
such as we are made of, such we be

Author’s Note:
      “historians will say they were good friends” - discord user mafuyu

    


    
    Dehya finds herself counting on a miracle in the nation of absent dreams as she hares through the roads of a city in its nighttime peak hours like her life depends on it.

Maybe it’s because her life  does  count on this moment and every that follows. 

Being captured by the guards isn’t an option because there are too many things at stake—her infamous reputation as the unmasked leader of the Eremites, her dignity in front of her father who entrusted her to maintain the fearsome reputation of the gang he built from the mud, and the five-kilogram-weighing sack of valuable books that she nabbed from the abandoned library along the outskirts. 

Based on observations from her guards over the past weeks, it seemed like the place was unguarded and safe enough to guarantee a flawless mission, but it would seem like the guards are learning to run on their feet and are close enough to match their pace. 

Dehya glances over her shoulder to another groan and thud as one of her lackeys tumbles over his feet and loses a bag of coins that was in his care. She curses under her breath, not at the loss of an acquaintance she’ll have to break out of jail later, but the coins which would have been extra income for her to buy that piece of silk she’s been eyeing at the bazaar—not to say that the Eremites are poor at all. 

She’d say that they’re richer than the average civilian in the area, and she’s certainly well-off as the leader and the recipient of regular smuggles. If only her job didn’t include having to tame men that can’t run five metres without tripping over their feet. 

She hears one of the guards shriek at the top of his lungs, unruly like most government officials are as compared to the ones they call dirty criminals, and picks up her pace. Dehya turns her head back to the front and adjusts the scarf around her head, blue eyes flashing red for a second. 

As she feels the cold brush of wind tickle her spine and the prickle of another hand reaching out for her, she sidesteps with her heel and whips around. “To work without an aim is pitiful,” she whispers against his ear as he grabs onto his wrist and slams him against the ground. 

He screams in agony as he’s pummelled like he weighs nothing more than a feather, the heat of fire pulsing against his arms as it chars his skin. A cloud of red fog engulfs them both and three mighty slashes tear through the air, causing the others behind them to halt. Shouting ensues, causing the lights in the streetside buildings to turn on. 

By the time the fog clears, the guards are on the ground in a daze, their spears out of their hands. They raise their heads in confusion, screaming unclear instructions, sparing enough time for the Eremite thieves to flee into the alleyways nearby. Dehya, on the other hand, takes a turn into a safer location, preferably among a crowd, where she won’t be sighted from other loitering guards. 

She catches sight of a dispersed crowd in front of her, close enough for her to slip amongst them, unnoticed. She glances over her shoulder, seeing the path clear and the thunderous sound of footsteps starting to grow louder again. Dehya wastes no time in jostling past the cluster of men standing outside what looks like a shady building in the middle of the nightlife, decorated with dysfunctional neon signs and colour stains from Holi that still haven’t dried. 

Men eye her as she passes, at the strange shapes pointing against her headscarf that could only make sense if she were wearing some kind of protruding accessory right under it—not that they’d know anything about her at all. Dehya climbs up an unlit flight of stairs at her quickest, waiting by the platform with her hands on the railings. She notices the uniformed guards run along the street with spears in their hands, faces glinting with sweat as they look on the edge of their wits trying to find the same woman they underestimated for years. 

Dehya smirks beneath her scarf and pulls back before she’s seen peering surreptitiously from the dark, instead turning her head up to look at the source of the muffled sound not far away. She squints her eyes at the music, which appears to be garbled because of the door which kept it into the other room, and her instincts tell her that she must have arrived at a nightclub. Not any regular nightclub, surely, with this many men around—so one for dancing. 

She hums under her breath, contemplating whether she should enter. Leaving at this point would be dangerous when her camp is a couple of streets away, and guards will continue to scour the area for the next hour until they’re legally allowed to stop searching. Dehya steps up one of the stairs, inching towards the music. She recognises it instantly—an old song which she used to listen to during her teenage years. She thought it would’ve been out of fashion by now, but it seems it’s still as popular as it was back then. 

Dehya decides that even if rubbing up against sweaty men isn’t her preferred way of spending the night, this might not be the worst experience with good enough music. She keeps her scarf on her head, only to protect her identity, and approaches the door. 

Dehya pulls it open and steps back for a moment, squinting her eyes. Inside the club is a myriad of frenzied colours, scarlet and vermillion lights, and white spotlights. Fairylights are hung along the walls, flashing turmeric and sage, and the room inside is a cacophony of smells—the initial sweet scent of rosewater and flowers soon overtaken by the pungent stench of sweat. Dehya steps inside, leaving the door behind her to close on its own. 

She looks around with scrying eyes, watching her surroundings with anticipation for any unprecedented enemy of hers that may be a regular patron of this place. She keeps a hand on her scarf, intending to keep it on her face as she slithers, unseen, among the crowd of men that have flocked to dance. They cheer for the performer in so many languages, some that even Dehya has never heard, and it does just enough to pique her interest. She hears a melodious voice in the centre of the room, where most of the audience is fighting to get to, and she determines the star of the night must be there. 

Dehya keeps her eyes on the stage as she manoeuvres around the crowd, occasionally catching glimpses of the enchanting performer who has put the audience into a trance. She sees a hand first, being extended into the air, then a foot, and a blue blouse.  What a drunkard, one who has no sorrow in his heart —she hears the hummingbird sing and her heart starts to dance to her hypnotising song. 

 Thick-headed drunkard, thinking you are so near to what you are not.  Dehya narrows her eyes as the music approaches the chorus and she makes it far enough to see the stage properly. She shoves a man as he jostles into her accidentally, paying no mind to the groan she earns. On the stage, a red-haired damsel lowers herself onto her knees, head lowered into a resting position  . Oh dear drunkard, my dear drunkard, the voice cries again and the dancer lifts her head, eyes shining like a thousand gold stars. 

Dehya starts seeing them too—the stars. A small sound chips out her throat as she stands as a witness to the dancer’s elegant performance, engaging in a ritual of enchantment like she is a magician and her audience is merely a puppet to her spell.  Don’t keep coming near when there’s no hope left.  She feels heat coursing through her veins and burning at the pads of her fingers, as she could just reach out for the light and join the beautiful stranger on the stage. The dancer smiles at her—not any false smile, but one with her eyes. She lures Dehya closer. She turns her head away and continues to move across the stage. 

Her footsteps are firm and land with a thud every time she lands them against the wooden stage, her hands, however, move with such delicacy and softness that it works against the firmness in her body to execute such a powerful dance form. Dehya pushes through the crowd, following the unnamed dancer around the stage while slowly lowering the scarf from her mouth to reveal her face.  Oh dear drunkard, my dear drunkard, Dehya hums under her breath as she maintains her piercing gaze on the dancer who is an expert at holding it. Across the crowd of a hundred men, the two women lock eyes as the performer bends over backward to give the greatest show of her life. 

