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Faruzan has never stepped foot in the building in front of her before. She’s walked right by it plenty of times to get to her classes and not even spared it more than a glance, which she now finds herself regretting, because she is hopelessly lost inside of it now. Music can be faintly heard from many rooms and none of them give her a clue on where she’s supposed to be as most are shut and have signs on them to show they are occupied.

 

As she makes her way up the first flight of stairs hoping for better results on the second floor, she hears more music, but louder this time. She excitedly approaches, hoping she’s finally found what she was searching for. On fast feet she rushes towards the song blaring through the halls until she finds herself looking into a room with only one person in it.

 

She’s sure this isn’t it, so she sighs as she stands there for a second to try building up motivation to continue her search. She’s disappointed as stands, trying to reassure herself with thoughts that she’ll definitely find the room soon, when movement catches her eye from the room. She sees flashes of red moving and realizes it’s the hair of the person she had seen beforeーa girl with her hair up in twin ponytails.

 

She’s started up with some dancing and even with only a few moves done, Faruzan finds herself unable to tear her eyes away. She does a twirl, her hair flowing behind her and her practice clothes puffing out and falling back into place before she continues her steps, doing things Faruzan couldn’t begin to put a name to. Whatever they’re called, Faruzan can’t get enough, it seems.

 

By the time she snaps out of it, it’s because the music stops and her eyes lock with cerulean ones that curve up and Faruzan realizes she’s been caught, and that the girl is smiling at her as she takes heavy breaths to recover from her routine. Faruzan feels like a deer in headlights as she stands there, unable to move, caught in the act of watching a stranger full on.

 

“Was it okay?” The girl’s mouth moves and a lovely voice fills the wide space between them. Okay? Faruzan thinks it’s the best performance she’s seen in her whole life. Granted, she hadn’t seen many, but it captivated her completely, so it had to be above average. She doesn’t want to say all of that and sound strange, though, so instead she replies, “Yes. It was okay.”

 

The other quirks an eyebrow at her, smile still on her face like she just finds Faruzan’s answer amusing more than anything. “Thank you, I think?” Faruzan gives a curt nod, getting ready to finally resume her mission she had originally come for when she gets an idea to help make it easier.

 

“Actually, could I ask you for some assistance? You see, I’m looking for a special performance that’s supposed to be going on tonight. It is apparently a demonstration of a dance having to do with Lesser Lord Kusanali, so my professor assigned me to watch and take notes on it. Does any of that ring a bell?”

 

The stranger grins again as she answers, “Well, you just saw the rehearsal of it, actually. The real show starts in half an hour, downstairs in the lobby, actually. I’m sorry I spoiled the show early for you.” Faruzan plays it off like it’s nothing, like it wasn’t so mesmerizing she was rooted in place instead of focusing on her assignment.

 

She thanks the dancer instead, making her way back downstairs to wait and watch it again, this time with a more educational outlook than a starstruck one. She luckily doesn’t have to wait long before the show starts, and the girl from before is back in front of her, but this time in a dazzling outfit that compliments her so well Faruzan’s taken with her all over again.

 

The music is beautiful, the dancing is fluid, and the dancer in the center is perhaps the most amazing part of it. Faruzan sees little pamphlets being passed around in the audience and when she finally gets her hands on one she finds all the information about the performance, including the name of the dance done and the names of all the dancers participating. Nilou. The center dancer’s name is Nilou and she was specially credited on the entire performance.

 

Faruzan hears a lot of mumbling going on amongst the crowd and unsurprisingly, she hears many people talking about Nilou. Apparently she’s very famous among their campus dancers and well-loved for her skill in dancing, her kindhearted personality, and of course for her gorgeous appearance. Getting an educational outlook on the performance is hard, but Faruzan manages to jot down as many good notes as she can.

 

When the performance is over, she gathers her things and sets off to study her notes some more and write out the assignment she was given, knowing that after today she’d probably never see Nilou or even the inside of the same building ever again, just like it had been before. The dance majors didn’t usually put on shows with such specific history, so she most likely wouldn’t get an assignment like this either. 

 

She felt almost… disappointed at that thought, but shook it off as she finished up the paper she had written and went to turn in for the night. You saw her perform once, Faruzan. It’s not the end of the world.

 

ー

 

Apparently, it is the end of the world, actually. Faruzan can’t stop turning her head at every flash of red that she sees around campus, which has led not only to awkward interactions but also some accidents that she was left hurting over. She was currently holding some ice on her arm after bumping into a pole while she looked behind her at yet another red thing she had seen. It ended up being Diluc, and Faruzan had sighed in disappointment before the pain hit.

 

So far she’s mistaken five people as Nilou. Diluc, Yoimiya (she was always wearing red), Kazuha for the red streak in his hair, and Yanfei and Amber who both love wearing red on their heads in some form. She’d also taken notice of just how much red decor there was around the campus, something that seemed brand new, but wasn’t at all.

 

It’s like the world is playing some cruel joke on her, taunting her for the silly little crush she had for a second yesterday. Curse her professor for forcing her to go watch that performance because now all her mind seems to want to think about is Nilou Nilou Nilou. She’s been trying so hard to focus her attention elsewhere but it’s not working.

 

She keeps telling herself she’ll get over it in a few days, she’ll forget about Nilou because she’s never going to see her again anyway. The building will fade into the background like it always did before. She just has to deal with maybe a week of it being at the front of her mind before that can happen, she swears, as she stares at said building on her way to class.

 

Her phone buzzes in her pocket and she pulls it out to see a text from Tighnari flash on the screen.

 


ur later than usual. is something wrong? pls hurry, cyno is being insufferable


 

Faruzan has a very organized schedule that she prides herself on and Tighnari is right, she is later than she normally would be. The building had caught her attention and she’d spent time looking when she wouldn’t have before. The text snaps her back into reality as she continues on her way, texting Tighnari back.

 


i’m fine, just got caught up on the way there. i’ll be there soon, tell cyno to save the jokes for me and that should stop him.


 

Class is slow. Class has never been slow for Faruzan. She enjoys studying so much that the time usually passes faster than she’d like, engrossed in whatever topic their teacher is talking about today in Teyvat’s history. Today though, the information is going in one ear and out of the other as her brain would rather replay Nilou’s performance.

 

Faruzan had looked into things moreーfor her paper, of courseーand knows now that the outfit Nilou wore was based on the goddess of flowers. It had looked so good on Nilou that she wouldn’t complain if the other wore it every day. Nilou was probably more beautiful than the actual goddessーno, Faruzan was going much too far for this crush.

 

“So does you being late have anything to do with the fact that you haven’t spoken up once this whole class? What’s going on?” Tighnari whispers, shocking her out of her thoughts. Thank Lesser Lord Kusanali, she thinks. Tighnari raises an eyebrow at her, waiting for an answer. “No! I just got lost in thought a little, okay? Don’t you go and make up something crazy.”

 

Tighnari rolls his eyes at her and she knows that he doesn’t believe her at all. She never has been very good at lying, and it’s been quite a while since she was experiencing something like a dumb crush. She sighs, knowing he’s not going to let this go. “Look, I’ve just had a lot on my mind, but it’s nothing serious.” That should be good enough.

 

Except it’s not, because Tighnari continues looking at her, waiting for more. Faruzan stares back at him, hoping he’ll back down, because there is no way she’s about to tell him about her infatuation with a dancer she saw once for maybe an hour, in the middle of class. She’d rather die than tell anyone, actually, knowing her friends.

 

All of them have known each other for so long, gone to school together since they were young and now many of her friends are in stable relationships. She’s a little embarrassed because despite how much more experienced she is, she’s one of the only ones that’s still single. Who knows, maybe even Nilou is already in a relationship and she has even less of the chance that she never had.

 

It would make sense if she thinks about it logically. So many people in that crowd had come to see Nilou, had talked about how well known she is around campus and how pretty she was. It would only be natural that someone with such a reputation would have already been taken by some other probably also wonderful person that Faruzan could never hope to compare to. What was she even thinking?

 

“You just zoned out again, Faruzan, I don’t think this is nothing. You don’t have to tell me, but I think it would help to tell someone,” Tighnari says, once again bringing her out of her thoughts. He gives her a comforting smile before he finally turns back to the front of the room where their professor is still lecturing. Seriously, how could class feel this long?

 

When it’s over, Faruzan realizes that Tighnari is right, telling someone might help. Naturally, since she doesn’t want to face the embarrassment of admitting it to one of her close friends, she decides to text one of her classmates from a different course.

 


hey layla! we haven’t talked in a while, wanna go out for drinks or something?


 

Faruzan feels a little bad, only texting the other because she needs something, but Layla is shy and acts weird around Faruzan for some reason, so she may as well get this off her chest if Layla actually agrees to go out with her. Layla texts back almost immediately, to Faruzan’s surprise, maybe because it’s late.

 


of course! meet me at my dorm and we can walk to that new place across the street! see you at 9!!


 

Faruzan has an hour to get ready, so she wastes no time getting back to her dorm to dress up. She arrives and sees her roommate slumped over on her desk, looking up at the sound of the door. She smiles, “Oh hey, Faruzan. Think you can hand me the pot of coffee on my bed?” Faruzan raises an eyebrow at the placement choice but hands it over.

 

“Don’t drink too much, Keqing. Everything is bad for you in too large amounts, but coffee is especially! I’m going out with Layla, so I’ll be back a little bit later than usual. Do you need anything before I go besides the coffee?” Keqing spins in her chair to face Faruzan, thinking before she shakes her head. “Have a good time. You should wear my new pin in your hair!”

 

Faruzan grins as she accepts it, she may as well dress her best to see if she can attract anyone while she’s out so she can forget about Nilou. Before she leaves she looks in her mirror and smiles at the reflection she sees. She put on a white dress she hadn’t had the opportunity to wear yet with golden accessories that went well with the pin Keqing had lent her. She sets off quickly, time approaching for her to meet Layla.

 

When she gets there, Layla is already outside waiting, dressed up as well. Faruzan smiles, it’s rare to see Layla this way because the other is usually so reserved and tired out. Tonight though, she looks very energized, to Faruzan’s surprise. “Hey, Faruzan! Ready to go, I see. You look great.”

 

Faruzan returns the compliment, the two walking together until they arrive and order drinks. They converse about classes for a little while, but after a couple drinks, Layla starts to loosen up. “Faruzan, do you happen to know Candace? She once helped me out immensely and I really want to return the favor. She seems like someone you would know because she’s so smart.”

 

Faruzan does know Candace, technically. Candace is close with Dehya, who is friends with Cyno, so they’ve met more than once. She seems very sweet, so it’s unsurprising that she helped Layla with something. “We’re acquainted. Would you like me to get her number? I can ask right now.” Layla nods so fast that it looks like it might have hurt, so Faruzan doesn’t waste time as she texts Cyno.

 

“Actually, I have a question for you. Do you know Nilou? She’s a dance major,” Faruzan rushes out, before she can lose the courage. Layla slowly nods, “I’ve heard of her. She’s really famous around campus. Why?” Faruzan sighs, how did she never know about Nilou until yesterday?

 

“Well I saw her perform yesterday, I had to go for an assignment about Lesser Lord Kusanali. Anyway, I just thought she was really talented and…pretty,” she mutters the last part, hoping the music and loud chatter around the place will mask it. She doesn’t think Layla will care about if she has a crush, they barely talk, yet somehow it feels like she just told all of her life’s secrets to the entire world.

 

“Everyone that sees her thinks that, Faruzan. One time my roommate saw one of her performances and I heard nothing out of her mouth that wasn’t about Nilou for days. It drove me a little bit insane, but it finally stopped after those days passed, thank the stars. I think she just has an effect on people, you know?”

 

Hearing that makes her stomach twist for a second before she quickly lights up. It happens to everyone, and it will be gone in a few days, just like she hoped! She was just under Nilou’s spell for a little while, and she had to wait it out. She downs her drink all at once, which has Layla laughing at her, “Someone’s happy to hear that. I assume she got you too?”

 

Faruzan reaches out to grip Layla’s hands, “Sadly, yes. I can’t stop thinking about her. Not even joking, class felt slow today.” Layla gasps at the statement, everyone knows how Faruzan is about academics and something must be off if she’s feeling like that. “My my, those are some serious effects. Nilou’s power is greater than I thought,” she jokes.

 

The rest of the night goes wonderfully, Layla is very funny when she’s got a few drinks in her, and Faruzan has a lot of fun. She doesn’t find anyone to flirt around with, but she also doesn’t think about Nilou, so she considers it a win. She feels so much better about it now than she had when she walked in, so when she gets home after walking Layla back to her dorm, she falls asleep with a lazy smile on her face.

 

ー

 

It’s been a week since the Nilou incident. Layla had been rightーafter some time had passed, Faruzan was finally starting to go back to normal. She wasn’t too occupied with thoughts of Nilou to focus in class and she wasn’t bumping into red things anymore, they were fading back into the background. Faruzan was back to how she had been before she ever saw or heard Nilou.

 

“It seems like whatever had you worried has been resolved. Mind sharing it with me now?” Tighnari asks before class. Faruzan had gone back to being early, so they had time to talk now. “Oh, it was really silly, actually. I just got twisted up after seeing a performance from Nilou. I couldn’t stop thinking about her, but I’m fine now, I’ll never see her again.”

 

Tighnari stares at her like she’s from a different world and she’s just spoken to him in a language that doesn’t even exist. Faruzan raises an eyebrow in return, not understanding what’s questionable about what she just said. “Nilou. The dancer? Red hair, huge blue eyes?” He finally questions. Faruzan nods.

 

“Well, I have some bad news for you, Faruzan! Nilou is coming to Cyno’s for his birthday this weekend, and so are you! So actually, you will be seeing her again. Very soon.” Faruzan’s mind blanks. Nilou. Cyno. Two days away. “I’m sorry, they recently became friends because we all worked on a project together!”

 

Faruzan doesn’t even have time to respond because their professor walks in and starts lecturing immediately. Faruzan doesn’t catch anything, though, because her mind is once again being flooded with Nilou. Tighnari glances at her with a worried look in his eyes every few minutes and she feels kind of dumb for it because it’s just seeing a girl she saw once one more time.

 

If anything, she’ll just have to wait another few days afterwards and she’ll be fine. Besides, she reminds herself, Nilou is probably already in a relationship, so meeting her again isn’t going to increase her chances at anything. Maybe they could even become friends and she could put this all behind her. Or Faruzan can avoid talking to her. Either one sounds good.

 

When class is over, Tighnari gives her a reassuring pep-talk, says that Nilou is very sociable and would love Faruzan. Faruzan remembers their first interaction and isn’t so sure about that, but she hurries back to her dorm, trying to plan what she’s going to wear. It feels like it’s too much, cause she knows it’s just going to be all of her close friends along with some of Cyno’s other friends, which doesn’t extend too far outside of that.

 

Keqing reminds her of that. “Why are you worrying so much? Has someone out of your friend group suddenly become wildly attractive to you? It can’t possibly be any of those dorks, can it?” Faruzan joins her in laughing, and can’t deny that she’s right. “Oh no, definitely not. It’s… Nilou. Somehow Cyno got her to come to his birthday thing after they did a project together, so she’s coming.”

 

Keqing’s jaw drops, even she knows how crazy that sounds. “Nilou is going? Seems your friend group is going to grow from being just a bunch of nerds,” she says, sticking her tongue out like she’s taunting Faruzan, despite knowing that the other won’t take offense. Then she speaks again, “Wait, so you’re trying to impress Nilou? I mean, I get that she’s pretty, but you never told me you thought so!”

