing? Who can tell you how they used to dance?”

Dehya faltered, caught off-guard by the weight of her words.

“No one,” she found herself saying.

Nilou gave a sad smile. “Right, because they’re lost forever. If I can use the theater to help stop that from happening, that would make me happy. Maybe I can use my performances to help people feel more comfortable in an unfamiliar place. So that it feels more like—“

“Home,” Dehya finished, and for a brief moment the air of the theater felt pleasantly warm. “I think that would be wonderful.”

The look she was giving Nilou must have been odd, however, because the other woman had a slight flush to her cheeks. “A-Also, I’ve heard that a lot of the desertfolk’s dances come from the Goddess of Flowers, when she used to live there. So I think it would be really nice to incorporate them into the next Sabzeruz Festival… not just for Kusanali Devi, but for everyone.”

Dehya gave a mock-sigh, folding her arms over her chest. “I guess I’ll have to come back and show you another dance or two, huh?”

To which Nilou beamed a happy, earnest smile.

“I would love that!”
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