Dehya pushes to the front, following the music which calls to her as though it has wrapped her heart in a leash and is yanking her around like she is an untamed vixen and not the menacing leader of the Eremites. A curious smile is revealed beyond the scarf as she lowers it, and the dancer seems to notice it from the stage. She inches closer to the stage’s edge, and the crowd starts to rave, raising their arms into the air. 

The dancer bends forward, brushing her hand against Dehya’s with a mischievous look that could only mean that it was deliberate.  Don’t keep coming near when there’s no hope left, she sings and she moves away, locking eyes with the monarch of thieves for a furious second longer. As the fire continues to burn between them both, she throws another match into the raging flame and steps down from the stage, into the crowd. 

Bottles are waved through the air and flashlights are swung to show boundless support for the performance. Dehya stands in her place, not trying to move forward unlike the unruly men. She catches the dancer’s red hair among the crowd of brown, and a bright smile that glints every time the spotlight hits her. She navigates through the crowd, swaying her hips and tapping her feet against the ground as she moves. Dehya maintains a confident look as the dancer inches closer to her, hiding her intentions behind a proper, facetious smile. I want a friend like you.  

Dehya looks down without moving her head as the dancer, two heads shorter than her, approaches her from what should’ve been a dense crowd enough to disguise her. The spotlight moves to them both and the crowd starts chanting unintelligibly and with hastened pace.  No money or promise is needed. Dehya raises an eyebrow curiously, hands tensing at her sides. 

The dancer whispers the lyrics into her ear and dances against her, brushing her fingertips against her shoulder. Dehya turns her head around to follow her, but her eyes always lose the performer by the time she feels her nimble touch. 


   I want a friend like you, no money or promise needed.  


Dehya tenses up but she’s certain it must only be because she’s being serenaded by the prettiest lady she has ever laid her eyes on and is the centre of attention of a crowd of hundreds.  This beauty is mine, the performer sings, her voice higher as she swings her hips and turns on her toes, hands flowing into the melody of the action as though it’s the easiest thing in the world. Such a dance requires not only flexibility, but a careful understanding of strength and elegance, and Dehya knows that the enchanting nymph before her is only fooling her with a guise. 


   You have a soul that must have sacrificed a lot for me.   


Dehya feels the tickle again and lowers her eyes, only to find the dancer dragging her fingertips gently along her abdomen, heating an inexplicable trail of fire where they touch. She remains wordless, speechless, and utterly shocked but the dancer seems to find entertainment in the panic that she’s knowingly causing.  Your luck must be big,  she whispers and parts, returning to her immortal throne which is far from the peasants that come to indulge in a night of her pleasure. 

Dehya clenches her jaw as her heart speeds up in her chest, not liking the idea that she’s seconds away from being reckless over a woman she’s seen once. Her eyes follow the dancer till the end of her performance, watching carefully, her every move. Her careful gaze is not reciprocated, and it would seem like the fickle dancer lost interest in her after a session of toying, but Dehya is too enamoured to care.

As the end of the dance nears, Dehya hears the crowd cheer louder and louder, but she is careful not to slip up and become one of the seas of fanatics after one night of magic. “Nilou,” she hears the name being chanted over and over again like it is the holy name of the Lesser Lord herself, and the leader is intelligent enough to know it must be the dancer’s divine name. She watches as she settles into a resting position on the stage to conclude her dance, and at the very least, Dehya allows herself to clap. 

She glances at the time, on a gold pocket watch she invested in recently, and it informs her that now should be a safe time to leave for home. However, when Dehya seeks to turn, she catches the sight of a guard uniform from the corner of her eye, surrounding the crowd from each corner of the room. Her eyes widen as she notices the crowd disperse once more, leaving her with fewer options of hiding. 

Dehya’s heart pumps faster than it ever has as she scans her surroundings in a final, desperate attempt to flee before she is caught and tarnishes her reputation for good. She snaps her head towards the stage, panting loudly as a bead of cold sweat trickles down her forehead. On the stage, she notices Nilou looking back at her earnestly, having not left despite finishing a long, tough performance. She nudges her head towards the back, not mouthing anything nor making a single sound. Leaving Dehya off with a vague smile, she turns her back to the audience and vanishes behind a row of satin curtains. 

Dehya, knowing that she would rather this over any other possibility, hides her face behind her scarf once more and takes the crowd as an opportunity to slip away, unseen. She enters through a backdoor entrance leading into a narrow corridor with yellow walls. It appears that the building hasn’t been well-maintained in a while, from the cracks on building facades and blemishes on the skin. Paint is peeling and there are cobwebs collecting on the corners, but Dehya continues to rush. 

She makes a right into a room with a star on it, not being so courteous as to knock. She finds herself in an empty room thereafter, staring at what looks like a preparation room suited for a dancer—especially with the strands of red hair gathering like tumbleweeds on the arid carpet, the distinct smells more of cologne and hairspray in the air, and the pictures of Nilou on the walls. Dehya knows she has come to the right place—her instinct tells her so—but where on earth is the dancer herself? 

“Did you like my performance?” she hears behind her, and if only she weren’t used to worse surprises, she would’ve jumped from the suddenness of it. Dehya turns not fully, but only with her hip and a hand leaned against it, where she sees Nilou closing the door behind her. She looks gentler than she did under the harsh red light, but something gives the impression that she isn’t as much of a goody-two-shoes as she’d like to fool others into thinking she is.

It might be Dehya’s scepticism fogging her thoughts, or the fact that Nilou’s wearing the most beautiful outfit she has laid her eyes on—with the flowing blue fabric that makes it look as though she’s a waterfall, and the aquamarine gemstone on her neck. And like it couldn’t be anything bigger than that, she has  horns , which Dehya hasn’t seen on anybody. She wonders whether horns are anything like her ears, which are sensitive and make her too obvious when it comes to the guards. 

Dehya catches herself staring before the dancer has the honour of pointing it out. Mustering enough confidence for an appropriate response, she says, “It was satisfactory.” 

“So you were satisfied? I couldn’t tell from that frown of yours,” Nilou questions, edging closer with no fear for who she might be approaching—as though she should have any fear at all when the leader of thieves is already wrapped around her pinky from the look she has in her eyes. Dehya lowers her scarf from her face and purses her lips, rewarding her with no better answer.   

“I don’t know how it matters, whether or not I was satisfied.” 

“After that private serenade, I would hope that you enjoyed it,” Nilou smiles, dusting her fingertips against the latter’s arm, causing her hair to rise against her skin. She brushes past her to take a seat in front of her vanity, intending to fetch herself a well-deserved drink after an hour-long performance, trying to entertain a mob of over-enthusiastic men and their wide, womanising eyes. 

“It was hardly private,” Dehya corrects. “There were at least a hundred people there.”

“Then, if I serenaded you here, would I get your stamp of approval?” Nilou looks back at her, smiling innocently with a cheeky grin of hers. The skin around her eyes crinkles till her, and the lost blue in her eyes looks perfectly divine, like she’d stolen the colour straight from Celestia’s lakes. Dehya’s eyes widen at the offer, taken aback by the dancer’s boldness. She elects against responding, for the sake of saving herself from an awkward answer. “Shy, aren’t you? You appeared tough from afar,” Nilou laments as she looks away, picking up a glass of cold mango  lassi . 