 

“Who doesn’t?” Faruzan counters, because as far as she’s experienced, everyone seems to absolutely love Nilou or at least think she’s beautiful (because she is). Keqing concedes that with a smirk. “Go get ‘em, Faruzan! Nilou may be famous, but you’re a cutie! Respectfully.” Faruzan finds herself laughing again.

 

In the end, she settles on a white sweater, a pair of baby blue jeans and her usual white tennis shoes. She’ll put her hair up in her classic twin ponytails with her golden accessories, maybe the pin that Keqing let her borrow before if she’s willing to let her use it again. She sets all of it aside, waiting for her doom of having to face Nilou again.

 

ー

 

Two days passes slower than ever. Faruzan feels like every movement is through quicksand, pulling her back as she tries to keep going and just make it through each moment. Most of her time is occupied with studying and coursework, which isn’t helpful when her brain already feels like it’s turning to mush. She hands in what is probably some of her worst work yet, but can’t bring herself to care (Okay, she cares a lot but she can’t turn back time).

 

Presently, what she cares about is that now it’s Saturday, and she’s at Cyno and Tighnari’s door, gift in hand, ready to knock. So she does, and Tighnari opens it with a wide smile. “Faruzan! Okay, you look amazing! You can give me that, Cyno’s going to open them later,” Tighnari says all at once, taking the gift from her and placing it in the corner where some other gifts are stacked.

 

“So where is Cyno? I need to go tell him happy birthday,” Faruzan exclaims, looking around. She sees a lot of familiar faces, and a couple that she doesn’t know at all, but no Cyno. Tighnari points towards the kitchen of their small apartment and Faruzan follows his directions. When she steps in, Cyno is sitting on the counter, sipping on whatever is in the red cup he holds.

 

Then she sees Kaveh and Alhaitham, arguing as usual, but someone is trying very hard to mediate. That person is Nilou. No one looks up at her, so Faruzan walks close enough to Cyno that she hopes only he will be able to hear her. “Happy birthday, Cyno! How long have they been at it?” He grins at her from behind his cup, “Thank you, Madam Faruzan. It’s been 10 minutes, Alhaitham is really amused. Though I do wonder, is it really them that you are curious about?”

 

Faruzan flushes at the nickname and the allegation, before she sighs out, “Tighnari told you, huh?” Cyno nods with a satisfied smile and Faruzan makes a note to get after Tighnari later for his gossiping. “Oh, I know that look. It’s fine, he only told me ‘cause I’m his boyfriend and I wouldn’t tell anyone else. I promise, your secret is safe with us,” he chuckles. She rolls her eyes, but knows he means it, so she spares him a lecture.

 

“Well I’ll have you know, I actually did want to know about Haitham and Kaveh, their arguments are always so entertaining. I just happen to also think Nilou is pretty. That’s it, anyway! It’s not like anything is going to happen between us! More importantly, I’m here to celebrate your birthday, okay? What are we going to be doing first?”

 

Faruzan looks up and Alhaitham and Kaveh have gone quiet, mouths moving against each other instead of arguing and Nilou has disappeared from the kitchen. Faruzan doesn’t know if the mediating should be considered successful or not before Cyno pulls her back to the living room.

 

ー

 

Faruzan is hyper-aware of herself tonight. She makes sure she doesn’t do anything stupid or anything that she’ll regret, and she keeps fixing herself up in any mirrors around the apartment. She probably looks vain, but can’t feel bad about it when she knows that Nilou is across the room and could glance at her at any moment. That’s another thing she’s hyper-aware of, where Nilou is in the apartment and what she’s doing.

 

Currently, she’s talking to some blond guy on the other side of the room. This is one of Cyno’s friends that Faruzan doesn’t know, who had introduced himself earlier tonight as Albedo. Cyno had piped up immediately about how Albedo could actually appreciate a good joke. Faruzan had stared, disbelieving that anyone could find Cyno’s jokes funny. She only starts to believe it when she sees it with her own eyes.

 

He seems to be getting along with Nilou well. Faruzan wonders if they knew each other before this; he’s handsome, maybe they’re together? No, no, Faruzan don’t be dumb and assume anyone she gets along with is dating her. She snaps out of that thought and realizes that her zoning out has caused her to accidentally lock eyes with Nilou. She turns away as fast as humanly possible and directs her eyes to the floor, hoping she can burn a hole in it.

 


God, what were you thinking, Faruzan? You’re supposed to be watching what you’re doing! She probably thinks you’re weird now, staring at her even if it wasn’t intentionalー


 

“You okay? What did my floor do to you to receive such a glare?” Cyno asks, laughing at himself. Faruzan rolls her eyes, “I’m alright, just got lost in thought.” Why, why, why did you have to invite Nilou here?

 

“Well, I’ve got just the thing to get you out of your head. Everyone get in a circle!” He gets the attention of the whole apartment and everyone listens since it’s his birthday, settling onto the carpeted floor, knee to knee. Faruzan’s end up pressed between Dehya and Candace and she feels tiny when she’s surrounded by the two. Across the circle, she makes eye contact with Layla, who smiles and gives her a thumbs up.

 

Faruzan had given her Candace’s number once Cyno had texted her back the next day, and it seems like Layla was able to achieve her goal of paying Candace back for her help by that reaction. She smiles back before Cyno walks to the center of the circle, looking down at everyone. If Faruzan wasn’t used to him already, she might be curious about what was going on.

 

Alas, she knows Cyno all too well to even question what’s about to transpire. “Let’s get this over with,” she says playfully, though there’s a little bit of her that really means it. Cyno rolls his eyes as most of the people in the circle who have also been friends with Cyno long enough start to laugh. “This is the last laugh we’re going to get for a while,” Tighnari adds, only making more people crack up.

 

Nilou and Albedo are next to each other (again), and share a confused glance. Dunyarzad, a girl that Dehya is close with, had also come along, but it seems like Dehya had at least explained this to her as she just sits there gracefully. Cyno clears his throat, “Hey everyone, thank you all for joining me for my birthday and for your many gifts. Now I have one for you.”

 

Tighnari and Faruzan both roll their eyes at the same time and smile at each other. “Ahem… There once was a traveler, stranded in the desert and dying of thirst, who in desperation prayed for a Hydro Slime to come their way. But the traveler didn’t realize that at that very moment, a starving Hydro Slime was praying to meet a lone, stranded traveler…”

 

He’s met with complete silence and blank stares. Until Albedo starts to laugh, and Cyno whips around to smile at him. “At least someone here has a good sense of humor!” Faruzan is shocked. Years of coming to Cyno’s birthdays and never once has she heard someone laugh at his awful jokes, for good reason. The girl on the other side of him that’s not Nilou, stares at him incredulously. She’s not alone.

 

“Albedo… This is another level of strange than I know from you,” she says, shaking her head. Albedo rubs the back of his neck, looking down, “The joke was fun, Sucrose! Plus, the whole room was like it was frozen in time, you have to at least laugh at that.” She looks away from him, flustered but agrees with a nod of her head. This is another person present tonight that Faruzan has never met, and she’s starting to get more curious as to where Cyno made these friends.

 

The cycle repeats itself for a good twenty minutes of Cyno’s Comedy Show until Tighnari, bless his soul, interrupts. “I think it’s time for all of us to actually give you your gifts now, honey. Let’s get the cake out and sing first?” He says it like a question, but he’s already up and tugging Cyno away, before he also grabs onto Faruzan. “Come on, help me light the candles and then cut the cake.”

 

Faruzan searches the drawers in the kitchen for a knife and matches while Tighnari opens the fridge to present the cake, setting it down on the table. The candles are already there, purple stripes on them because Cyno loves it. Faruzan approaches with everything and Kaveh sees her and puts his hands up, “Whoa, Faruzan. I know the jokes were bad but you don’t have to kill him, especially on his birthday!”

 

She huffs out a laugh and sets the knife down, acting like she’s surrendering while everyone laughs, and she hears Nilou over all of them. Her eyes dart in her direction without permission, and her eyes are shut as she laughs. It’s just as pretty as everything Nilou does, even simply breathing. She takes her eyes away quickly, lucky that Nilou hadn’t seen her. She’d already been caught once tonight and the gods had favored her enough that Nilou didn’t confront her.

 

Tighnari pokes the candles into the cake that says ‘Happy Birthday Cyno!’ with a little heart next to it in green frosting. Faruzan wants to gag at Tighnari but can’t help smiling at how cute it is as she strikes a match and lights the candles. The whole room starts to sing, and Cyno blows his candles out when they finish. Kaveh, ever the annoyance, immediately starts asking what he wished for as he declines telling him lest his wish not come true.

 

Faruzan starts cutting into the cake, asking who wants some as people gather around to grab a piece. Apparently Albedo and Sucrose both really like sweets, because they are in front of her within seconds waiting for a slice. They take theirs and go sit on the carpeted floor together while everyone else steps up. Faruzan sighs when everyone has gotten a piece, finally cutting one for herself and sitting in the chair in front of her.

 

Then Nilou is standing in front of her. Looking down at her, expectantly, and Faruzan is completely dumbstruck, staring back and not knowing what to do. Nilou’s eyes are blue. Bright, pretty cerulean, shining like the surface of water under the sun, and it reminds Faruzan of the outfit she had worn during that performance, imitating the Goddess of Flowers. Now, she’s wearing a blue fitted top, midriff exposed and a pair of white high rise jeans. The clothes are simple, but she still looks stunning.

 

Her long hair is done up in a curly ponytail that looks way too good, and Faruzan is barely stopping herself from swooning when Nilou finally speaks, “May I have a slice as well?” Faruzan blinks up at her, mind registering the entire thing and how stupid she was. “Oh my, I’m so sorry! Yes, of course, let me cut that for you now.” Faruzan, why are you such an idiot? Why would you just stare at her like that? Well, because she’s nice to look at.

 

“No worries! Have we met before? You look very familiar,” Nilou says while she waits for Faruzan to hand her the piece. Faruzan almost freezes again. She doesn’t even remember me! She takes a deep breath in, trying to control herself. Nilou is super popular from her experience, of course she wouldn’t remember a girl she interacted with one time in the hallway who barely said anything.

 

“Ah, well, we met once when I asked for directions to your show where you were the Goddess of Flowers.” Nilou snaps her fingers, “That’s right! You saw my rehearsal and said it was ‘okay’.” Faruzan blushes, remembering the interaction and how she didn’t want to let her true opinion spill out so she’d said that. “Well, to be fair, you asked me if it was okay. I was simply answering you,” Faruzan responds, lips forming a small pout as she finally hands over the cake.

 

Nilou giggles, “Fair enough. Your name is Faruzan, right? I’m Nilou.” As if everyone didn’t already know that. Faruzan is convinced that everyone knows who she is now that she herself doesーshe seems to be the only one who didn’t before. “Indeed. I meanーit’s nice to meet you again, Nilou.” Nilou smiles before she returns to the carpet to eat as well. This time she sits with Dehya and Dunyarzad, who are very happy when they see her.

 

Dunyarzad is especially starstruck, and Faruzan wonders if that’s how she looks when she sees Nilou. They start chatting away and Faruzan forces her eyes to look at her plate while she stuffs her face. A hand lands on her shoulder and she looks up to see Layla. “Hey, Faruzan. I wanted to thank you again for that night. Candace and I are getting along great, she’s a wonderful person!”

 

Faruzan grins up at the other girl, “Of course, Layla. I’m happy to hear that you two are getting along well.” Faruzan sighs internally, a little envious of Layla’s progress with Candace, wishing she could have that with Nilou. She chances a look over at her again to see her laughing and leaning on Dunyarzad’s shoulder to catch her breath. Her smile is pretty like this, wide and toothy, flashing white. Of course, even her teeth are perfect.

 

Layla follows her eyes and smirks, “Ah, so the object of your obsession is here. I thought you got over it?” Faruzan turns her head and crosses her arms over her chest, embarrassed. “I did, until Tighnari informed me she would be here tonight when I was finally accepting it! Seriously, how did she become friends with Cyno, of all people?” Faruzan sighs, exasperated. Layla laughs, rubbing Faruzan’s shoulder with her hand that’s still pressed into it.

 

“Oh my, that is unfortunate, Faruzan. I think I have a solution, though! Since you may not be able to avoid her anymore if she ends up being part of your friend group, why don’t you just become her friend? Get to know her better, and you’ll see that she’s not just this perfect being you have in your mind based on a couple meetings. Maybe when you see her humanity, you’ll view her more like a friend and get over your crush!”

 

Faruzan stares back at Layla, surprised. Layla after drinks is truly a force to be reckoned with. For the second time, Faruzan finds herself thinking her Nilou plan is genius, but she may as well give up on it already. “I can’t just be her friend! Layla, what are you even thinking? I could barely hold a small conversation with her a few seconds ago, much less enough to get her to be my friend.”

 

Faruzan feels hopeless, watching all her friends around her having fun and enjoying each other’s company to celebrate their Dear Annoyance’s birthday, while she sits and throws a little fit about a crush, while said crush sits across the room without a care in the world. She sighs again, which she finds herself doing a lot when it’s about Nilou. Layla gives her a wry smile, patting her arm. “Just try, okay? She’s not going to bite you.”

 

Layla walks away with that, plopping down next to Tighnari. That must set off something in him because he’s quick to stand and gather all of the gifts that everyone brought before he announces that Cyno is going to open them now. The attention is all on Cyno now as he picks the first one. It’s in a small green bag, complete with a tag that says ‘From Collei’.

 

Cyno looks starry-eyed before he even opens it. Collei isn’t at the party tonight because Tighnari and Cyno decided she was too young for whatever was going to happen, though so far that decision seems to be for nothing. When Cyno reaches in, he pulls out a framed photo of Tighnari, Collei, and himself. They’re all smiling at the camera, Collei putting bunny ears on the other two with her fingers.

 

The frame is decorated with stickers and marker drawings, with a large “HAPPY BIRTHDAY CYNO!” spread across the top of it in Collei’s messy handwriting. It’s cute, Cyno is rightfully cradling it to his chest like a baby. He reaches into the bag again and pulls out a little card, opening it to find a card for that game he likes to play so much. He looks shocked and reads the card aloud from Collei. “Tighnari helped me pay for the card. Please use it well, Cyno, happy birthday!”

 

Cyno makes a big show of letting everybody see the card she got him. It’s some kind of monster, Faruzan can’t see it too well from the table when they’re all on the carpet. He carefully sets her gift aside as he grabs for another one. Cyno makes quick work of all of the gifts, and they’re quite an interesting mix. It’s mostly stuff that would be classified as nerdy, like more trading cards for the game he’s obsessed with, and some more out there ones from his new friends.

 

Nilou gifts him what looks like a prop from the theater. Cyno seems to absolutely love it and when Faruzan looks back at Nilou, she’s smiling warmly. Faruzan can’t hold back a blush, lucky that everyone else is watching Cyno. After the gifts are finished, Cyno decides it’s finally time for the party to really start, in his words, and starts to prepare drinking games.

 

It’s the best they can do with their small group of friends. Since most of them are already dating, games like spin the bottle are out of the question and truth or dare can sometimes get boring. So instead they find entertainment in their friends’ drunken behavior and seeing them lose or succeed in games. Faruzan personally loves it when Alhaitham loses, but is more curious tonight to see how Nilou behaves.

 

Layla is right that Faruzan has been viewing Nilou as a perfect being of sorts; she thinks everything about Nilou is perfect and hasn’t stopped to think about Nilou acting anything but completely pleasant. Now, she wonders, what will Nilou be like after the games? Is she a sore loser? Probably not. What kind of drunk is she? Affectionate? Angry? Does she cry?

 

“Alright, get your head in the game, babe. We’re playing first and you, Faruzan, are too. With Nilou,” Cyno says, pulling on Tighnari. He smirks as he stands across the table, daring to wink while Faruzan glares at him. When Nilou approaches they both go back to smiling happily as if nothing had happened. Nilou smiles sheepishly at Faruzan and mumbles out, “I’m not very experienced with this, I’m sorry if I cost us a win.”

 

Faruzan is a little bit surprised to hear that, but she gives the other a reassuring grin. “Don’t worry, I will carry us to victory if it means seeing them lose. It may be his birthday, but I won’t show mercy.” Tighnari hears that and smirks, like he thinks he won’t lose, but Faruzan has played too many times against Tighnari to have any doubt in her ability. She will win, and she will impress Nilouーif that’s something she’ll find cool.

 

They’re playing beer pong. It’s classic, involves no forced contact between their friends, and isn’t too hard to explain to people who are new at it, so they play it every time they get together. Faruzan has basically mastered it at this point and she knows that she’ll beat Cyno and Tighnari. She throws first and of course, scores. “Off to a hot start! Let’s go, Faruzan!” Layla exclaims, clapping her hands.

 

Cyno picks up the cup to drink it, but before he can, Faruzan lands another ball in it. He stares at her, eyes wide, then turns to Tighnari, who has the same look on his face. Faruzan laughs loudly as the rest of their friends cheer and start to surround her with praise. Nilou raises an eyebrow at her like ‘What is happening?’, and Faruzan finds it so cute that she starts laughing again.

 

“I made the Death Cup. Basically, we win, Nilou. Now, let us watch as those two have to drink all six of the cups,” she says, grinning evilly. Nilou looks just as surprised as Tighnari and Cyno were when she hears that, but she doesn’t question it as she turns to watch. “Thanks, Faruzan. I fear that if you hadn’t done that I’d have messed us up somehow and caused us to lose. It was really cool.” Faruzan blushes, waving a hand to brush her off as if it’s nothing.

 

She realizes it means that she won’t get to see Nilou drink, but receiving her praise and thanks is way better. “Alright, alright, move over! Candace, come on, let’s play against Dunyarzad and Layla!” Faruzan shuffles aside, gets squished against Nilou so their arms are touching under their clothes. Faruzan tries not to freak out about it, taking deep breaths before Nilou moves, and she nearly lets out a breath of relief.

 

ー

 

Faruzan doesn’t see Nilou after the party. It makes sense, things are just like before. Her and Nilou hadn’t exchanged any more interactions after the game of beer pong, and that also meant that Faruzan hadn’t gotten a way to contact the other. Not that she would have askedーNilou and she hadn’t spoken much, not enough for Faruzan to feel comfortable reaching out like that, even if it was as a friend. She would make a fool of herself, especially with how popular Nilou is.

 

That’s what she’s thinking about on her way to class today, as she passes by the building that had brought the curse of Nilou into her life. She stares up at the second floor, where she’d seen that red hair for the first time. She wonders if Nilou always practices there, if maybe she’s there now. What room had it been? Faruzan hadn’t paid enough attention to catch it, too enamoredー

 

She bumps into something, no, someone, and trips over their foot, ending up on the ground. It hurts, her skin scrapes against the concrete and leaves it red and aching while she tries to compose herself and stand.

 

“Oh my god, I am so, so sorry! Are you okay?” And of course, because the archons like to mess with her, she immediately recognizes that voice. It’s Nilou, taking up her mind enough to distract her and cause her to run into the very person herself. She squeezes her eyes shut, getting ready to try to act normal after being completely embarrassed.

 

“I’m okay. Please, don’t worry. It was my fault, I’m sorry,” Faruzan offers when she’s up, “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?” Nilou seems to recognize her when she turns around and her mouth hangs open a little bit before she finally answers, “I’m fine, it’s you who got hurt.” Nilou grabs at her wrist suddenly, taking a look at the scrape on her hand.

 

The other has a matching one, with both of her knees. Curse her for wearing a skirt today, because now they all burn, and Nilou’s touch doesn’t help. “We need to get these clean, goodness. Come with me,” Nilou says, tugging on the wrist that’s still in her hand. Faruzan can’t even think to tell her that she can’t, she has a class that she’s going to be late to if she doesn’t go now.

 

Instead, she wordlessly lets Nilou pull her into that forsaken building, passing the lobby where Nilou had danced, beautiful as the Goddess of Flowers. Nilou finally lets her go when they’re in the closest restroom, starts moving around the area to grab paper towels, wet them, and then she brings them back to Faruzan.

 

Faruzan offers her wrist this time, holding it out as she leans against the wall. Nilou gently begins to dab at the scrapes and it burns even worse. Faruzan hisses at the pain, shutting her eyes again. “I know it hurts, I’m sorry. I’ll try to be fast, but I have to make sure they’re clean,” Nilou says, almost cooing as if she’s talking to a child. Faruzan can only nod as she repeats the process on her other wrist, embarrassed that she’s here letting Nilou dote on her like she is a kid.

 

Then she squats, ready to clean Faruzan’s knees and archons, she’s so close now, Faruzan is going to lose it if she lets her. She can feel Nilou’s breath against her thigh and she steps to the side, smiles down at the other when she looks up in confusion.

 

“It’s okay, I can do the rest myself. I don’t want to trouble you any longer or make you do anything that takes that much effort. I have to get to class, anyways, but thank you, Nilou,” Faruzan rushes out, trying to escape the situation as quickly as possible. Nilou stands up then, frowning. She looks like a sad puppy. No, no, no.

 

“I understand, but please, promise me that you’ll take care of it? It would be no trouble to me at all if you didn’t have class, I’m the one who bumped into you after all,” she says. Faruzan smiles and nods. How can she be so sweet and caring? “Good. See you, then, Faruzan.” With that, she walks out of the bathroom, leaving Faruzan still leaning on the wall.

 

She freezes in shock. She remembered my name! She remembered me this time! Faruzan feels the urge to scream on the spot, feeling it building up in her chest to her throat, but she really was on the way to class and she pulls out her phone to see that she’s now five minutes late. Her screen is also covered in texts from Tighnari asking where she is, but she doesn’t have time to answer as she starts to fast walk to her class.

 

After class, Tighnari starts to question her intensively, Cyno right by his side for support. “Why were you late? Seven minutes, Faruzan. What could have kept you this time?” Faruzan rolls her eyes, then simply points to her knees that she had yet to clean.

 

Tighnari makes a face when he sees them and Faruzan laughs, “Yeah I know, I’m going to clean them. I bumped into Nilou, literally, on the way to class and she insisted on cleaning my scrapes.” Then he raises an eyebrow, like to say, ‘They’re not clean, though?’

 

“She only cleaned my wrists. She was going to do my knees, too, but I was running late and she was way too close to me so I declined,” Faruzan mutters, a blush rising on her cheeks. Tighnari has the nerve to laugh and Faruzan has half a mind to remind him of how he was about Cyno. He seems to see that on her face and clears his throat.

 

“I know you’re going to mention Cyno, but may I remind you of how you were when I talked about Cyno? I think I have every right to give any reaction I want to your crush on Nilou,” he argues, dragging her through the hallway. “Let’s get you properly cleaned up. We’ve got ointment and bandages at the apartment, and while we’re there maybe you can talk to Cyno about Nilou.”

 

So Faruzan lets herself be taken back to the apartment where she’d stood with Nilou only days earlier. Nilou’s laugh and smile have been haunting her ever since, her praises still ringing in Faruzan’s head ever since even over something like beer pong.

 

“Welcome back to our humble abode, Madam Faruzan,” Cyno greets as he opens the door for the other two. She rolls her eyes and immediately plops herself down on the couch. Tighnari ventures further into the house to get everything to clean her scrapes. Meanwhile, Cyno settles next to her.

 

“Nilou did ask about you, after the party. When we were in class the next day, she asked about her partner for beer pong. She thought you were quite charming when you won so easily like it was nothing. Speaking of it, you’re going to Kaveh’s birthday thing, right? She’ll be there, too,” Cyno tells her, like it’s not going to drive jer insane.

 

Nilou asked about her? Nilou thought she was charming? Faruzan practically lights up, “Yeah, of course I’ll be there. Do you think that she’ll actually talk to me? Or like, will I have to talk to her first?” Faruzan can do it, with much difficulty, though. Nilou is hard enough to approach at all because of her perfect outward appearance that seems to always get Faruzan hurt in some way.

 

“I think she’ll talk to you, she’s really friendly and doesn’t seem to have trouble talking to new people,” Tighnari’s voice comes, finally back with supplies. He kneels and starts to clean up Faruzan’s knees. She flinches but lets him continue. “I agree. Nilou was very easily social when we all met, even to Tighnari when he was… Tighnari.”

 

Faruzan laughs, and Tighnari rubs at her knee a little harder for revenge, before he finally starts to apply bacitracin. “Okay, I’ve just got to make sure I look pretty, then? Wait, as her friend, give me your honest opinion. Do I have a chance? Does she even go for women?” Faruzan questions, realizing she had gotten too caught up in her crush to even think of that.

 

“Well, Nilou has not mentioned her love life very much, but a lot of people know she had a thing with Lumine, so you don’t have to worry about that at least. You’re an incredibly smart and wonderful person, so I personally believe that you do have a chance,” Cyno replies sincerely. Tighnari tags on, “If Nilou doesn’t go for that, you deserve better.”

 

Faruzan smiles at them, thankful that she has her friends despite how much they may bicker and joke around. “Let’s hope Kaveh’s birthday is a success.”





2. Chapter Two

Summary for the Chapter:
Faruzan honestly doesn’t know if what just happened was a blessing or a curse. She’s getting to spend more time with the girl she likes and possibly get closer to her, she even got her number! That would be a huge win… except that she has no chance with said girl so she’s going to be a pining mess the whole time and feel terrible about it.


Notes for the Chapter:happy birthday kaveh! my pretty princess <3 here are the lesbians i promised!

this chapter is only half as long as the first chapter and im so sorry about that, i have not been feeling the best so i didn’t have as much time to write.. please take this humble chapter and i will do my best in the future u_u enjoy!





Faruzan has never put so much effort into finding an outfit. In fact, after feeling that none of her clothes were even good enough, she asked Keqing to come shop with her until she found a new one that was worthy of Nilou’s eyes. She feels kind of silly stressing over this, she doesn’t even think Nilou will care much about her outfit.

 

Nilou wants to be friends—maybe. It’s very unlikely that she’ll notice how Faruzan looks, but what if she does? So Faruzan is still here, in probably their third store, trying to find clothes that will flatter her features. Keqing sighs each time when Faruzan rejects what she had tried on after Keqing had said it looked good.

 

“Faruzan, we both could be home studying right now, please. Just. Pick. An. Outfit. You look good in all of them! Nilou’s going to think you look good no matter what because you’re already naturally beautiful. You could show up in your pajamas and you would still look good,” Keqing groans when Faruzan turns down yet another choice.

 

Faruzan sighs as she undresses, “I know that, but I just want to be completely sure that there’s no chance for her to see me and think I look like a trainwreck! Look, it sounds ridiculous and I’m sorry you got dragged along but I really need this, Keqing. Please? Maybe you can find something to impress your girlfriend!”

 

Keqing softens a little at that and grumbles out an agreement as they continue looking for even more clothes. Eventually, when they’ve visited a couple more stores, Faruzan finally settles on a new crop top and some faded jeans to complement it. She feels pretty when she looks at them, so she rushes to buy them before Keqing can get too cranky again.

 

Kaveh’s birthday could not come slower after that, it seems. Faruzan knows it’s actually not that much time (two weeks), but it feels like forever in her head. Keqing keeps teasing her when she checks their calendar on getting home from class, but Faruzan can’t bring herself to feel any shame. Keqing already knows how much Faruzan cares about this.

 

The day finally rolls around after a long week of classes and studying, and Faruzan is glad not only because she’s going to see all of her friends and Nilou, but also for the break. When she slips into the outfit she had taken so long to find, she feels joy and excitement overcome her, slipping on her shoes and setting off with Kaveh’s gift. Keqing wishes her luck as she rushes out of the door and she takes a deep breath, calming herself.

 

Kaveh’s place is not too far away, so Faruzan arrives quickly, and she ends up being the first one there. She’s greeted by Kaveh and Alhaitham, giving the birthday boy a hug and bowing to Alhaitham. She sets her gift down as she settles on one of their many couches and feels the tense air. Perhaps the couple had been bickering again (as always) before she arrived and she interrupted.

 

Luckily, she doesn’t have to be alone in the awkwardness for long because after a few minutes of Kaveh glaring across the room at a smirking Alhaitham, there’s another knock. Kaveh rushes to get it and reveals Candace and Dehya. After they’ve greeted the hosts, Faruzan waves them over to join her. The mood is immediately lifted as they jump into conversation.

 

Faruzan ends up losing track of who comes in, lost in chatting. It’s only when Tighnari and Cyno approach and give her a nudge that she realizes the room has filled out. All of their friends are here, but there is no sight of Nilou. Faruzan can’t help the feeling of disappointment weighing in her chest, but she shakes her head to give her friends a smile.

 

The atmosphere is warm, the space full of voices and laughter now that almost everyone is here. Kaveh is in the kitchen, mixing a huge container with different drinks and fruit. Alhaitham is nagging him about getting too drunk, but his words fall on deaf ears as he keeps pouring more and more. Layla is laughing at the scene, waiting to get a cup. Faruzan thinks she should do that, too.

 

She excuses herself from her friends, taking the space next to Layla and grinning. “Waiting for the good stuff?” Layla laughs, “You too? Kaveh is cooking up something powerful over there. Is this because Nilou isn’t here yet? Alcoholism is not the answer, Faruzan!” They both crack up, watching Kaveh pour a last bottle into the mix before he starts stirring it around like some kind of witch.

 

“It’s the only way to drown my sorrows, Layla! Forgive me,” Faruzan cries out dramatically, unable to keep a straight face as Layla breaks out into laughter again. Kaveh finally gets a cup and declares his masterpiece of the night ready, so Layla and Faruzan move forward to join him for their own cups. He giggles as they ‘clink’ their plastic cups together before drinking.

 

“You guys are the best,” he says after he swallows, pulling them into a hug by their shoulders. Okay, he definitely already had more than this drink. It was his birthday though, and they were in his home so they let him be as they leaned into his hold. When he finally let them go, he filled his cup again before wandering back into the main part of the house where everyone else was.

 

Just then, there was another knock at the door and Faruzan’s breath caught as she looked over. That must be Nilou. Alhaitham went over to answer, and sure enough, the door swung open to reveal her… and Lumine. Holding hands and laughing at something. Whatever it was, Faruzan didn’t hear, couldn’t hear anything when she was hyperfocused on the point of contact.

 

Her eyes darted over to Tighnari and Cyno, who were looking up with wide eyes, completely silent, before they also turned to meet Faruzan’s gaze. When they locked eyes it was like everything shattered around her. They could see it, Nilou and Lumine had dated before and now they were here, arriving together and holding hands. It couldn’t be misinterpreted.