It takes seconds for the atmosphere to flip as Nilou’s grabbed by the horns and turned around to face the woman she severely underestimated seconds before. It isn’t rough enough to hurt but there is certainly some adrenaline that comes with being forced by a stranger. Her horn is pulled back and her chin is tipped up by a hand, till she’s looking up at the fierce stranger with shock.

“Dare call me shy?” 

“I’m not afraid to admit I’m wrong,” Nilou grins, although it would appear from her shamelessness that she has something else up her sleeve that she’s withholding. Upon noticing the daringness of the latter’s expression, and the darkness in her eyes that could easily be mistaken for ferocity, she elaborates, “From your roughness, though, I can be sure I wasn’t wrong about something else.”

Dehya curls her eyebrows, tightening her grip. She doesn’t mean to threaten the dancer, not when she delivered a splendid performance and promised a night that she might never forget, but from her nonchalant appearance, it might seem that she’s even  enjoying being put in a position like this. Dehya wonders if this is mockery, an outright disrespect for the threat she could pose. She waits for an answer.

“I’d like to make a bold suggestion, but you have to promise that you won’t pull on my horns anymore. I am quite humoured by this situation, but my horns are quite sensitive—” Nilou grins, face flushing redder. Dehya releases that touch has the same effect on them as they do on her ears. Her ears stand to show interest, and a small smirk emerges against her lips. She pulls harder and Nilou’s undereye twitches, but she chooses not to fight. 

“Don’t waste my time.” 

Nilou tries to rebel against her forced grip. “Leader of the Eremites, yes?” 

Dehya releases her, showing no visible reaction in response to the call-out. She doesn’t know what could’ve warranted such a neutral reaction from her when a suggestion as bold as that would’ve normally triggered her fight-or-flight or at least led her to backing her newfound victim against a wall. Even the dancer looks taken aback by her obedience. “I’m right, aren’t I? I could see the look on your face when the guards came rushing into the club,” she speculates, trying to force a verbal confirmation.

Dehya holds her gaze, folding her arms. She averts her gaze, not because she wants to look any more suspicious but because she’s wondering if she should forsake her heart’s rationality and trust her mind to force Nilou into secrecy. She glances at the dancer and the mischief free in her eyes, and a tugging feeling tells her that no amount of brute force could stop her from talking. Nilou continues to talk, saying, “I would’ve expected you to be harsher, you know? Being the leader of the—” 

Dehya grabs her shoulder and backs her against a wall, not the kind of thing she would’ve expected to be doing with a stranger she previously greatly admired before being teased twice. “I like your confidence, but you should know who’s the right person to use it on,” Dehya warns. 

“But my confidence is what charmed you, didn’t it?” she questions, pressing a finger against Dehya’s cheek. The gesture catches her off guard and has her pressing her palm against her face. Between the gap of the wall and Dehya in front of her, Nilou escapes the compromising position and continues to stroll to the other side of the room, her drink in hand. 

Dehya sighs. “I could kill you in a second—you know that.” 

“Is death the worst fear in the world if it’s at the hands of a pretty lady?” Nilou asks back, clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth amusedly. And it would seem like now, more so than any other point, that the dancer certainly has a way with most things apart from her body. It would mark the third and record number of times Dehya has been left speechless in ten minutes, but looking at the cheeky dancer, she finds that danger like  this  isn’t something she’d mind necessarily. 

Behind her, she hears the marching of feet and instantly recognises it as the fact that the police must’ve arrived to search the corridor. “I’m changing!” Nilou yells at the nearing footsteps, before they attempt to knock on the door and the men on the other side seem to hush away. “Go, climb out the window. Follow the alley to get to the other side, into the market street,” she instructs, pointing across the room.

Dehya, in the middle of her frenzy to get out, pulls her scarf over her head and runs. She climbs out of the window sill and stands on it, looking down at the height she’ll have to drop from. She purses her lips, estimating if she’d be able to make the jump without too big of an injury. 

Before leaving, Dehya looks back at the twin moons shining brighter than the one in the sky, praying for her return. She jumps. 

───────

Dehya returns to the godforsaken place at the heart of a densely-populated nightlife, under the light of a crescent moon. It has been precisely a week and two days since she last visited, or left her home at all, having heard about the threat from the guards. She’s heard of the extra army of guards that have been deployed around the city and its streets, and the security around most buildings—but Dehya knows her people well enough to know that the guards are too worn by nighttime to nitpick on each of the hundred passers-by that roam the street past dusk. 

Her father has warned her to stay at home and be proper, because there are far better things to do than to go out into the world where there is a chance for her to get caught and jeopardise the Eremites as a result, but Dehya’s old man knows her personality well enough not to trust her with such responsibility. He has done his part by reminding her time and time again, but when he sees her packing a satchel and pulling out a mask, he makes sure to call one of his lackeys and says nothing else. 

As the moonlight scatters upon the city’s fertile land, Dehya slings her bag around her shoulders and wears a mask over her face. Before taking her leave, she scrutinises herself in the mirror and fixes her clothing, then her hair, even though they look the same as every other day. For the first time, she finds herself worrying about how she looks when frizzy hair and unkempt clothing often find themselves at the bottom of her list of worries. Dehya plays with her hair, still watching herself carefully, then wondering if she should change. 

A second of dilly-dallying later brings Dehya to the understanding that she shouldn’t be so worried about her  hair  , and her  clothes , and other unimportant matters like that when she’s going to a club where she’ll be hidden among a hundred other people and she might not even be so lucky as to be found as the first time she visited. Dehya’s lips pull into a frown as she eventually decides on trying her hair up into a high ponytail—which is harder than it looks for someone that washes her hair once a week. 

Another eventual epiphany makes her question whether she should be going out  at all  , to visit the dancer who’s more dangerous than she lets on. It’s not like she’s particularly  fond  of Nilou, and the ten minutes they had together was brief enough for a match to strike the matchbox, but ignite nothing more. It’s not like she should be going out of her way to speak to Nilou, but she tells herself it’s a part of her responsibility to keep a close eye on her before she spills her identity. 

Dehya fixes the cloth around her wrist, a small smile growing on her lips as she tries to hide her intentions behind a stony intention. She hears the passing of voices outside her doorway and sees the moon positioned at thirty degrees to her window, which means that it’s time for dinner. Knowing she has no other time to leave, she quickly pats herself down and clambers out of the window, making sure to shut them behind her to reduce suspicion—as though her disappearance wouldn’t be the biggest reason. 

She climbs down the vines on the outer facade of the building, knowing how to do so quickly enough to creep away without raising any eyebrows. Most of the Eremites that guard the perimeter would have already gone inside to fetch dinner for themselves, allowing her a five-minute pocket of time to slip away before she’s caught. Dehya knows her kind better than she does the guards. She makes a run for it among the bushes, their leaves rustling and the wind howling like she’s their master. She hears the chatter of men not long later as they idly return to their posts, picking up her pace thereafter. 