 

She turned back to see Layla giving her a look of pity, a small frown on her face as she reached out a hand to comfort Faruzan, rubbing it over her shoulder. “Hey, it’s alright, it doesn’t mean anything! Don’t get ahead of yourself with—”

 

“Layla, I appreciate it but I think everyone in the room knows what that means. It’s fine, it’s just a stupid crush and I’ll get over it. Let’s keep drinking,” Faruzan tries to reassure, but she doesn’t believe her words, so she doubts Layla does. Sure, maybe it is a stupid crush, but Faruzan is very sure she’s not going to get over it. Her heart feels like a brick in her chest, heavy and dull.

 

“Sure,” Layla replies after a moment of silence, going to refill her cup, “After all, we can’t let Kaveh’s work of art go unappreciated on his birthday, can we? Screw Nilou, let’s just have some fun!” Faruzan gives the best grin she can with her life feeling like it’s suddenly been tilted on its axis, and she’s pretty sure it’s a pathetic, wobbly thing, but it does the job as she fills her own cup.

 

She sits at the table nearby with Layla, looking into the living room to see everyone else. Nilou and Lumine have settled on a couch, next to Cyno and Tighnari. She feels sick when she sees that they’re still holding hands so she downs the rest of her drink all at once, even though it’s probably a bad idea with the amount of alcohol she witnessed Kaveh pour into it.

 

Layla pulls her to the living room then, settling onto a spot on the carpet near Alhaitham, since he’ll probably not care to talk to or listen to them. “Faruzan, I wasn’t joking earlier when I said alcoholism isn’t the answer. You may not become one tonight but you still shouldn’t drink too much because of this. You are better than that and you deserve way better than Nilou, okay?”

 

Faruzan really doesn’t believe that or even care if it’s true. She wanted Nilou, deserving or not. Now the chance has been taken by Lumine. Of course, it’s Lumine. Faruzan has never met someone in their campus who doesn’t know her—she’s outstanding in everything she does and has earned popularity with pretty much every group of people at school that exists.

 

Nilou is popular, so it makes sense that the two of them would end up together. They’re both beautiful and charming, and they make a very pretty couple. Faruzan sighs at that as she thinks about what kind of couple she and Nilou could have been. Do they complement each other? Would they have been seen as a pretty couple? Faruzan’s not very charming, so what would ever have attracted Nilou to her?

 

That’s why it makes so much sense that she and Nilou wouldn’t have worked. Faruzan is a nerd. She spends her free time studying because she likes it and cares about her academics more than almost anything. She’s not fit to be in a relationship at all, not just one with Nilou. The evidence is obvious, as she’s still single despite most of her friends being in serious relationships.

 

“Faruzan. Hey! I already know that you’re thinking the worst of yourself, you’re boring, you’re a nerd, blah blah blah. Stop it, that is not true and you know it,” Tighnari’s voice comes, interrupting her train of miserable thoughts. He’s next to her now, with Cyno beside him. When had they gotten there?

 

“Faruzan, it’s okay. There are so many other people out there who would be insanely lucky to catch your eye,” Cyno says, and Faruzan really appreciates her friends putting in this effort to make her feel better, but she doesn’t. The girl she likes came to the party with her ex, giggling and making heart eyes. It hurts and there are no words that can fix it.

 

“Everyone! I have an announcement! I made the best drink combination ever in the kitchen! Let’s all get a drink and then have a movie night!” Kaveh shouts, cheeks rosy from his drinking. Alhaitham gets up to get him under control, but his words have been processed by everyone so they’re all headed to the kitchen anyway.

 

Faruzan doesn’t go with them, and neither do the other three people who are surrounding her. They’re all still frowning at her with pity, and she hates it. “Guys, go get a drink like everyone else. I’m fine, seriously,” she tries, rolling her eyes at them so they’ll stop worrying. It doesn’t work because they can see right through her, so she just groans and leans back against the wall.

 

“Look, it hurts, but I’ve known Nilou for like a month, okay? I’ll be fine, so go get a drink so we can enjoy Kaveh’s birthday together. He wasn’t lying that the drink he made was really good!” She once again tries a smile, a little more stable than before, and all of her friends go to fill their cups as she sits in the empty living room by herself.

 

She takes the time to wallow in her sadness. She knows it’s pathetic because like she had just said, she’s only known Nilou for around a month. Actually, can she even say that she knows Nilou? Her feelings don’t seem to care about that though, still hurt and oh so sensitive as they wither away inside her chest. She blinks up at the ceiling in an attempt to keep her tears in, really not wanting to embarrass herself in front of her entire friend group.

 

She should be having fun! It’s Kaveh’s birthday, who she cares about a lot and who loves to make things fun with drinks and anything else he can think of. She feels terrible for wishing she could just leave instead, not wanting to have to be around Nilou and Lumine for the entire rest of the night. Since they’re going to be watching movies, they’ll probably cuddle up next to each other, share a blanketー

 

“Faruzan! Aren’t you going to get a drink? Everyone was there but you,” Kaveh says as he returns to the room, Alhaitham trailing close behind him. She smiles at them, “I already had a couple, maybe later I’ll get some more. Don’t worry, it’s not that your magic mixture wasn’t amazing, I just don’t want to get drunk.” Kaveh nods in understanding as he plants himself in the loveseat nearby, pulling Alhaitham down with him to share it.

 

Faruzan decides she should move to a spot where she can see the television better, since she wants to be distracted from Nilou. She sits back on the couch she had originally been on when she first arrived, waiting for her friends to return with their drinks. When they do, they all sit on her left, squeezing in all close together, probably to comfort her.

 

When Nilou walks in, she looks around first before sheーbecause she must be some kind of devilーsits right next to Faruzan, on her right. Lumine of course sits next to her, smiles never leaving their faces. Nilou is polite enough to turn to Faruzan and greet her with a grin, so Faruzan returns it, hoping that she won’t try to continue.

 

She laughs at herself in her mind. If this was just an hour prior, she would have been praying to every archon for something like to happen. For Nilou to scoot close to her and initiate a conversation, it would be a dream. Now though, it just makes her want to get up and move. She doesn’t, of course, that would be rude of her and she wasn’t going to explain if Nilou asked why she was suddenly moving.

 

Sorry, the sight of you with someone else makes me sick to my stomach, so I need to get as far away as possible. She needs to snap out of it. This was never going to work and she shouldn’t be this hurt! Nilou raises an eyebrow at her in question, and she realizes that she zoned out while staring at her. How embarrassing can I possibly be?

 

She quickly directs her vision back to the television in front of them, seeing endless movie options on the screen. Kaveh is flipping through them, trying to decide what he wants to force everyone to watch since he’s in charge. Faruzan startles as a voice mumbles beside her ear, “What kind of movies does Kaveh usually like? Will it be good?”

 

It’s Nilou, because of course it is. Since she’s still relatively new to the group, she’s not used to the behaviors and interests of everyone yet. Faruzan huffs, “Maybe. You never know with him, but he’ll probably pick a stupid rom-com first. He eats that kind of stuff up, but he also likes lots of other types of movies so it’s hard to tell sometimes.” Nilou hums in response, so Faruzan prays it’s the end.

 

The archons must hate her. “So, how long have you known Kaveh? You guys seem pretty close, and your humor seems to match up,” Nilou continues. Faruzan feels like she’s going to explode because she can feel Nilou’s every word against her skin because of how close they’re pressed together on this couch. Why did they all squish themselves like this?

 

“We’ve been friends since we were kids. I met him and Haitham through Cyno and Tighnari because their parents were friends so they were, too. Kaveh is easy to get along with, so we naturally got closer.” Faruzan doesn’t look at Nilou while she says any of it, feeling like that will be way too much to handle when even talking to her is hard enough.

 

“That’s sweet! Cyno told me that Tighnari and you guys have been friends for like, forever. I know that I’m new to the group, but I hope that I can grow as close to all of you as you are to each other,” Nilou replies, and from the corner of her eye Faruzan can see that breathtaking smile. She doesn’t dare to turn and look at it full on, despite how much her heart wants it.

 

“Well, you seem to be getting along well with everyone so far, so I’m sure that won’t be a problem. Everyone here are really kind people, you just may have to learn to put up with some of their special behaviors,” Faruzan says, finally turning to offer a small curl of her lips, hoping it will make her words seem sincere. “Do you have a special behavior?” Nilou asks then, leaning back against the couch.

 

“Well… I don’t know. I like studying a lot. Like all the time. If I wasn’t here right now, I’d probably be at my dorm studying with my roommate. It’s what I do in almost all of my free time. I know that’s kind of lame.” Faruzan feels embarrassed, wondering why she decided to tell Nilou that. She’s going to think she’s boring!

 

“No wonder you always perform so well in your classes! Cyno told me you always get top scores on everything and I think that’s really cool. I wish I was more like you when it came to my classes for academics,” Nilou sighs, looking shy about the matter. Cute. No, Faruzan, not cute! Taken! Faruzan chuckles and brushes it off like it’s nothing. It’s not. She’s very proud of her achievements in her grades.

 

Wait. Had Nilou asked that much about her to Cyno? Was she that interested? “I’m glad I major in dance, it’s way easier than all of that stuff that you guys do. Even in just the basic classes I’m required to take I struggle,” Nilou laughs. Faruzan’s brain is hard at work in the meantime. She’s so pretty. Her laugh is adorable. Stop that! She needs help. You should offer. No, you should not! Absolutely not! Shut up!

 

“I could help you study, if you want. I know studying probably isn’t as fun as dancing for you, but I can assist you.” What have you done?! Why, why, why did you open your mouth? I told you to shut up! Nilou is not going toー

 

“Really? You’d do that? I’d love that! Seriously, thank you!” Faruzan has just dug her own grave. She will have to spend extra time with Nilou, possibly alone, even if it is just studying. She was supposed to forget about her and do her best to get over her, this was the exact opposite! Her mouth had moved faster than her mind, and she was going to pay the price.

 

“Yeah, of course, don’t mention it,” Faruzan mumbles. Nilou suddenly shoves a phone into her hand, and the touch makes her stomach flutter. What is this? “Put in your number, silly. So we can set up a study date,” Nilou supplies, seeming to notice her internal struggle as she stares down at the phone without moving.

 

She shakes out her head, going to type in her contact information. She hands it back and sees Nilou type out something before her phone buzzes in her pocket. “That’s me! Save my number, okay?” Nilou explains, so Faruzan nods. When she looks up, she finally notices Lumine. She’d been surprisingly silent this entire time, just sitting there staring down at her lap.

 

Faruzan wonders if she’s just been waiting for Nilou to stop talking and give her attention back for the whole interaction. So Faruzan turns away quickly after, seeing Kaveh has finally picked a movie and she was correct before, it was indeed a rom-com. She laughs to herself, before she feels a tap on her shoulder.

 

It’s Layla, and she motions her head towards the kitchen. Faruzan gets the message and gets up to follow her there. She decides to refill her drink while she’s there, and while she does so, Layla starts talking. “I heard everything! Honestly, probably the whole room did, Nilou got quite excited. So, what are you gonna do?”

 

Faruzan sighs again, not even wanting to think about it. “I don’t know, I guess just study and help her with whatever she can’t understand? It’s not like this changes anything, she is still very much taken and sitting on the couch right now with her girlfriend. Sure, it’s a step forward to become friends, but I don’t even know how I’m going to handle it.”

 

Faruzan honestly doesn’t know if what just happened was a blessing or a curse. She’s getting to spend more time with the girl she likes and possibly get closer to her, she even got her number! That would be a huge win… except that she has no chance with said girl so she’s going to be a pining mess the whole time and feel terrible about it.

 

Layla starts refilling her cup once she’s done, “Maybe this will be better, though. By becoming friends maybe you can grow out of your crush and you can get a great friend out of it instead. That’s like a huge win-win.” Faruzan looks at her with her lips pressed in a straight line like oh yeah, that’s totally what’s going to happen. The cure to having a crush is getting closer to them!

 

Layla rolls her eyes before they return to the couch, lights all flicked off now as the film plays. Snacks are being passed around, Faruzan doesn’t know where they came from since no one else had been in the kitchen, but she decides not to question it as she looks around. All of her friends are getting cozy in their spots and all of the couples are of course being all lovey-dovey.

 

Her and Layla look at each other and laugh, sharing the moment where their lack of a partner stands out. They decide to join in instead, leaning on each other as they watch. Faruzan might not get a girlfriend any time soon, but at least she has her friends at times like these. The night ends up being not so bad if she doesn’t think too hard about the whole Nilou-Lumine situation.

 

ー

 


Hey! Faruzan, let’s set up a meeting for sometime soon! I really need this lol


 

Faruzan’s phone buzzes while she’s at lunch with Tighnari and Cyno, before they get going to class. “Who’s that?” Tighnari rushes to ask. It’s not that it’s uncommon for Faruzan to get texts, but ever since she’d told them she had Nilou’s number now and was scared to text her, they took every notification seriously. Maybe even more seriously than her…

 

“It’s Nilou… It’s Nilou! Archons, she asked to meet up! What should I say? Wait. It’s just for studying, I shouldn’t freak out,” Faruzan almost yells, but stops herself because they’re in public. Then she starts up again, “But I am! It’s going to be her and I spending time together, even if it is just because she needs my help with her classes!”

 

Faruzan has not been looking forward to this moment. She has not forgotten even for a second that Nilou and Lumine have a thing now, and that alone is enough to have made her wish Nilou had never asked. If it had been up to her, she definitely wouldn’t have, which she knows is awful of her because she’s the one who offered her help to the other.

 

Still, Nilou would have gotten over it if Faruzan hadn’t messaged her. Faruzan would have been easily forgotten, in fact, but the same is not true the other way around. Faruzan will never be able to wipe all of her experiences with Nilou from her mind and it doesn’t help to have those experiences alone.

 

“Tell her when you’re free! Make it happen, Faruzan,” Cyno urges, leaning over the table to stare straight at her. Tighnari is nodding rapidly in agreement to his side, and Faruzan once again feels that they are way more committed to this than she is.

 

“Guys, don’t forget that Nilou has Lumine. You’re acting like doing this is securing my path to getting together with her when it’s not. What am I ‘making happen’, Cyno? Locking in a tutoring session, that is what.” Cyno rolls his eyes at her, but doesn’t try to argue because Faruzan is doing the job of serving them all the cold, hard truth.

 


Hello Nilou :) I’m free after six pretty much every day, so whenever you’re available, just let me know and I’ll be ready! Where would you like to meet?


 

“Well, what did you say?” Tighnari questions, rushing to her side to get a peek at her phone. Faruzan shows him and he immediately starts laughing. “Wow, it is so weird to see you typing all formally, what the hell. Look, she already answered!”

 


Let’s meet at 7 this Saturday at my dorm, if that’s okay? I’ll send you my address if that sounds good!!


 

“Already going to her dorm, Faruzan? My goodness, they grow up so fast,” Tighnari teases, and she rolls her eyes as she types an agreement to Nilou. Tighnari advances to wiggling his eyebrows at her, and it’s honestly a little disturbing coming from him. Faruzan shivers.

 

“I’m literally older than you, and shut up. Once again, all that will be happening at her dorm is studying. I wouldn’t be surprised if we didn’t speak a word to each other outside of that besides greeting one another when I arrive.” Faruzan glances back at her phone to see that Nilou has sent a thank you message and notices it’s time for the trio to set off to class, so she grabs her things and starts to walk, Tighnari and Cyno following shortly after.

 

After class is over and Faruzan is securely in bed at her dorm, she can’t stop thinking about it. There’s nothing to even think about, you’re so embarrassing. Apparently, her mind doesn’t care about the facts of the situation, because it’s running wild with questions and hypothetical scenarios that would never happen in the first place. All of the thoughts are utterly pointless, but so loud and unrelenting.

 


Will Nilou’s roommate be there? Who does Nilou room with, anyway? What exactly is it that Nilou needs help with? Not that that’s a problem, no matter what it is. Should I bring my own work to look over or am I expected to just sit there and wait for when Nilou needs help, like a tutor? How am I going to survive sitting there in Nilou’s presence and being put on the spot when she has a question?


 

Images flash through her mind at the same time as all of it. Nilou in casual clothes, Nilou with her hair down, Nilou in glasses. Snap out of it, Faruzan! You’re absolutely humiliating, what has gotten into you?! Faruzan sighs aloud, turning over in her bed to groan loudly into her pillow. She hears Keqing laugh behind her.

 

“Archons, Faruzan, I’ve never seen you so down bad. I don’t think this whole study date is a very good idea if you’re already like this beforehand,” Keqing giggles, sounding very smug. Faruzan picks her head up only to smash it back down onto her pillow with another groan, and Keqing only laughs harder at her roommate’s dilemma.


Notes for the Chapter:
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3. Chapter 3

Summary for the Chapter:
“I hope you’re not tired already, because we have a lot of work to do if I know myself.” Faruzan snaps her head up to see Nilou, a basket of clothes under her arm. She also notices that Nilou has lean muscle there, probably from dancing. Faruzan’s going to die. Nilou in casual clothing is even more fatally attractive than Faruzan thought she would be.
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Saturday arrives faster than Faruzan was prepared for. Or at least, as prepared as she wanted to be mentally. The week of class has left her with not enough time to sort through solutions to every possible bad outcome, yet also too much time to think about all of them happening.

 

By the time she’s gotten dressedーa casual outfit that’s not too fancy, but makes her look prettyーshe’s shaking with nerves. Keqing gives her a small pep talk that doesn’t really feel like one with the way she calls out how Faruzan is just overthinking the situation and it will be fine. She appreciates it, though, because she knows this is Keqing’s way of showing she cares.

 

When she finally knocks on Nilou’s door, she’s practically vibrating on the spot, sweat threatening to form on her head as she puts on her best grin. It’s wobbly, but it’s all she’s got. She’s expecting to see Nilou when the door opens, but is slightly let down when that’s not the case. Instead, another figure stares back at her, raising an eyebrow.

 

Faruzan doesn’t recognize her at first, but once the door opens further, she realizes that it’s Kamisato Ayaka. She doesn’t know the other very well, but she is another person who would be considered popular around campus. She even has a famous nickname everyone calls her, and Faruzan knows that she’s very intelligent. How many important people can Nilou be friends with? I guess it makes sense because Nilou is popular, but…

 

“You are Faruzan? Nice to meet you, I’m Kamisato Ayaka. Nilou will be here soon, she’s just gone down to get our clothes. It’s laundry day,” Ayaka says, waving her into the dorm. It’s about the same size as she and Keqing’s, but much cleaner. She sees a board on the wall full of photos of Nilou and other people, plus some other items that Nilou must cherish.

 

Faruzan feels herself frown as her eyes land on a photo of Lumine with a flower crown on, matching the one Nilou also has on in it. They’re smiling at the camera, and Nilou is beautiful. As always, of course. Lumine is pretty, too, but Faruzan can’t smile about it. It’s no big surprise that two pretty people would end up liking each other.

 

“Nilou has never been so nervous about someone coming over. She cleaned with a diligence I have never witnessed before, so I must extend my thanks to you. This place would never look like this otherwise,” Ayaka laughs, sitting down on her bed, “You can wait on Nilou’s bed for now. She cleaned that, too.”

 

Faruzan knows it’s silly, but it feels very personal to sit on Nilou’s bed. It’s to study, and nothing else, not even to lay. Ayaka must see her hesitate, because she giggles, but says nothing else. She picks up her phone and gets occupied with it, so Faruzan follows in her footsteps, taking out her own.

 


guys i’m here with her roommate cause she’s gone to get their laundry :/


 

It’s for Tighnari and Cyno. They requested to be informed about everything that would happen this evening, as if there would be anything interesting. Faruzan indulges them, though, knowing they want good things for her. They have named this group chat of theirs ‘farulou’, an embarrassing combination of Faruzan and Nilou’s names that makes Faruzan want to lecture them.

 



tighnari




who is her roommate? why would she invite u and not even be there on time??


 



cyno




indeed, very bad manners for a host


 



faruzan




it’s kamisato ayaka. i cannot catch a break with all the pretty girls nilou has around. ayaka seems really nice, too


 



tighnari




GO FOR IT FARUZAN


 


that was kaveh, sorry


 


he’s very excited


 



faruzan




there’s nothing to go for, but thank u for ur enthusiasm, kaveh <3


 



tighnari




<333333


 



cyno




haitham also says good luck. make sure to fill us in on everything later!


 



faruzan




of course, and thank u all for being here for me


 

There’s dots of them typing for a few seconds, but ultimately, no response comes. Faruzan sighs, closing her screen. She kind of wishes she was there, hanging out with those four rather than awkwardly waiting to tutor Nilou, if only because she’s afraid of how the night will end up due to uncertainty.

 

“I hope you’re not tired already, because we have a lot of work to do if I know myself.” Faruzan snaps her head up to see Nilou, a basket of clothes under her arm. She also notices that Nilou has lean muscle there, probably from dancing. Faruzan’s going to die. Nilou in casual clothing is even more fatally attractive than Faruzan thought she would be.

 

She’s wearing a white tank top with little blue flowers scattered across it, and some white sweatpants. Her hair is down, falling over her shoulders in waves of crimson. It’s so effortlessly beautiful, Faruzan would be kind of upset about it if her heart wasn’t pounding so madly over it. Nilou drops the basket and walks over to the bed to join Faruzan.

 

“I’m so sorry I kept you waiting! I hope my roommate didn’t bother you,” Nilou says, sounding very directed at Ayaka. Ayaka laughs, and Faruzan wants to join her because she can’t see how Ayaka could possibly be a bother to anyone, especially to someone like Faruzan. “Anyway, I just want to say thank you again for offering your help and time. I will do my best to keep up!”

 

Faruzan waves her hand to say it’s nothing, feeling a blush rising to her cheeks. Faruzan, are you serious? Blushing over a thank you? You are in worse shape than I ever imagined… “So, what did you need help with? Let’s see what I’m working with,” Faruzan mumbles, trying to put her attention elsewhere.

 

Then it just gets worse. Because Nilou plops herself down on her bed, flush next to Faruzan, sides pressed into each other. Faruzan doesn’t even have time to properly process it before Nilou lets out a little ‘oops’, and scoots over to put some space between them. The archons are so cruel to me… She probably hated being that close to me.

 

“Ah, well, I’m really bad at mathematics. It’s really the only thing I’ve always struggled with, and it just got worse as I advanced,” Nilou sighs, looking embarrassed at the confession. Faruzan barely hears it, brain hyper-focused on the tingling skin that has yet to recover from the close contact with Nilou.

 

“Math is complex, that’s understandable. Please, don’t be embarrassed. I’m here to help you and I won’t judge you. If we both tried to dance right now, I’d be terrible, while you would shine. We all have different strengths and one is not better than the other,” Faruzan rambles, unable to stop her mouth from running.

 

Faruzan would never have agreed with her own words before seeing Nilou. She used to think that academics were the most important and that studying anything else was due to lack of intelligence and would result in a life of disappointment. But Faruzan had seen Nilou that day, and could see the passion in her movements.

 

Faruzan understood that Nilou wasn’t dancing because she didn’t have the skill it took to be like Faruzan and her friendsーit was because dancing was what she loved. It was due to just as much effort that Faruzan put into studying that Nilou was so talented with danceーthough, Faruzan wouldn’t doubt that she had a natural gift for it as well with how she moved.

 

When Faruzan glances back up at Nilou, her head is down, and she’s holding a small strand of her hair in front of her face. “Ah, right… Thank you. We should get to work while the night is young, or else we probably won’t make much progress before it’s too late,” Nilou mutters, pulling some study materials from a shelf nearby.

 

Faruzan can’t help grinning at how cute Nilou looks that way, watching as she flips open a textbook and sets down what looks like some practice problems. Faruzan can see that there will be no problem for her to help, only hoping that her methods will be able to guide Nilou to her goal. Faruzan gets right to work, listening to Nilou explain where she’s stuck.

 

ー

 

Nilou had been extremely attentive when Faruzan was teaching her, eyes never leaving the other unless she was looking at something Faruzan directed her to. Faruzan could feel her ears burning at the unwavering gaze, luckily covered up by her hair that she had left down for the night. She doesn’t even know what she’s doing to me. She’s not doing anything, actually, so of course she wouldn’t know!

 

Nilou wasn’t exaggerating about how stuck she was with her math skills, but this wasn’t the first time Faruzan had dealt with tutoring and she was good at what she did. Nilou was nothing compared to Collei, who Faruzan had been helping out for years now. By the end of the night, they’ve made it through one of the chapters Nilou had been struggling with.

 

“Would you like to stay and have dinner with us, Faruzan? We were going to order in, and I want to thank you again for all of your help. I never would have figured that stuff out on my own,” Nilou laughs, still looking embarrassed about needing the help. Faruzan can’t decide what’s worseーdenying a meal with her crush (and her roommate) or having to sit through one with them.

 

On one hand, Faruzan certainly wanted to soak up as much time with Nilou as she possibly could. On the other, the more time they spent together, the harder Faruzan fell for someone who she would never have a chance with. Maybe, just this once… I can be a little bit selfish. I’ve earned it, haven’t I?

 

“Please, don’t misunderstand. I don’t expect any kind of payments for this, no matter what form they come in. However, I am kind of hungry, so I won’t refuse this dinner. Thank you both for welcoming me to it,” Faruzan relays, decision made. She’s glad that she chose that option, because Nilou smiles so brightly when she hears it that Faruzan can’t help but to mirror her.

 

Faruzan doesn’t even ask what they’re eating, just sits at the edge of Nilou’s bed and opens up her phone while she waits.

 



faruzan




she invited me to stay for dinner at the dorm with her and ayaka. so now we wait


 



cyno




omg??? already scoring a date?


 



faruzan




a date for three? definitely not


 


she just wanted to thank me for helping her. are you guys purposely ignoring the fact that she has a girlfriend?


 



tighnari




i mean, technically we don’t KNOW that she does. maybe they were holding hands… platonically


 



faruzan




i know u don’t actually believe that. please be serious tighnari… anyways, i’m just sitting here, nilou just called it in and ayaka is on her phone too. idk what i’m supposed to do while we wait for it


 



cyno




GIRL GO FLIRT WITH NILOU OR SOMETHING?


 


i’m sure you know but that was kaveh again


 

Faruzan huffs out a laugh at the message, feeling fond. Although she wishes that her friends would be realistic instead of delusional, when the situation would normally be flipped.

 



faruzan




why don’t you just add him to the conversation? u can add haitham too


 

It doesn’t even take a moment for Tighnari to do as she had said, and as soon as it’s done, little chat bubbles pop up.

 



haitham




Faruzan, I have reason to believe that Nilou is not actually dating Lumine again. They may have held hands, but they did no other gestures that were romantic, despite many couples at the party doing so. When they dated before, they did not shy away from such things. Besides this, I’ve heard rumors of Lumine dating for a long while now.


 

Faruzan wants to laugh again at how seriously Alhaitham texts, but the message is too important to waste a second on it. He’s right about them holding hands. They hadn’t kissed each other or anything like that, but their hands had not left each other for likely the whole night, as far as Faruzan had seen.

 

But that didn’t mean anything. They could easily still be dating again, maybe even taking things slow, which would explain the lack of other physical affection. Lumine was close to a lot of students, especially a lot of the more popular ones, so dating rumors were inevitable and none could be taken very seriously. Faruzan did not want to get her hopes up and be even more crushed than she already was.

 



kaveh




yeah haitham is superrrr smart so u should believe him!!


 



haitham




Forgive him, he’s drunk.


 



faruzan




every time i’ve met him lately he’s drunk. haitham please get a handle on ur boyfriend before his kidneys are ruined


 



haitham




Of course, Faruzan. Don’t worry.


 



cyno




back to the topic at hand. haitham made some good points, faruzan. maybe we were all overthinking it because they’ve dated before, but they could be just friends


 



tighnari




call me crazy, but maybe u could just ask nilou urself?


 

Faruzan rolls her eyes instinctively once she reads that. How could she possibly do that without making it clear she’s interested?

 



tighnari




subtly. like sprinkle it in while u two are talking about something related to it. surely it will come up since u don’t know each other well yet


 



haitham




There is indeed a lot of potential for this conversation to happen since you two aren’t close. Don’t people like gossiping about stuff like this? I’m sure you would find it to be easy if there’s a chance for chatting.


 



faruzan




but what if she picks up on me having a crush on her and knows i’m asking because i want to make sure she’s single? that would be beyond embarrassing and it might make her not want to talk to me if she’s not interested


 



cyno




i doubt she’d stop talking to you altogether even if she did find out u were interested! u are tutoring her and nilou doesn’t seem like the type to do that to someone. i mean just look at how many people admire her, surely she’s received a lot of confessions and handed out a fair amount of rejections to them, yet everyone still loves her and has never said a bad word regarding this


 

Faruzan having to remember that there are quite a few people just like her that have been caught up by Nilou’s charm makes her want to pull on her hair from stress. Nilou could have any one of them, a large variety to choose from, so why would Faruzan ever catch her eye, much less receive her affection? She needs to put an end to her friends’ delusions before she can get more upset over the situation.

 

“Food’s here! I’ll be right back, it’s in the lobby,” Nilou announces, making her way out of the door. Faruzan hates that her heart flutters at the sound of the other’s voice when all she’s doing is going to get their takeout. When Nilou is out of the door, she lets out a small sigh of relief, ready to turn back to her phone when something else calls for her attention.

 

“This is the worst case I’ve seen yet. Most of Nilou’s admirers don’t get this close,” Ayaka suddenly speaks up, still in her bed. Faruzan freezes, unsure of how to reply. Her mind immediately panics at the words because Ayaka knows. If she noticed so easily in one night, then does that mean Nilou did, too? Had she been that painfully obvious?

 

“Don’t worry. Nilou has never been very good with these things. No matter how much people spoil her she never notices unless you say it straight out. But I could see it from the moment I opened the door for you, Faruzan. I’ll just tell you this: Be careful. Nilou charms everyone easily. She’s beautiful, kind, modest, and pretty much the image of perfection. However, that just makes it all the more painful if she does not return your feelings.”

 

Faruzan wants to laugh, because she already knows all of that. In fact, she hasn’t stopped thinking about any of it since this whole predicament started. She did not need a strange lecture from someone she’d just met about it or a warning when it was already far too late for her, despite the short time she had known Nilou. The air was tense as the silence between them continued.

 

“Nilou is a lovely person and sometimes you might think that she’s giving off a message that she isn’t because of her actions. Just, please don’t fool yourself into thinking up ideas that might not be true. It only hurts you and your relationship with her, so unless she straightforwardly says something, don’t assume it’s true,” Ayaka sighs.

 

It feels very loaded with meanings that Faruzan can’t possibly understand, but she supposes this is Ayaka’s way of telling her not to be delusional and think Nilou returns her feelings. Well, no need to worry about that, Ayaka. I already know my place here. Faruzan can only nod and offer a small word of gratitude before she finally gets back to her phone.

 

There are more messages there but she can’t even bother to read them after the weird moment she just had, so she immediately starts typing instead.