Dehya knows she’s safe once she has crossed the arched doorway of the Eremites’ hideout, and the panic that will set in once they realise that their leader has once again fled from her bedroom will be long behind her. She likes being  unknown , having a schedule that nobody truly knows about, and her father tells her that it’s a habit she inherited from her late mother. 

Dehya slows down only once she has merged with the crowd on the main road, where she will be too hidden to catch the discerning eyes of the passing guards. She loosens her mask and pulls her headscarf high enough to cover her hair, knowing that this will allow enough privacy to protect her identity for as long as she’s walking. The streets welcome her with a thousand lights—the yellow tube lights from the restaurants along the street, and the small, flickering ones from roadside snack stalls, and the flashing colours from the bars and pubs alive with music. 

She inhales deeply; the sweet-and-sour smell from  pani puri  and  vadais  coated in oil. It’s one of the things that she could never see herself hating about this country—as many flawed things, as there are—because the atmosphere is so Sumeru, and it welcomes her home. She follows the curve of the street until she ends up on the most familiar one, crowded to the brim with adolescents and unemployeds, looking for a night of fun. 

Dehya eyes the guards as she passes them—two of them leaning their arms against the railings and devouring a  samosa  that has thankfully captured all of their attention, another that’s too busy scolding a teenage boy for petty thieving from a general store, and a last that’s fast asleep on a plastic stool outside a permanently closed establishment. Dehya smirks to herself as she pulls her scarf higher, unbeknownst to the presence tailing her from behind. 

She makes a swift turn into a building that has red neon lights instead of blue like the other day, surrounded by the same over-enthusiastic flock of men that are raving over a woman who hasn’t spared a glance in their direction. Dehya climbs up the stairs with a parade of strangers eagerly marching behind her, fighting to steal a spot in the room that’s too small for the people that want to fit in it.

Dehya finds that her punctuality (and a week and two days of monitoring the club’s schedule) has allowed her the opportunity to weasel to the front without needing to jostle through a crowd. She adjusts the satchel around her shoulders and glances around the room, making sure that there is nobody she should be worried about in the vicinity. Beyond the stage, the curtains are flapping, hinting at a presence behind it. Dehya glances in the direction of the backrooms, where Nilou must be waiting. 

In her waiting, she decides to fetch herself a cool drink—no alcohol, because caffeine is enough of an addictant for mankind and her morals don’t allow it. She taps her foot against the ground waiting for the performance to start and she thumps two fingers against the bar table. The bartender nods his head and proceeds to attend to another order instead. Beside her, she feels a presence inch a little too close to her and doesn’t turn her head. “Not interested,” she drones. 

“I wasn’t trying to hit on you,” a female voice laughs lightly. Dehya, a little less sceptical now, turns her head to see a woman around two heads shorter than her standing with her chest pressed against the marble bar table. She’s reaching her hand out for a glass of  something  that looks suspiciously like beer. “You were standing here without any drink. I’d like to give you one.” 

“And it doesn’t mean you’re trying to hit on me?” Dehya laughs, wondering if it’s her mysterious demeanour that’s so attractive. It’s not like her face can be seen behind the scarf or the mask, so it’s a surprise she’s being approached at all. The woman’s face flushes red out of embarrassment. 

“It’s a polite gesture.”

Dehya acknowledges it absent-mindedly, still eyeing the stage. “I don’t drink.” Unbeknownst to her habits, she taps her foot faster and her fingers start drumming against the bar table to show her impatience. She glances around the room surreptitiously and taking advantage of her distraction, the woman beside her inches even closer. They stand skin against skin and a hand slides around Dehya’s waist. As the music starts, she has no option but to turn her attention back to the woman that’s boldly touching her with no care for her opinion.

Her eyes burn with furious heat as she glares at the audacious woman. “I didn’t allow you to touch me,” she hisses, harshly pushing her away. “Ruined my mood,” she complains under her breath as she rolls her eyes out of annoyance. Dehya looks back to the stage and finds Nilou looking at her back. 


   O, beware, my lord, of jealousy; it is the green-ey’d monster, which doth mock the meat it feeds on. 


Her lips part in surprise as she notices something change about the dancer’s demeanour—something so faint and not easily found, but Dehya has a careful eye and can tell the faintest of changes, but by the time she tries to gesture back with a wave, the dancer has turned her head away. She curses under her breath, leaving the stranger behind as she quickly searches for a spot by the stage. The music blasts loudly over the speakers throughout the room, and the cheers of the crowd resumes as the night begins. 

Dehya watches Nilou’s expression as she commences her performance, wondering if she should be worried about the awkward position she’d been cornered into, but if there is anything she should fret about, the sly dancer doesn’t reveal it through her placid face. 

From her back, she reveals a contraption wielding lit coals, something which she balances merely with the strength of her fingers. She spins it around herself as she dances, showing no fear of being burnt or burning anybody else and it’s  courageous —so much more than Dehya would have thought of her. She looks meek from afar, with gentle features that make her look more like a princess than a warrior. Though, from her firm footwork and sharp movements, it’d be foolish to call her otherwise. 

Dehya lowers her scarf once more and pulls down her mask, confident that she’s hidden among a thousand people who care about nothing about the mistress of flames. Nilou sways her body to the melody of the music, spinning the fire around her effortlessly like she has perfect control over them. She executes tricks like she is a ringmaster and the elements in the world are her pets. Dehya can’t help but find herself charmed, and if not charmed, then astonished by her talent. 

Nilou locks eyes with Dehya once more before allowing a faint smirk to grace her lips. She summons a string of water from her hands and extinguishes the flames, waiting in a resting position before the chorus ensues. Men around her start raising their bottles in the air and throwing fresh flowers at the stage, hoping that their cries will reach the princess that has stolen their hearts. Dehya pulls out a bouquet of Arabian Jasmines that she wove together herself—a species of flower that is known only to grow around the hideout of the Eremites and stands as their logo. 

Nilou recognises the flower instantly as it hits her feet on the stage, lifting the bouquet with a knowing smile on her face. She dances with the bouquet as her plot, like a devilish seductress out to steal the souls of her audience. She is one and many things at the same time, to the point Dehya’s unsure if she’s ever watching the same person. Nilou arches her back and brushes the flowers against her hip, dragging them lower and lower till they reach her inner thigh. 

Dehya stifles a cough as red gushes to her face and embarrassment takes her aback. She knows, while the dancer might have chosen to stubbornly look away, she’ll find humour in the warrior’s sheepishness one way or another. Then, comes the moment when Nilou must step off the stage to meet the crowd that has voyaged far and wide to see her, and from the sparkle in her eyes, Dehya is almost fully certain that the dancer will come to toy with her again. She waits, straight-backed and her vixen ears perked up, as the music rolls into the pre-chorus. 