 



faruzan




guys the weirdest thing just happened


 


nilou left the room to get the food and ayaka gave me a whole speech about not assuming nilou’s giving off messages with her behavior and about not getting all sad if nilou doesn’t like me back. now we are just sitting here and its so awkward…


 


pretty sure she just confirmed that nilou is not into me and theres probably reason behind it. like maybe since theyre roommates she knows stuff about nilou that makes her sure she doesnt like me?? maybe she knows nilou’s dating lumine???


 



kaveh




that’s a weird talk to give to ur roommate’s guest…


 



cyno




okay let’s not jump to conclusions about the dating thing again though, she could just be saying that as a precaution cause nilou probably rejects people often, as inappropriate as it is


 



haitham




In fact, couldn’t she mean not to assume that Nilou is dating without knowing for certain? She said not to make conclusions based on behavior alone.


 



faruzan




so are u guys all just sitting together on ur phones? this image is kind of funny to me


 



tighnari




don’t try to change the subject, faruzan


 


don’t pay too much mind to ayaka’s words. they’re too vague so it’s pointless to spend too much thoughts on


 


just keep going as u were before, u could have a chance! and now that you’re tutoring nilou, u have even more potential to get close to her. now go eat dinner and tell us how it goes tomorrow, okay?


 



faruzan




ugh fine…


 


thanks guys


 



kaveh




WE LOVE U FARUZAN! FARULOU 4EVER!!


 

Faruzan chuckles, not able to find it in her to feel any objection to that last part. Nilou is back soon after, food in hand. She drops a to-go box on Ayaka’s bed before she brings the rest back to her bed where Faruzan is still sitting. The room is too small for a table, so they sit there together as they eat.

 

“So Faruzan, what are you majoring in? You’re so good at everything in academics I don’t know what your focus is,” Nilou laughs, and Faruzan’s heart swells at the praise. “I double major in linguistics and engineering, actually.” Faruzan grins, feeling proud every time she says so. Everyone is always impressed when she does, as they should be.

 

Nilou’s reaction is no different. “Double major! Wow, that’s incredible, Faruzan! No wonder you’re so smart! Or, well, I guess it is because you’re smart that you can take on that kind of thing.” Nilou looks bashful again, like she is embarrassed by every word that comes out of her mouth. Faruzan wants to question it, but doesn’t want to make the other uncomfortable, so she stays silent about it.

 

“I think what you do is incredible, too. To be able to control your body the way you do and give performances like you do, it is certainly not easy and not something that anyone can do,” Faruzan says, immediately wondering if she sounded too obvious. Ayaka is making her overthink all of her words and actions towards Nilou after that lecture.

 

“Ah, that’s really very kind of you to say, Faruzan. Thank you, I appreciate it a lot. You’re very different from what I’ve heard. Tighnari told me you didn’t really care for theater and dancing much! And, some other stuff,” Nilou trails off. It’s Faruzan’s turn to feel bashful now, knowing what that ‘stuff’ Tighnari told her probably was.

 

“He wasn’t exactly lying. I used to see those things very differently than I do now. Actually, it was your… Well, I promise I am being honest with what I have said.” Nilou raises an eyebrow at Faruzan’s interruption of herself, but doesn’t voice her curiosity. It would be way too much to tell her that she only changed her entire point of view after seeing Nilou dance.

 

Maybe she really had been too obvious before, if she almost let it slip. Nilou doesn’t question her further, and they finish eating in silence. Faruzan overthinks the entire night now that she has the time, even if it technically isn’t over yet. It really hadn’t gone as bad as it definitely could have, at least!

 

Ayaka breaks the silence after everyone has finished. “Faruzan, it was lovely to meet you. Forgive my earlier words, I don’t know what got into me, I just care dearly for my roommate. See you next time,” she says, voice gentle. Faruzan really can’t imagine that it’s the same person from earlier, and sighs. “No worries. Thank you for your hospitality and having me over. Next time, I will treat you two in return.”

 

Nilou turns her head to Ayaka, looking just as confused as Faruzan had been when Ayaka said everything. “I should get going, thank you again. Nilou, study hard! We will get back to work next time. Good luck for now. Just text me when you want to meet again.” Faruzan stands, walking over to the door, ready to get home and tell her roommate and friends all the details they’re waiting for.

 

“Thank you, Faruzan. I really, really owe you for this. Please have a safe trip back to your dorm, I will text you,” Nilou replies with one of those stunning smiles on her lips. Before Faruzan can let herself get entranced with it, she turns and leaves. The trip back is uneventful and she immediately pulls her phone out when she gets to her dorm.

 

“You’re back! How was your study date, Faruzan? Tell me everything,” Keqing demands, looking away from the stack of papers in front of her. Faruzan can’t believe she’s interested enough to put her work aside for this. She smiles, “Okay, let me call Tighnari so everyone else can hear, too.”

 

She does, and Tighnari picks up on the first ring. “FARUZAN! DID YOU GET A SECOND DATE?” Kaveh yells into the phone before she can even say anything. It makes everyone laugh and she can only guess that Kaveh is pouting over it. “What happened over dinner? Did Ayaka say more? Tell us everything!” That time, it’s actually Tighnari.

 

So Faruzan does. She recalls the dinner, everything Nilou had said, how Ayaka had apologized. Everyone hums as they listen, and when she finishes they all start making their own comments and asking all sorts of questions.

 

“So you did get a second date! Faruzan, you lady killer!” That is, of course, Kaveh.

 

“What does that even mean? She ‘cares about her roommate’ so she lectured you?” Tighnari.

 

“Something about this is weird. Ayaka seems to know more than she is letting on, even if she did reveal she knows that you like Nilou.” Haitham, serious as ever.

 

“How hard was it to teach Nilou? She was beyond excited to have your help, she told me so beforehand.” Making Faruzan more curious about what else Nilou said, Cyno.

 

“Lumine knows Ayaka. I could ask about her for you, if you want. Also what exactly did she say?” And clueless to the lecture from before, Keqing. Faruzan will explain it to her later. For now, she’s tired after a long day of answering too many questions and stressing over Nilou, so she wants to rest.

 

She ends the call after everyone is done, and sets her phone down as she gets in bed. She can’t quite believe that the events of the day really happened, even if they weren’t exactly shocking. Everything having to do with Nilou feels like so much more than it is and it makes her even more tired. She shuts her eyes, only for her phone to buzz loudly at her.

 

She opens it to see a text. From Nilou. Her heart feels like it’s going to stop when she reads it, another brutal attack on her feelings.

 


Did you make it home safe? Good night, Faruzan! :)



Notes for the Chapter:
please leave kudos and comments! they really encourage me when im having a hard time writing and i appreciate them a lot <3






4. Chapter Four

Summary for the Chapter:
Hey, Nilou! Sorry, this is kind of sudden, but I was just wanting to invite you to this thing for my birthday! It’s on Sunday, but everyone was going to get together on Saturday at Tighnari and Cyno’s place :) I know that’s pretty soon so I understand if you can’t make it, or like if you just don’t want to that’s fine as well of course haha

Oh, and no need to bring a gift or anything else! Just let me know!


Notes for the Chapter:i am one day late but i did not want to miss out on celebrating my beloved faruzan’s birthday so surprise! happy birthday faruzan i got u some interactions with ur crush heh





Faruzan’s birthday is approaching fast. Normally, she does something similar to what all of her friends do for their birthdaysーthat is, invite them all over or out for a night of fun together to celebrate. This year, she’s not expecting anything different, but she is stressing over one thing. Should she invite Nilou? They’re friends now, right?

 

It has been a few months, and although they still haven’t interacted very much, Faruzan wants the other to be there. She just doesn’t know if Nilou wants to be there. Sure, she’d had a tutoring session with her a week ago, and Nilou had been kind to her, but did that mean that Faruzan could invite her for a whole birthday thing? Nilou doesn’t know her that well, probably doesn’t even know that her birthday is coming.

 

“You’re overthinking this, Faruzan. How else do you find out your friend’s birthdays without being told or asking at some point? Nilou came to Cyno’s and Kaveh’s birthday nights, I’m sure she would love to come to yours. You say you’re not that close. Well, this is just another opportunity to get closer! Just invite her, and if she doesn’t want to come then I’m sure she will decline kindly,” Tighnari says after she tells him these worries.

 

But what about my poor heart? It will be crushed if she declines after I invited her! She doesn’t say that, though, only nodding at the words. She knows he made good points that are logical, but she still feels anxious about it. Nilou has every reason to not come, but Faruzan knows she also (probably) has no reason not to, unless she’s busy with something else.

 

After more convincing from Tighnari, she decides to invite Nilou, lest she receive a scolding from the other. Not that she couldn’t handle that, but it would be a win-win if she not only avoided it but also got Nilou to come for her birthday. She builds up her courage and opens their text messages. They haven’t texted each other since that night of studying, when Nilou asked if she made it back safely.

 

Faruzan had replied that she had, and then Nilou suddenly apologized, saying to ignore whatever Ayaka said, although she didn’t even know what it was. Faruzan was a little torn on whether the words were reliable because of that and was failing to keep it off her mind, but she had agreed when Nilou told her.

 


Hey, Nilou! Sorry, this is kind of sudden, but I was just wanting to invite you to this thing for my birthday! It’s on Sunday, but everyone was going to get together on Saturday at Tighnari and Cyno’s place :) I know that’s pretty soon so I understand if you can’t make it, or like if you just don’t want to that’s fine as well of course haha


 


Oh, and no need to bring a gift or anything else! Just let me know!


 

Faruzan cringes and closes her phone immediately after she sends the messages, throwing the thing down on her bed. Haha? Faruzan, what in the world are you doing? She’s going to think you’re more lame than she probably already does! Why are you so useless at this?

 

“It’s not that big a deal, Faruzan. Nilou is very likely to agree and you’ll have a great birthday even if she’s not there, because I’ll be there,” Keqing teases her from across the room, having seen the whole thing. Faruzan can only weakly groan into her pillow, cursing herself for sounding so childish in her messages.

 

“Come on, cheer up. It’s your birthday. It’s about you, not her. Besides, you’ve already invited her now, so there’s no reason to stress over her answer when she hasn’t yet.” Faruzan, once again, knows all of that makes sense, but she can’t help it. Ever since she started liking Nilou her feelings have been taking over her logic way too much and she can’t even follow what she knows is true.

 

She resigns to stare at her phone, waiting for it to go off and see if Nilou answered. It takes all of five minutes, but feels like an eternity with the way her mind runs over it again and again. She grabs it faster than she can think, then hears Keqing laugh at her and realizes how quickly she reacted. She puts the phone back down, not wanting to look like a fool.

 

I shouldn’t answer as soon as she answers, then it would look like I’ve just been stupidly waiting for her reply. Well, that would just be the truth… Faruzan waits for what feels like another five minutes before she deems it fine to read and reply.

 


Sounds great, I’ll be there! What kind of gift might you want? I could bring one I think you’ll like, but I don’t want to bring something you end up disliking


 


So if there’s anything in particular you like, please let me know! I know you said I don’t have to bring a gift but I want to!!


 

Faruzan feels giddy. The archons had smiled upon her! She honestly feels a little silly to be so happy over the confirmation of Nilou’s attendance but her brain is too full of dopamine to scold herself over it. The idea of Nilou putting thought into a gift for her is exciting, so she decides to go with Nilou’s first suggestion.

 


I don’t mind anything! I’ll appreciate it no matter what


 

She wants to say that as long as it’s from Nilou, she’ll love it, but that’s kind of strong and might make her feelings shine through a little too much, so she settles for that. She is interested to see what kind of thing Nilou would get her, considering that they aren’t too close yet. She sits up and sees Keqing looking at her expectantly, waiting there with her head in her hands.

 

“Well? I assume she said yes from that grin in your face,” Keqing says, smirking, “I told you that you wouldn’t have to worry.” Faruzan sticks her tongue out at her roommate like a stubborn child, even if Keqing was right. How could she not worry in that situation? Facing the possibility of rejection was scary.

 

“Yes, she said she was coming. So now all we have to do is wait a couple days for my birthday to come so I can see her again,” Faruzan answered, though Keqing could clearly already tell what had happened. Keqing smiled, “I’m glad, Faruzan. Now just stop thinking about it until the time comes. Your birthday will be a great opportunity for you two to spend time together and get closer.”

 

That was true, though Faruzan wasn’t sure how much one get together full of other friends could do. In the end, she was thankful for any time she got to spend with Nilou regardless, so she nodded along to Keqing’s words as she thought over what she should wear on Saturday.

 

ー

 

By the time Saturday comes, Faruzan still doesn’t know what to wear, so she calls Layla and asks her to help her dress. Layla rushes over, and they diligently go through everything in Faruzan’s closet together. Keqing occasionally comments on whether the outfits they choose are nice, though she ends up saying they all look good, just denying whether she should wear it for the special night.

 

“Hey, why don’t you invite some other people from your classes? Maybe you could catch someone’s eye and get some birthday sex or somethingーOw! Okay, okay, I get it! I’m sorry!” Layla exclaims, having been hit by Faruzan over her comment. “Look, I’m just saying, if Nilou is going to be blind to your charm, you may as well try getting a hook up!”

 

Faruzan glares at her friend, not bothering to give a response to her embarrassing words. She doesn’t want to have a hook up or invite people she doesn’t know to her birthday. She can only accept that she will not be catching anyone’s attention when it comes to romance, even if she wishes that Nilou would notice her. Faruzan wonders if she should have told Nilou she could bring Lumine.

 

Faruzan thinks bitterly that she’s glad she didn’t. The last thing she wants is to mope for the entire night because of having to watch them being lovey-dovey again. She still feels her heart ping with sadness over the entire situation, knowing Nilou doesn’t return her feelings. She knows that her friends told her not to assume things about Lumine and Nilou, but after seeing the couple that night, how could she have any room for doubt?

 

She shakes her head, getting out of that train of thought. Tonight was a celebration for her, she shouldn’t be getting upset over Nilou’s relationship at this time. Once they’re all ready, the trio head out and go to Tighnari’s. When they get there, the couple who live there are already present, along with another couple of their friends.

 

“Haitham! Kaveh! I’m glad you guys are here, thank you for coming,” Faruzan greets when she walks in, going over to them. Kaveh immediately wraps her in a hug, exclaiming, “Happy early birthday, Faruzan!” Haitham grins at her, also giving his wishes, but much quieter. She already feels better being surrounded by her friends.

 

Tighnari and Cyno soon emerge from their room, joining the rest of the group to give their best wishes to Faruzan as well. They of course welcome Keqing and Layla, too, and everyone starts getting settled. There’s still a lot of time before everyone else will arrive so they can set up anything they want to.

 

“Hey, since it’s all of us here, why don’t we talk about something important? Nilou is going to be here tonight,” Tighnari speaks up, and Faruzan sighs. She feels nervous even thinking about it. “Faruzan, you are dressed to impress indeed. If after this Nilou still doesn’t see her luck, then maybe she really is dating. Otherwise, she might need help,” Cyno says.

 

Layla preens, “I’m the one who helped dress her, doesn’t she look amazing? I thought Nilou was with Lumine, though?” Realizing that Layla wasn’t up to date on the events recently between Faruzan and Nilou, Faruzan had to explain everything and handed her phone over so she could read the group chat from that night of studying. They then added her to it, along with Keqing.