Then, she watches as Nilou pauses in front of another man in the crowd—tall and with an attractive build, sure enough to catch a woman’s attention from afar. She wraps her arms around his neck and dances around him, shaking her hips and arching her back as a part of the dance. Dehya’s eyes widen briefly before narrowing again, as some kind of malicious heat burns in her chest. Her fists clench as she watches from afar, completely still unlike the raving crowd.  So, you were jealous . 

Nilou doesn’t look at her once, nor does she turn her head to look. She looks at the man with loving eyes, the same way she did with Dehya when she’d toyed with her during her performance. Dehya swallows her pride as she turns her gaze away from the ugly sight, unfamiliar with the bitter feeling that engulfs her heart. The sharp fangs of jealousy tear into her flesh as she glances at the dancer and her victim once more until the music reaches the chorus and Nilou has to part from him to return to her stage. 

 A coy one, isn’t she? Dehya’s inner voice points out as they lock eyes across the room, and the dancer unabashedly smiles at the doubtlessly infuriated Eremite leader while taking to her stage once again. 

She waits with unbroken focus as the performance nears its end, envy coiling around her heart and squeezing it with its noose as a feeble attempt at calming herself down fails her. Once the spotlight darkens and the performer is no longer on the stage, Dehya counts seconds till the crowd scatters and snatches the opportunity to sneak backstage through the door at the corner. 

She storms through the corridor and slams the door open, thinking that the gesture would incite at least some fear in Nilou who played her too well. Although, from the carefree demeanour, it would seem as though the dancer had already been expecting her presence. 

“My tongue will tell the anger of my heart, or else my heart concealing it will break,” Nilou remarks without a greeting, her back turned to her guest as she slowly removes the heavy gold jewellery from her neck. She doesn’t look back at Dehya, even though the consequences of her sly gestures are plastered all over her reddened face and infuriated expression—perhaps because she knows, deep down, what she stirred single-handedly within the tough-hearted, infamously brute Dehya. 

“You’re getting on my nerves,” Dehya storms forward, standing at a far enough distance to not give the dancer the satisfaction of being cornered and the instrument of her rage, but close enough to give the impression that she’s not up to fool around. 

Nilou meets her eyes through the reflection in her vanity mirror, a simpering smile making its way on those notorious lips of hers. “So you do feel something for me. And people say my charm is fake,” she chuckles. She rises, sauntering towards Dehya. Reading from the latter’s disturbed expression, she’s quick enough to predict the hand that shoots out towards her. She dodges quickly and pulls Dehya’s ear, earning a meek sound from the seemingly dangerous warrior. “I know you’re feisty, but I can fight fire with fire,  ātashé del-am.”    

Dehya flicks her arm and fights out of her grip, sheepish nevertheless. Her cheeks have flared bright red and she’d have to admit that being stood up to by someone she thought to be weak is an experience she’d never get elsewhere. “You’re toying with me, aren’t you?” she challenges, reading into Nilou’s intentions perfectly well. She watches as the dancer dusts her hands and a small smile curls onto her lips upon hearing those words, a subtle agreement to confirm her suspicion. 

Nilou walks around her without replying properly and wraps an arm around her shoulders. She leads her to the vanity, seating her in front of the mirror. “Don’t you love a good game?”  

“Not when I’m involved,” Dehya spits coarsely. Instead of paying any mind to her complaints, the dancer picks up a sweet from the small, terracotta saucer on her table and pushes it through her lips. Before the latter can object, she finds herself chewing on a mouthful of  rasgulla  that she can either begrudgingly chew or spit—which she would not do in this life or the next, given her love for it. Nilou, appearing satisfied for some reason, pokes Dehya’s plump cheeks affectionately, and doing so too quickly to be stopped beforehand. 

“I like it when you’re jealous, Dehya,” she whispers, leaning their heads together. Either of them looks at their reflections in the mirror, their heads bumping against each other—one trying to swallow a rasgulla quick enough without having it lodged in her throat, and the other abusing the temporary silence by spewing whatever she wishes. “It sets my heart afire,” Nilou admits in a sultry voice, sliding her hand against her chest, against the curve of her collarbones and down the valley of her breasts. 

Dehya turns her head to Nilou and they lock eyes once more—and both of them would know that this is nothing like the ten other times they have, as a performer and her devoted audience, from metres apart. She realises there’s no escape here. The following epiphany dawns on her then, that the reason that she’s worried about an escape, to begin with, is because Nilou has her wrapped around her pinky and Dehya’s been helplessly spiralling for days over a woman she’s met twice. Her gaze falls inevitably to a smile on divine,  pink  lips. “I don’t like being played,” Dehya says, still staring at her lips.

“And if I did,  aziz-am—would you burn me?”

Dehya snakes a hand around her collar and pulls her closer, holding her close enough such that their noses brush but not bringing her any closer. She looks up and with that confidence that had been buried beneath her sheepishness, she warns, “I’m far worse than fire, Nilou, far worse than anything you’ve ever known. I’ll never forgive you if you play me, if you  think  you have anything over me. Fire burns but I’ll make it hurt so bad, all you can think about, in this life and the next, is me.” 

“Ah—” Nilou snorts in disbelief, turning her head away. “Sure.”

Dehya, at that moment, decides the worst punishment would be to let her go; so she does. She pushes her away and rises from the chair, wiping the leftover syrup off her lips. Nilou watches her with a gaping mouth as she leaves without a word, wondering if she’d stepped over the line this time. She runs after her, but Dehya pushes her away. “Chase me, Nilou,” she dares. “Chase me and you’ll have me.”  

Nilou halts in the middle of her tracks, choosing not to follow. She folds her arms and pushes her hair over her shoulder. “So you want to play a game with me?” she raises an eyebrow. 

Conscience does make cowards of us all. 

Dehya doesn’t give her the satisfaction of an answer and leaves.

───────

On the days that follow, Dehya chooses not to return to the club. It’s not an easy decision to make when the rational part of her brain tells her that she doesn’t have enough of her life to waste on being stubborn and  not  watching Nilou’s performances when she really,  really  wants to. But Dehya’s pride stands higher than most other things in her system so she chooses to hold her ground regardless. 

The morning after, over a plate of breakfast, her father asks her surreptitiously where she’d been the previous night. He claims that her room was suspiciously quiet and he didn’t see her come down for dinner, which she was quick to cover up by saying she fell asleep early because of supper she had earlier in the evening. Although it’s questionable of her father to not cling to the question and drag it out, Dehya doesn’t complain when he accepts her answer and continues with the meal without further questions. 

On a night that warrants a celebration grander than any other they’ve had before, the Eremites host a party in the name of their leader and a massive success in raiding one of the tombs of their fallen monarchs without getting caught. It took the efforts of a hundred men and the careful oversight of their beloved leader, Dehya, and months of planning eventually came to fruition. They managed to fetch sacks filled with gold coins and boxes filled with precious gems and stones—and within one night, they were a hundred times richer than they were before. Over the past month, Dehya had been so busy with the preparations of the mission that she found Nilou slowly slipping out of her mind, till she figured that it would be a matter of days until the dancer became an erased memory. 

She took the disappearance as defeat, and while the cause for some sourness, Dehya knew that she had to be mature in the face of her responsibilities and chose not to act on her tumultuous feelings. 

Beyond her bedroom door, Dehya hears the enthusiastic cheers of her men as they run through the halls with gold chains on their necks, screaming songs of celebration to each other as they proceed to the promenade for a secret celebration that Dehya’s father—the former leader of the Eremites—had been planning for a while now. Although the man is quick to disclose his true intentions because of his slippery tongue, he was especially discreet regarding the details of this grand celebration.

Dehya, for the first time in a while, changes into a fresh set of clothing in light of the brilliant occasion. Her attendants braid her hair into a bun, weaving flowers among the spruce locks of her hair like she’s the bark of an aged tree. Instead of the clothes that have gotten muddy and grubby over the years, she changes into a cotton Berber dress and adorns a shimmering headdress on her head. She hasn’t looked this riveting since her birthday two years ago, to celebrate her reaching adulthood. When her maids excuse themselves, Dehya admires herself in the mirror, tucking loose strands of hair behind her ears and holding up the skirt of her flowy dress to feel herself around in it. 

 Nilou would like me in this dress, wouldn’t she?  Dehya finds herself speculating as she loses herself in the moment. She catches herself only a second too late, but by the time she does, it’s already too late for her to retract her thoughts and pretend it never happened. She purses her lips together and looks out of the window, where she sees the moon shining brightly among a cushion of clouds.  This is all simply a cruel game on my heart. 

Dehya doesn’t receive an answer. She pulls her gaze away and shakes the thoughts out of her mind, knowing that such petty things shouldn’t ruin her night when it’s only so young. As she steps out of her bedroom, she finds herself in the middle of a rushing crowd of Eremites, each dancing and singing on their way down to the promenade. Dehya shakes her head and smiles affectionately, knowing it’s the first time in a while that they’ve managed to achieve a nearly-impossible feat. 

Dehya is summoned to the dining hall, where the once-empty and unoccupied space is filled with massive tables covered in white cloth. Hundreds of men sit at each table, buzzing with excitement as they wait for the celebration to begin. Each of them stand in respect as Dehya passes them, shouting words of congratulations for leading them to success. She nods at them in acknowledgement, sometimes stopping by to engage in a brief conversation. Dehya finds her father sitting at the head of the room, talking to other merchants and officials that were specially invited for the momentous occasion. 

As the host and his family settle down, servants are ordered to lift the lids off the spread of food plastered across the table, welcoming the Eremites to the feast of their lives. Dehya’s face lights up at the spread in front of her, drool almost pulling at the corner of her lips. Her father taps her shoulder and shows her a wide grin. “I asked for a special performance to be done in your honour,” he whispers. 

Dehya raises an eyebrow in question, only half-attentive as she focuses on fetching herself a heap of food that’ll be enough to satiate her unquenchable hunger for the night. She picks and chooses her favourite dishes out of the selection, inhaling the aroma of spices that waft in the room. As the meal commences, music starts to play on the speakers overhead, briefly catching Dehya’s attention as she digs into her plate. 

Then, she sees red and her heart catches in her throat. 

The shock that follows can’t be framed in words—taking the form of a bizarre, unknown feeling that she has never known before. Dehya sits up in her chair, body stiffening as her eyes travel across the room, following the gliding silhouette of a dexterous woman who might really be the embodiment of spite. At the head of the room, where there is a mini stage surrounded by potted palm trees and decorations carved out of shaved gold, is Nilou standing among a troupe of dancers. Each of them is lovely and perfectly divine, but the dancer in red is the one that catches the eye of the Eremites’ reverent leader. 

“She’s your favourite, isn’t she?” her father asks beside Dehya, leaning in to whisper in her ear. Her eyes widen as she snaps her head towards him, head tilted and halfway reeling in shock at what he may be insinuating. There’s no way he would’ve known what—much less,  who —she was interested in unless he’d gone out of his way to—

“You followed me,” Dehya gapes, slapping him in the shoulder. “Again.” She should’ve known her old man would’ve pulled a trick like this to get her back for sneaking out behind his back. Perhaps this wouldn’t have been that bad of a surprise if she and Nilou weren’t on vague terms that even she can’t decipher with her foggy mind, but her tactical father must’ve been clever enough to pick a time like this to make the performance stand as a revenge of sorts.

He chuckles amusedly, sitting up straight again. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, after all. You know I’d discover your whereabouts one way or another,  ya binti .” 

Dehya shakes her head in disapproval, folding her arms to show her stubbornness. Her gaze eventually returns to the front, where the troupe of dancers commences their dance, following the music. It’s so sickening how Nilou always finds a way back—back into her mind, into her soul, where no amount of pushing and pulling and running away would get her out of her thoughts. Before she knows it, she’ll be counting clouds in the sky and she’ll see Nilou’s face among one of those ambiguous shapes, and the hopelessly pretty dancer will snake into her prayers by the time the night ends. 

Across the room—the wide, wide room filled with a hundred men and too many distractions to focus on one thing—their eyes find each other again and Dehya finds herself looking at the alluring performer with that same reverence and affection that she thought had been lost over the past month. She sighs under her breath and buries her face in her arms, not knowing how to feel when whatever feelings she has have been tangled into a knot and are tripping over themselves in her chest. 

Nilou should’ve given up, and Dehya knows that she could’ve.  Chase me, Nilou, she once said but didn’t mean it, because expecting a mere performer to risk her life to tango with the leader of the Eremites’ is something no sane-minded person would’ve done. She wouldn’t have done it either, if she had the privilege of living a life that’s not at the fingertips of captivity. But looking at that dastardly smirk and passion-filled eyes, Dehya realises that she’s been wrong about Nilou all along. 

She drags her hands from her face and with the courage to face the woman she’s been walking around for too long, she meets her eye once again. Nilou, despite being the object of attention of a thousand souls and two thousand eyes, looks only at her and smiles wider.  Chase me and you’ll have me , Dehya remembers her challenge and she finds that she and Nilou are not the same. Her heart starts thudding loudly, fortunately drowned by echoes of the traditional music.

Dehya follows the dancer with unwavering focus as she dances across the room, sacrificing her soul to engage in a ritual of faith, promising through unsaid words that she’s here to stay. Her swaying hips convey a message that only the valiant warrior can infer with her calculative mind. She vows, through her silence, that she will commit the life of crime even though her life may never be the same as it was before because she’s been treading on hot coals for too long to turn back. Dehya finds that meeting Nilou has been the same way, and she’s sunk too far deep to turn away half-heartedly. 

Nilou travels across the room, abiding by the music’s flowing motion. Her body is a vessel for all things holy in the world—beauty, purity, and undivided devotion—and she acts as the statue of a goddess that learned the gift of movement and song. She reaches Dehya at the head of the room and heads turn, captured wholly by her movements. Nilou runs her hands across her body, leaning in closer till there is only so little space between them. 