 

“Ah, we are getting more members now. The Farulou community is thriving,” Kaveh laughs, and everyone else can’t help but join. “Seriously, though, I think Nilou is single. Faruzan, be confident, you might have a chance,” Alhaitham cuts in. Faruzan scratches the back of her neck with an awkward chuckle. She doesn’t really believe that, but she nods so they don’t have to talk about this longer.

 

“I forgot, I still have to ask Lumine about that. I promise you that I’ll ask her the next time we meet,” Keqing says earnestly. There’s really no need… Even if it’s not true, I don’t have a chance. Even if it’s not Lumine, there might be someone else. All Faruzan can do is offer her thanks, hoping to be done with the topic.

 

Today, the archons are merciful once again, and the group decides to get to work on setting things up before everyone else shows up. Tighnari insists on Faruzan relaxing and just sitting while everyone else does the work because it’s her birthday, so she indulges. She watches everyone move around the apartment, putting up small decorations or doing unknown tasks in the kitchen.

 

When someone else finally knocks, she rushes to get it. She wants it to be Nilou, but doesn’t get her hopes up. After all, she’s still waiting on Dehya, Candace, and Collei. She’s surprised Collei isn’t already here, actually. She thought Tighnari or Cyno would have picked her up beforehand, but perhaps someone else is bringing her instead.

 

She swings the door open and sees someone who brings up embarrassing memories. It’s Amber, with Collei at her side. Seeing Amber reminds Faruzan of when she kept noticing the other because of how she’s always wearing red. Today is no different, her entire outfit a flaring red. It almost made her think it was Nilou again… Collei smiles, waving at Faruzan as she walks closer to come in.

 

“Happy birthday, Faruzan. Thank you for dropping me here, Amber,” Collei says once she’s inside, and Faruzan goes to thank Amber as well, before the other smiles and turns to leave. Now there’s only three guests left to arrive. At least now, Faruzan has Collei to talk to while she waits. Collei always seems slightly nervous around Faruzan, but is always kind and Faruzan absolutely adores her.

 

“Thank you, Collei! I’m very glad you were able to make it tonight,” Faruzan purrs, wrapping the younger girl in a hug. The other returns it after a moment of hesitation, maybe because today is Faruzan’s special day. Faruzan immediately dives into tons of questions for Collei, like how school is going and more. Collei is kind enough to entertain them all.

 

It doesn’t take long before someone else is at the door, or perhaps Faruzan had lost track of time with someone to talk to instead of sitting alone. This time, she opens it without a thought, not even looking as she listens to Collei finishing an answer to one of her questions. Collei goes silent afterwards and Faruzan finally turns to see who’s there.

 

It’s Nilou, with Dehya and Candace. All three of them are there at once. Faruzan’s mouth nearly falls open but her brain luckily saves her fast enough to prevent that as she lets the three others in. All of them exclaim a birthday wish for her at the same time and she feels so happy in that moment that she tears up a little before blinking it away.

 

Then it’s even more to handle when they all approach and embrace her together. Faruzan thinks they yell out ‘Group hug!’, and then several more bodies are crashing into them. Faruzan doesn’t really know how to handle the affection, and doesn’t know why exactly her friends are doing this when they didn’t for any other birthdays, but she silently accepts it and lets her friends crowd her like she’s special.

 

All the while, she is acutely aware that Nilou is extremely close to her. Having been one of the three to start the hug, she’s pushed directly into Faruzan’s right arm, heat radiating off of her into Faruzan’s skin. When they pull away, Faruzan gets a better look at the other. Tonight, her hair is down, flowing in all of its beauty and looking much longer than she’s ever seen it.

 

This is the first time I’ve seen it down, that’s why. It’s so pretty… She’s so pretty. Nilou is wearing a casual long dress that effectively makes her look like a model. Faruzan could see her in a commercial or on a billboard sign this way and wouldn’t doubt for a second that she was a professional, which is so, so unfair. Faruzan’s cheeks warm and her heart thumps fast, so she turns away in favor of taking a break on the couch that she’s been stuck to all evening.

 

The others have finished setting things up now, so they all gradually make their way over, too. Faruzan knows they’re expecting her to tell them what she wants to do first, and she is trying desperately to make her brain work it out. Unfortunately, her brain is still reeling from hugging her crush. The one who she needs to stop having a crush on before she loses her mind.

 

“How about we play a game first? We could try Cyno’s nerd card game,” Faruzan suddenly says, having been unable to think of anything else. “We can see that card Collei got you for your birthday in action! We’ll have to share between the people who have cards and those who don’t, though.”

 

Kaveh, Alhaitham, Cyno, and Tighnari all have their own card decks. Faruzan knows because they always get together to play the game. Surprisingly, it turns out that Keqing does as well, which she explains is because her girlfriend had taken an interest in it. The first round starts with Cyno versus Faruzan and Faruzan is pretty certain she’s going to lose considering what a huge nerd Cyno is about the game.

 

They have a long round, because Cyno may be a nerd but Faruzan is still very intelligent, though she still ends up losing. Everyone watches intently as another pair starts to set up a game. They go on like that for a while, and Faruzan can’t deny that the game brings excitement and suspense to the room, making it very entertaining for everyone.

 

When Nilou finally goes to play, Faruzan is only even more interested. She’s playing against Layla, and Faruzan knows that Layla is very capable but wonders if Nilou has any prior knowledge of the game they’re playing. She can’t determine who is going to win because Nilou doesn’t ask any questions, only makes confident comments that make her heart go crazy.

 

Why is it so cool when she brushes things off or acts self-assured? What is wrong with me? My heart feels like it’s going to burst out of my skin and run over to her… Layla is not as confident at times as Nilou seems to be, but the round still ends up very close. Nilou wins in the end and Faruzan barely hides her surprise at the outcome.

 

“Do you play regularly, Nilou? You did very well, we should play together some time,” Cyno compliments, hoping to find another partner to play with. Nilou grins bashfully, “Ah, I play quite a lot now with Lumine. She started playing all the time and wanted to play against me so she taught me. I learned from one of the best!”

 

Faruzan freezes up when she hears Lumine’s name, and her eyes immediately flick over to Tighnari. She can’t help it, it feels like every time something happens she searches for him. He’s looking back at her, like always, and he smiles to try to calm her. “Oh, indeed, Lumine has bested me in this game as well. Maybe you and Faruzan should play the last round since you both are very good at it,” Cyno suggests.

 

Faruzan knows he’s trying to do damage control and make this better after the Lumine comment, so she easily agrees even if she kind of wants to curl up under a blanket and be alone. “This round will definitely be interesting. For once it feels like I’m not the only one excited over TCG,” Cyno sighs as the two others ready their decks.

 

Faruzan picks carefully, feeling strangely driven to win. Perhaps it’s that part of her that wants to look good in front of Nilou all the time, but there is also a part of her that doesn’t want to beat Nilou because losing can be upsetting. Then again, she’s sure Nilou wouldn’t be mad at her for winning a card game on her birthday, so she gives it her all.

 

Nilou really is good at the game. Faruzan guesses that Lumine’s skill is no joke if she taught Nilou so well, and she must have taken her time doing so. They must have spent a lot of time together… It leaves a sour taste in Faruzan’s mouth. Luckily, it also makes her want to win even more. She wonders if she could win a game against Lumine and really impress Nilou.

 

She doubts that opportunity would ever arise, though. The game is tough, and Faruzan wins. She questions if Nilou let her because of the occasion but decides not to question it. Faruzan decides to steal from Kaveh and asks to watch a movie after they have cake, and she opens all of the gifts her friends brought.

 

Of course, the whole time she’s curious about what Nilou got her, but she saves it for last so she doesn’t look too eager. Her friends are as thoughtful as ever and she loves everything. When she gets to Nilou’s, she tries not to let her excitement show on her face as she pulls it out. It’s a very familiar pair of horns that she grabs.

 

They’re the ones Nilou had been wearing that fateful day when Faruzan saw her performance, from her costume as the Goddess of Flowers. They’re golden and black, and the memory of Nilou dancing in them is beautiful. Faruzan smiles as she strokes her thumb over them.

 

“Ah, these are from the day we met,” Nilou suddenly speaks up, sounding nervous about her choice of gift. “I know. I remember,” Faruzan answers, “I love them, thank you, Nilou.” Nilou smiles and as usual, Faruzan’s heart loses it a little. Is it going to be like this every single time?

 

During the movie, several of the group’s phones buzz all at once, and Faruzan picks hers up to see it’s someone in the group chat.

 



cyno




she asked me for help picking your gift but i came up short. the idea was all her own and it seems like she put a lot of thought into it!


 



faruzan




let’s not jump to conclusions cyno :p


 



haitham




she was definitely sincere in her choice. she cared about this.


 



faruzan




yeah but that’s how friends are. this does not mean anything!! she also mentioned lumine again!


 



tighnari




learning tcg doesn’t mean anything either. collei learned it from cyno :/ anyone can teach it


 

Faruzan sets her phone back down and ignores it when it keeps buzzing, knowing her friends are probably going to keep trying to make her think delusional thoughts. She’s currently sandwiched between Kaveh and Layla as they watch the movie they’d chosen and she can feel both of them staring at her but pretends that she doesn’t notice.

 

After a couple minutes, she gets up to get a drink for herself from the kitchen. They’d all agreed not to have alcohol because of Collei’s attendance, so she looks for something sweet instead in the fridge. When she pulls out something and turns back, she’s met with Nilou’s face. Much too close to her own for her to breathe.

 

She backs up and lets out a nervous chuckle. “Sorry, Nilou, I didn’t hear you come in! I’ll get out of your way!” Nilou laughs, shaking her head a little. Her hair falls over her shoulders when she does and Faruzan doesn’t even move despite her previous statement.

 

“Faruzan, I actually wanted to talk to you. I know I mentioned it over text, but I wanted to apologize personally about what my roommate said. She didn’t tell me what it was but I am so sorry if she made you uncomfortable or said something weird. I really hope that we can continue our study sessions, and if it would make you feel better we can meet somewhere else.”

 

Nilou’s eyes held a determined and almost scared look as she stood in front of Faruzan, hands clenched beside her. Faruzan nearly grabbed onto them, but that might make her feel even more tense. “It’s okay, Nilou. Ayaka took me by surprise but what she said wasn’t anything bad. We can still meet at your dorm, everything is okay.”

 

Faruzan figures that as long as Nilou doesn’t leave her alone with Ayaka again, it should be fine. After all, Ayaka didn’t seem to have ill will and had said she just cared for Nilou, so Faruzan could understand, even if she herself wouldn’t have been so blunt. Nilou sighs in relief at the words and loosens up noticeably.

 

“Thank you so much, Faruzan. I will make sure something like this never happens again… Did you like the gift?” Faruzan’s heart is beating out of control in her chest at all of the direct interaction with Nilou, standing so close to the other girl while she looks so beautiful. If she took a step forward, she would probably be able to feel Nilou breathing.

 

“Of course, I more than liked it! I am a somewhat sentimental person at times, and to have something to remind me of meeting you for the first time means the world to me. Thank you!” Faruzan offers a wide smile, hoping Nilou can feel how happy she is with the gift, so there’s no room for doubt.

 

“I’m glad you like it. Let’s get back to the movie?” Faruzan follows Nilou without a word, taking a seat next to her this time. Layla and Kaveh both look at her like they’ve gone insane and don’t believe their eyes, and Faruzan wouldn’t believe it either, if it weren’t for the fact that it was happening to her in that moment.

 

ー

 

The next day is Faruzan’s actual birthday, but it’s a Sunday so there is no celebratory get-together. She gets text messages from her friends to wish her a happy birthday and she has an amazing day, even if it’s just spent studying in the dorm with Keqing. They eat cake together that was left over from last night.

 

That night, when she’s wrapping up her work, there’s a knock on their door. Keqing gets up to get it, throwing an unsure glance to Faruzan. Keqing wasn’t expecting someone? Keqing opens the door the slightest bit, peeking her head out and Faruzan hears a quiet exchange of words before Keqing calls her over.

 

Faruzan feels kind of nervous, but approaches anyway. She is pleasantly surprised by the sight that awaits her. It’s Nilou, looking just as lovely as she always does. She has a cupcake in her hand with a little candle stuck through the top, lit up with a small flame. Faruzan looks up at Nilou in shock, her heart failing her.

 

Nilou begins singing, and Keqing joins her. When they finish, Faruzan blows out the candle and stands there unsure of how to process everything. Nilou is here. Nilou’s voice is so pretty, why does everything about her have to be so beautiful? She specially brought this for my birthday even though she already got me something yesterday.

 

“I hope you don’t mind the intrusion. I asked Cyno for your dorm’s location so I could celebrate with you. Please, you can eat this,” Nilou says, probably because Faruzan’s brain has refused to let her say anything for a good twenty seconds. I am making a fool of myself. Nilou is too sweet, who needs cake?

 

“Oh. Nilou, thank you! You really didn’t need to do this, but I appreciate it so much. Would you like to come in? Thank you again,” Faruzan finally spits out when Keqing nudges her arm. Right, she needed to actually reply to Nilou rather than just staring at her.

 

“I would love to, but I need to go. I just wanted to make sure that your birthday had everything it needed! I’ll see you next time we study, Faruzan. Happy birthday,” Nilou laughs, and it’s infectious. A smile makes its way to Faruzan’s face as she watches the other leave.

 


Of course it has everything it needed, because you were there.



Notes for the Chapter:
this was extremely rushed so i am sorry if the quality is kinda bad but i hope u enjoyed! kudos and comments are always appreciated <33






5. Chapter Five

Summary for the Chapter:
Faruzan silences her phone and throws it on her bed, growing tired of the conversation. She knows that they’re right, of course they are. Faruzan knows that she has to let Nilou know she cares about her, even just as a friend, but Faruzan is honestly… afraid. Putting effort into something, getting attached and caring, it all makes it so painful if it doesn’t amount to anything.


Notes for the Chapter:hello! it has been so long and i am SO sorry about the wait, but here i am! i have been having a very hard time medically and that has made it difficult to write as much as i’d like to, but i did my best to finally grind this out and i hope it is not too disappointing although i know it’s not my best work… please enjoy!







Thank you for last night, Nilou. The cake was good and it was very sweet of you to do all of that. Please allow me to repay your kindness in some way!



 


Faruzan feels a little bit dazed still, remembering how Nilou had shown up at her door last night. 

Just for her. 

Faruzan really doesn’t get it if she’s being honest. She’s heard people talk about how friendly and sweet Nilou is plenty by now, and knows it to be true that she is kind, but is this really how far it extends?


 


Keqing was unrelenting in her teasing, as well. Having witnessed the whole thing, she first tortured Faruzan about it before promptly informing the group chat about what had happened. In the end, Faruzan just ended up with all of them being delusional on her behalf again, but she couldn’t help but agree with some of the things they said.


 


Which was why she was now questioning how friendly Nilou was being. It wasn’t like there couldn’t be non-romantic explanations for her actions, but no matter how Faruzan spun it, it still seemed like Nilou really cared about what Faruzan thought of her for some reason. Thinking of it that way, Faruzan could not explain 

why

 Nilou would care so much.


 


Faruzan may have been doing her best to seem normal and not smitten with Nilou, but surely she hadn’t given off an impression that made Nilou feel the need to try harder? If she had, she would feel terrible because in all honesty, Nilou didn’t have to do anything at all for Faruzan to be completely taken with her. Nilou didn’t need to put any extra effort towards their friendship.


 


Faruzan feels like she needs to pay it back, and go even further beyond that. If Nilou can’t see how much Faruzan already values her with no action needed, she would just have to show her more. So she sent her a text message asking to do just that, amidst the chaos of the Farulou group chat.