Dehya doesn’t turn her head, not once out of consideration for her heart’s well-being, but a soft sound creeps out of her throat as hands trace across her body under the measly excuse of a performance. Breath tickles the curve of her ear as a pair of lips nip it soon after. “Meet me after,” a hushed voice tells her before Nilou pulls away and returns to her stage. 

Men rise from their chairs and start dancing across the floor, raising cutlery and empty glass bottles and napkins that have been used for everything except wiping their faces. Only Nilou could get a crowd so riled up with a simple swing of her hips and twist of her arm. 

Dehya shakes her head as a reluctant smile emerges on her lips. 

… 

As the flamboyant night dwindles and fades into a time of mellowed blues, Dehya takes a step outside of the sandstone building that houses the Eremites away from the eyes of the city guards. She received a message through one of the dancers upon leaving the promenade, telling her to step outside to the pool that is only ever occupied during the summer when the heat is unbearable. 

It comes with enough predictability when Dehya finds the pool empty, with not a soul in sight. Nights are dark around these parts, with the stars being too distant to illuminate the cover of darkness that shrouds the cities beneath them. Her eyes are somewhat better at navigating the darkness than a regular human being’s, but Dehya is certain that something must be wrong when she finds nobody by the poolside as she roams around expectantly. She halts after a minute of searching, wondering if Nilou left and only meant to leave her disoriented with the hopes of seeing her again.

 Nilou, she thinks but she doesn’t dare call out but Dehya hears splashing in the water beneath her and turns her head immediately. She sees a silhouette of blurred colours swimming in the royal blue, like a siren in its kingdom. “Nilou,” she calls out, kneeling by the edge of her pool in clothes that are about two seconds from crushing her with how heavy they are. “Nilou, what are you doing?” she furrows her eyebrows, reaching her hand out from the water.

The siren rises from the depths she calls her home and pokes her head out from her water. She wears, once again, a majestic smile that could calm the troubled hearts of an entire kingdom, and she says, “Well, do not swear. Although I joy in thee, I have no joy of this contract tonight.”

Dehya squints her eyes. “What are you talking about? I don’t know what that means.”

“It is too rash, too unadvised, too sudden—too like the lightning, which doth cease to be,” Nilou narrates, seemingly in some foreign tongue even though she is speaking the language that they’ve known since they were children. Dehya looks at the lit interiors of her home and the silhouettes of passing men as they return to their quarters after a night of grand celebration, weighing her chances of being caught outside with the dancer she’s gone too far with. 

“Nilou,” she says through gritted teeth. “You wanted to talk to me, and I’m here now. You don’t have to beat around the bush and say—say these things I don’t understand because I’ll just leave and you’re going to be out here in this cold pool to drown, for all I care,” she holds herself back before she continues, wincing at the words she doesn’t mean. “Just get out of the pool, Nilou.” 

Nilou continues to swim about, having no care or respect for the words of the devil that lured her into this game of endless chasing, to begin with. She raises a finger to indicate a pause, and with a widening smile, continues her spiel, “Ere one can say ‘It lightens.’ Sweet, good night. This bud of love, by summer’s ripening breath, may prove a beauteous flower when next we meet.” Dehya scratches her head, unable to decipher the cryptid words of the young woman who seems to be tip-toeing around her once again, seemingly luring her closer with her with those lurid words of hers. She looks at the water and her smile falls, because it hits her now, harder than any other time—this doesn’t feel good.  

“Stop, okay,” Dehya orders, looking her in the eye as she swims closer till the only thing between them is the air that hangs in negligible space. “Stop,” she eununciates once again, looking in the defiant eyes of the siren that has made her mind on the victim whose heart she’d like to capture. But deep down, Dehya already knows that she can’t be saved. 

Nilou chuckles once as she reaches her arms out of the water and wraps them around Dehya’s wrist, slowly pulling her towards the water. “Stop, stop,” she repeats time and time again, trying to pull away because falling into the water with jewellery as heavy as these would make her drown. Dehya, while looking in those mesmerising azure eyes, finds that the little strength that had been holding her together breaks and she succumbs to the force of the undercurrent that pulls her in. She falls into the water and a pair of hands move from her wrist to her hip, then her shoulders, caressing her gently.

Dehya tries to open her eyes in the water, but the water blurs her vision and she can see nothing but a hazy silhouette and bubbles in front of her. She reaches her hands out frantically, but a pair of hands cup her cheeks and pull her closer. “I chased you, Dehya,” the voice echoes to her, and it’s the only thing that she can hear. “Am I yours?” Dehya finds her body tilting till Nilou is floating beneath her, reaching out to her with so much hopefulness and love that her scepticism tears her heart into two.

She finds herself being pulled deeper and deeper until their lips are brushing against each other and the only sensation is the breathlessness of being too close to the person she feels for too much. Dehya’s lungs grow heavier as the oxygen in the water dwindles, and she can feel the weight of her bones beneath her skin the longer that she indulges in this madness. She pulls away as Nilou tilts her head and inches closer, her heart beating so fast that she must run before it’s too real. 

Dehya swims out of the water, reaching the surface where fresh air finds her. Her chest starts heaving from the breathlessness of it all, and she can barely feel her skin. Despite the adrenaline, she clambers out of the pool while she can, fleeing as far from Nilou as she can; because she must. 

───────

Nilou shows up at the door of the Eremites’ residence the morning after, casually, as though it’s not one of the hundred easiest ways to have a spear pierced through her heart. “Care to join me for a morning at the  bazaar ?” she asks with a patronising smile that’s hard to turn down. 

Dehya stands with her hand around the knob of the door, blinking incredulously as the guards around the door staring at them both secretly, awaiting her answer to the request. Her face flushes at the offer, remembering last night when she’d effectively proven herself to be a coward and fled, only to punch her bedroom wall to vent her unresolved feelings. Dehya glances at one of the guards for help, but her emotionally constipated expression gives the impression of ferocity and has her men immediately turning their heads away the second she steals a glimpse in their direction. 

“I want to talk about yesterday,” Nilou clarifies, clearing her throat. The guards turn their heads to the women in unison, eyeing them both with a look of confusion on their faces.  Well shit  , Dehya grimaces under her breath as she quickly presses a finger to the dancer’s lips before she does anything to insinuate that  anything  happened between them the previous night. Nilou hides a playful smirk, and it seems as though she’s been planning this all along. 

“Fine,” Dehya groans, begrudgingly. She glares at her men that have been trying to read into the tension between the two, and they are quick enough to turn their heads away before they rope themselves into ten hours of training as a result of their disobedience. “Come, give me a shawl,” she orders, holding out a hand to one of the guards at the doorway. Before he leaves, Nilou is quick to hand her a scarf of her own, and when Dehya looks at her, she returns it with a cheeky grin. 

“I came prepared,” she corrects, and Dehya finds herself bewildered once more. As she wraps the shawl around her head to protect herself from nosey guards, she hastily puts a word in to the guards for a message to be delivered to her father when he wakes up to his daughter once again running off to a corner of the city while the Eremites are on the dartboards of the Sumeru guards. Nilou holds onto her free hand and pulls her along the path before she’s even ready, giving her no opportunity to object. 

“Is this part of some grand scheme to trap me and reveal my identity to the guards?” Dehya asks along the way, separating their hands—not because she doesn’t  like  holding hands with Nilou, but because her palms are getting sweaty from nervousness and she’d hate to give the latter more leverage against her. 

“Look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent under it,” Nilou comments intellectually, although such complex vocabulary phases the warrior who knows weapons better than she does words. “Shakespeare,” she elaborates, and it would explain the riddles she speaks in at times. A curious case indeed—a dancer that’s also a lover of literature. They could easily be opposites—not that either of them is any less of a social outcast this way. “Do you normally talk so little?”

“Brevity is the soul of wit,” Dehya echoes back.

“Aha! Here I thought you were a brute with no love for language,” Nilou snaps her fingers, knocking their arms together playfully. Watching her expression sends a small smile dancing across the latter’s lips before she realises it, and her ears perk up to show her bashfulness. Perhaps that wasn’t a compliment, but Dehya lets her off. Nilou notices her uncharacteristic shyness but holds her thoughts to herself with a light-hearted giggle. 

Somehow, while mentioning nothing of the last night, Nilou simultaneously manages to make it the only thing that Dehya can think about while they’re walking side-by-side. She glances at the dancer beside her, as their hands are centimetres away from touching, brushing skin against skin as they’re walking, and she once again feels the heat of everything she left undecided. She gulps, paying no attention to the streets or the guards as she should be as an Eremite out in  public , but thoughts of Nilou infest her mind. 

“I like this place and could willingly waste my time in it,” Nilou mentions as they stand at the head of a busy market street, one of the most popular sights in the entire nation. It’s the home to merchants from foreign lands and the old ladies that have dedicated their lives to selling fresh produce for the population that has relied on them for years. The  bazaar  stretches along the entire road, cushioning both sides of the road with seafood stalls towards the front, then silks around the back. There is room for every talent and profession somewhere along the road, and every native has seen the wonders of the place.

Dehya looks at it as though she hasn’t been here in years—although, she may not have been when her men often do the shopping instead of her. She is a lover of crowded spaces, so she finds that this impromptu trip away from home might not be so bad. Nilou drags her through the crowd by holding onto her sleeve, going on about a new set of clothes she must buy since she drenched her only performance clothing in pool water the night before. “I have the biggest crowd on Fridays when the men get off work and have a week’s worth of money to spend on me. I need to choose new silks for an outfit, but I’m no good with colours so I’m hoping you can put those eyes to good use.”

“I thought you liked the arts,” Dehya checks. 

“I’m hardly an artist myself. I’m a woman,” Nilou shrugs, releasing her once they’ve stopped in front of a store with silks and clothing. It’s at the end of the street that is frequented mostly by women looking for a cheap cloth to tailor into something pretty, and a couple of tailor shops have spilled into the  bazaar  from the street nearby which is dedicated solely to garments. “Now, instead of wasting time on pleasantries, how about you help me choose?” 

Nilou swipes two bunches of silk from the selection, one sage green, and another amber yellow, pressing them against her abdomen to compare them against her skin tone. Dehya narrows her eyes, not knowing how to make the choice when no colour looks as good on her as her wispy blue. 

“Fine, I’m taking it that you like neither,” the latter infers from the lack of response, ditching the options. She takes a step inside the shop, looking around for more options that she’s fond of. Dehya stands outside, not wanting to meddle with anything she’s unfamiliar with anything beyond the realm of brute force. She realises she hadn’t known  anything  about beauty, really, until she met Nilou. She ambles around slowly, looking at the freshly-spun silks that are hung out to dry on large, wooden poles along the streets—a fury of brilliant colours. 

Then, Dehya hears her name called out behind her. She spins on her heel, and behind a sheet of translucent white fabric, she sees a silhouette pass. She hears a chuckle that is undeniably Nilou’s, turning until she finds the owner of the voice. Then, she pauses, and she finds the dancer clothed in red—standing in front of vermillion silk, wearing a veil adorned with silver. Dehya’s reels in shock as her face flares up in an instant. She loses sight of rationality as easily as that, and she struggles to stomach the sight of Nilou standing in front of her—in red—looking like a freshly bloomed lotus. “This,” she utters meekly. 

“Guessing from your expression, you like me in red.” 

“It’s a red  sari,” Dehya is quick to clarify, because it changes things immensely. Nilou is dressed like a bride, standing before her as the most beautiful thing in the world, and she can do nothing but gawk. She takes a few steps closer, brushing her hands against the soft material of the cloth. Her expression softens once, and it leads her into saying something worse. “I hope I’ll get to see you in one of these again someday,” she whispers, not meaning for anyone to hear her thoughts but herself. 

“You’re naughty, aren’t you?” Nilou beams, holding Dehya by both shoulders. “Here I thought you kept running from me because you didn’t like me. If only I’d known you were just scared,” she coos, and the latter doesn’t understand until the ground-breaking epiphany dawns on her that her thought wasn’t merely a thought and she’d been careless enough to say it out loud. She opens her mouth wide, trying to say something—anything at all—but words fail the once fearsome leader of the Eremites, now conquered by love and no longer as sharp-edged as she was before. 

Dehya swallows her pride. “No, I didn’t mean—” 

“The robbed that smiles, steals something from the thief,” Nilou hushes and wraps her arms around Dehya’s neck, sealing their lips together in a warm kiss; one that has been long due, one that they’ve been running from for too long when they have yearned for it longer. Dehya’s scarf falls from her head as she cranes her neck and deepens the kiss, two foolish women in the middle of a crowded street. 

And for once, she stops running. 

  
Author’s Note:Most of the Shakespeare references are pretty scattered, because I’m going to use this “zero canon information on Nilou” as my opportunity to push my Nilou “Shakespearean nerd” agenda. The monologue during the pool scene is with reference to Juliet’s lines from Romeo & Juliet, where—if you look at it from one perspective—you can see Nilou acknowledging that there are obstacles between them and she isn’t good enough for Dehya. She knows, deep down, that they are already dependent on each other even though they shouldn’t be. When they find each other again, true love will find them too. (yeah cheesy i know oh god)

anyw marking my place as second on the nilya tag so i’m historical now

Lyrics from the first scene are from a Hindi song called “O Saki Saki” - and some references from the MV are also made in the fic! If you’re confused my the mixed-up cultural references throughout the fic, I really did my best to honour the individual traditions. Sumeru’s a mesh of like a hundred South Asian cultures but me, being South Asian myself, decided to write this fic as accurately as possible based on my relationship with culture.

Find me @miravrse on Twitter!