 



cyno





i was surprised when she asked me where your dorm was. since she said it was a surprise for you i decided to tell her and i am SO glad i did



 



tighnari





this behavior seems to allude to something that’s not simply platonic, faruzan. seriously, think about it



 



kaveh





i swear i am not being delusional when i say this, she clearly cares very much about you FARUZAN!!!!



 



keqing





oh, you guys should have seen her face when i opened the door. she was so ready with this huge smile on her face and it faded immediately when it was me instead of faruzan



 



layla





I’M SAYING LIKE?? that sounds like a crush to me



 


Faruzan rolls her eyes, sure that it’s all exaggeration and delusion built on the wish that what they wanted to be true, would be. That would never happen, though, so Faruzan doesn’t give a response, just watches as more messages come.


 



haitham





Faruzan, if it is not romantic, I suspect Nilou at least greatly respects or admires you in some way. This makes it possible that she can develop feelings for you in the future if she really is single, which I think she is.



 



keqing





oh yeah, i am meeting with lumine today guys, don’t worry. i will get to the bottom of this!



 



faruzan





okay let’s not get ahead of ourselves. even if lumine isn’t dating nilou it doesn’t mean she’s single!!!



 



kaveh





YOU ALWAYS SAY WE ARE MAKING STUFF UP, BUT AREN’T YOU MAKING MORE STUFF UP EVERY TIME THERE IS A POSSIBILITY OF NILOU LIKING YOU?



 


Faruzan puffs out a sigh, pocketing her phone so she can head to class. She is bound to pass by the place where she met Nilou again, but this time she makes sure to actually look where she is going. She wonders how often they have shows like the one she had watched, and if Nilou is in the majority of them.


 


If she was so beloved by all the viewers, she surely must appear a lot, right? Faruzan questions when the next one will be and if it would be strange of her to come watch it. Nilou already knows about her previous view of the shows, so would she know that Faruzan was only interested in seeing her? That would be risky, wouldn’t it?


 


Could it be chalked up to friendship? Faruzan could say it was only to support a friend, and it wouldn’t be weird, right? Faruzan doesn’t know if she’s at that level yet, and shakes those thoughts out of her head as she arrives in class. She’s a little early, as usual, and she walks to take a seat next to Tighnari. She almost wishes she didn’t when she sits down and he immediately wiggles his eyebrows at her.


 


“Gods, please stop. Nilou does not like me, get it in your head before you become more heartbroken than me over it,” Faruzan says, flicking his forehead gently. He still rubs over it with a frown, rolling his eyes at her. Cyno is sitting on the other side of him and joins in on the eyebrow movements, looking extremely silly.


 


“I’m not saying Nilou definitely likes you, but you are always rejecting so flatly that she could at all. Nilou likes girls, has good taste, and is getting closer to you. You’re smart, Faruzan. How can you deny that all of these things can lead to her possibly crushing on you, if not now then in the future?” Tighnari lectures. Faruzan rubs at her temples.


 



It’s not that the logic doesn’t make sense. It’s simply that it’s Nilou and I. Nilou is Nilou and I am me. If you think about that, then doesn’t that cancel out that logic? 

Faruzan doesn’t feel like arguing again over it, so she ignores Tighnari in favor of turning towards the front of the room. Their professor will start a different, 

better 

lecture soon. One that Faruzan would much rather think about than the never ending one from her friends.


 


“Fine. Ignore me all you want but I 

will 

say I told you so over and over if I’m right later,” Tighnari finishes, then turning as their professor finally starts. Luckily for Faruzan, she won’t have to hear that from Tighnari because it’s never going to happen. Class goes by in a flash and Cyno, Tighnari, and Faruzan eventually part ways to get back home.


 


Keqing still isn’t back from her outing with Lumine when Faruzan returns. It’s a little strange to come home on a day of class and not be greeted with the sight of Keqing diligently studying like she usually is in her time at the dorm. Faruzan goes to her desk, ready to do some work of her own from class that day.


 


Faruzan can honestly say she’s having a good time. She feels that her best moments are when she’s working on the things she enjoys. She’s glad that her mind is more focused today. Even her teachers had noticed the difference in her work when she was distracted by Nilou. She’s a little better at controlling it now, though, enough that she can study in peace.


 


Her phone buzzes and she ignores it, favoring her work. Then it does it again, and again, at least ten times so Faruzan starts to worry and grabs it.


 



keqing





nilou is single, my friends





lumine is dating someone else and says nilou is completely available



 



kaveh





WHO IS DELUSIONAL NOW



 



haitham





I knew it.



 



layla





GO FOR IT FARUZAN



 



keqing





also guess who lumine is dating? nilou’s roommate. maybe that explains her weird speech?



 



cyno





the plot thickens



 



tighnari





faruzan pick up your phone and read this



 



kaveh





yeah hurry up you have a chance with your crush



 



keqing





faruzan



 



layla





FARUZAN



 



haitham





Faruzan.



 



cyno





faruzan!



 



faruzan





i am trying to do my homework please stop being so noisy



 



kaveh





DID YOU EVEN READ WHAT WE SAID



 



faruzan





yes



 



haitham





And?



 



faruzan





and nothing. it means nothing. nilou being single does not mean she will like me! besides, this doesn’t explain why nilou and lumine were acting all lovey-dovey before. it’s suspicious if you ask me



 



layla





maybe that’s just how their friendship dynamic is? or they were just really happy that day or something?



 



faruzan





you guys are just… on another level of delusional



 



keqing





look i’m not going to say that nilou will 100% like you but her being single DOES mean you have a chance. you need to use this time to appeal to her. a relationship doesn’t go anywhere without effort being put in, so stop giving up before you’ve even tried



 



kaveh





yeah what keqing said! do you think haitham would have ever dated me if i didn’t bother him all day long when i did?



 



cyno





if tighnari and i hadn’t taken time in our lives for each other we wouldn’t be as close as we are, but we made sure to because we cared about each other. faruzan, we all know you care about nilou, so show that to her



 


Faruzan silences her phone and throws it on her bed, growing tired of the conversation. She knows that they’re right, of course they are. Faruzan knows that she has to let Nilou know she cares about her, even just as a friend, but Faruzan is honestly… afraid. Putting effort into something, getting attached and caring, it all makes it so painful if it doesn’t amount to anything.


 


Faruzan doesn’t think she’d regret doing these things with Nilou, and that she’d be happy being friends with Nilou even if she didn’t return her feelings, but she also knows it would still hurt a great deal. Faruzan doesn’t want to be hurt. Quite honestly, she doesn’t know if she could handle that kind of hurt with her position in life.


 


Faruzan is doing well in classes. She has a bright future ahead of her and she puts everything she has into her studies. Her friend group is stable and she hasn’t so much as thought of dating anyone until Nilou came into her life. Was it worth it to risk throwing everything off balance over a crush?


 


Faruzan really doesn’t want to think too hard about it, not trusting that she’ll come to the right conclusion, so she throws herself back into her work. Some time later, Keqing finally gets home. When she comes in she glares at Faruzan, just a little, not too seriously.


 


“Did you read the chat?” Keqing asks, carefully, gently. Faruzan shakes her head, not looking up from her work. She’s reaching the end and soon won’t have an excuse to put it off. She hears Keqing sigh heavily as she sets her things down.


 


“Can you please read it? I promise it’s not anything delusional, it’s important.” Keqing is still careful, but Faruzan can hear a little bit of begging in her tone. She inhales heavily and decides to pick her phone up and read her texts.


 


She sees a message from Nilou before she sees the group chat, though. That’s right, she had texted Nilou before class and the other hadn’t answered before the whole thing with the group chat. She quickly scrambles to open it.


 



It was your birthday, Faruzan, there is no need for repayment! It is enough that you enjoyed it, for me.





Would you like to meet again this weekend for tutoring?



 


Faruzan can’t suppress the grin that rises on her lips. She immediately feels embarrassed by it, seeing how she always reacts so quickly to Nilou. She forgets Keqing is waiting there until Keqing is right behind her, raising an eyebrow with that teasing grin again.


 


“My, I’m sure we didn’t say anything that would invoke this reaction from you, Faruzan. Just what are you looking at?” Keqing coos, and Faruzan shoves her phone out of her roommate’s line of vision even if she’s pretty sure Keqing already saw exactly what she was looking at.


 


Faruzan quickly exits the chat to read the one with her friends, reminding herself to answer Nilou right after. She’s unsurprised to see many messages in all capital letters from Kaveh and Layla, with scattered others from the rest of the members of the group.


 



kaveh





look faruzan you should just keep tutoring her and getting closer to her and see where it goes! if she responds favorably, flirt a little or something! U GOT THIS



 



layla





FARULOUUUUU



 



haitham





I think it’s a very good idea to spend more time with her even if it’s without romantic intentions. Please just try, Faruzan. Don’t deny yourself happiness.



 



tighnari





seriously. and if nothing happens then we won’t bother you about it anymore, but i’m pretty sure things are going to happen



 



faruzan





okay okay i get it. i’ll try or whatever. but i don’t wanna hear it when nothing comes out of it



 


Faruzan only says it to get them to stop pestering her about it, but she’s already planned to continue the tutoring meetings with Nilou, so there’s no need to argue. Keqing squeezes her in a hug when she finally agrees and the chat fills with celebration.


 


Faruzan makes sure to reply to Nilou right after that, agreeing to meet that weekend. It fills her stomach with nervous butterflies as she sends the message confirming her attendance and she can’t help but smile when Nilou messages her again.


 



Thank you again, Faruzan! I’ll see you then. Have a good night!



 


ー


 


“Okay, you should wear an outfit that doesn’t need too much thought put into it to look good. Something casual that is still true to your style but is still sure to catch her eye! That will be easy since you look good in everything,” Tighnari directs from his seat in the middle of Faruzan’s bed.


 


Faruzan stands in front of her small closet, shifting through all of her clothes trying to find something to wear to Nilou’s dorm. The meeting is supposed to be casual, so she has to find an outfit that makes her look pretty while also not being anything too special for a study date.


 


Normally, Faruzan wouldn’t be stressing over her outfit for something so small, but Tighnari had put it in her head that tonight was special because it would be their first time meeting up while Faruzan was aware that Nilou was single and the chance needed to be taken to get Nilou’s attention. Faruzan decided to go along with it because it would just be another argument if she tried to disagree.


 


In the end, she chooses a turquoise blue sweater vest and a pair of khaki pants. She does her hair in twin ponytails and once Tighnari gives his approval on her outfit, they head out together before they go their separate ways. Faruzan’s skin is tingling with nerves despite knowing that nothing big is happening. 

This is all Tighnari’s fault.



 


When she arrives at the door, she knocks and feels a little guilty for the relief that floods her when Nilou is the one who answers the door. At the same time, Faruzan’s heart also starts beating wildly in her chest at seeing Nilou. She looks as perfect as she always does, her big blue eyes shining brightly before her.


 


Nilou moves aside to let Faruzan inside the room with a smile. When she’s inside, she then notices there is another guest. It’s Lumine. She’s currently caught up doing something with Ayaka so she hasn’t looked up, but Faruzan can’t help the sinking feeling in her stomach at the sight of the other girl. She does her best to shake it off, though.


 


“Ah, I hope you don’t mind that Lumine is here. I promise she won’t cause any distractions, she’s just here to be with her 

girlfriend

,” Nilou sings out teasingly, leading Faruzan to the same spot they’d studied last time in her bed. Faruzan feels better when she hears the reminder that Lumine is in a relationship, and not with Nilou.


 


“That’s fine, of course. It’s nice to meet you once again Ayaka, Lumine. I’m sorry for intruding,” Faruzan murmurs, scratching at the back of her neck as she takes her seat. She still feels uneasy about Ayaka and can’t help but want to curl in on herself as the other girl’s words still ring in her ears.


 


To get her mind away from it, she starts looking through the things Nilou has set out to work on. It’s more math, since it seems that the subject was Nilou’s main struggle. Faruzan can hear Ayaka and Lumine talking, but can’t register what they’re saying, so she hopes they aren’t speaking to her.


 


The night goes relatively the same as it had the first time, minus the whole awkward encounter with Ayaka. 

Thankfully. 

Studying is at least something that Faruzan doesn’t dislike in the slightest so she enjoys herself. If it’s a little harder to keep her attention on the work instead of the beautiful girl in front of her, only she needs to know.


 


Her phone buzzes a few times in the duration of her visit and in the spare moments she has while Nilou is running through practice problems, she sees that it’s Kaveh. He’s asking how things are going, as if this is anything more than a tutoring session.


 


Faruzan can’t help but feel her heart warm at his care for her, though, so she replies honestly that it’s going very ordinarily. Nothing of note has happened, and it’s going to be time for her to return to her own dorm soon, so she doubts that anything will.


 


Kaveh replies with a sticker showing playful disappointment and Faruzan is about to send one back when she feels someone leaning onto her shoulder. She nearly jumps in surprise, but conscious of the little distance between her shoulder and the body next to her, she stills and directs her eyes to the direction without turning her head.


 


“Who are you texting?” Faruzan quickly shuts off her phone screen on instinct and shoves it aside with a nervous laugh. Nilou is so close to her and she’s not affected in the slightest, but Faruzan is burning up. “Oh, it was just Kaveh! He was asking what I was doing and stuff.”


 



And stuff? How smooth you are, Faruzan. Always so articulate. You sound like an idiot, and you are not an idiot by any means! Get it together! Nilou probably thinks you’ve got a speech impediment by this point.



 


Nilou’s cheek is squished against Faruzan’s shirt, some of her hair is even falling over it. Faruzan wonders if Nilou is like this with everyone. She has to be, right? Faruzan and her aren’t very close yet, but she’s never shown any sign of discomfort at being so close to her. In fact, Nilou leaves much less distance between them most of the time they’re together than Faruzan would.


 


Faruzan can’t exactly complain, but the entire thing confuses and excites her too much to think straight at times. She also doesn’t know if that’s a fair comparison when she knows that she can be very introverted with people she doesn’t know that well. It’s a whole different story when she happens to have a raging crush on that person.


 


Faruzan speculates about if Nilou’s skin and hair are soft. They 

look 

soft, but Faruzan might be biased to thinking that everything about Nilou looks absolutely perfect. Even so, she’s sure that there are many other people who would agree with her on that, given Nilou’s popularity. Faruzan can’t help but be curious if there’s anyone else experiencing the exact same rollercoaster of emotions about Nilou that she is.


 


She wouldn’t doubt it, and she feels more than a little silly for it. If she was as talented and beautiful as Nilou, as well-loved, she knows that someone like herself would probably never catch her eye. So insignificant and unlike Nilou in any ways that really matter. Faruzan would never stand a chance.


 


“Oh, tell him hello from me! I can tell you guys are really close, and I think it would be super fun if we all got together to hang out one day. He could bring his boyfriend and the four of us could do something fun in teams or something!”


 


Nilou sounds very excited now as she voices her idea, and Faruzan is honestly a little bit confused at her eagerness. Maybe Nilou wanted to become closer to Kaveh? Or even Alhaitham? Well, Faruzan couldn’t pretend it was completely surprising. Alhaitham and Kaveh were interesting and a lot of people found them attractive. Naturally, they would often have people wanting to befriend them, and Nilou appeared to not be immune to their charm.


 


At least she was aware of their relationship, though. It might be awkward if she wanted to grow closer to them in that way only to later realize that she had no chance. The thought of Nilou taking a liking to either of them made a shiver run down Faruzan’s spine and she did her best to shake it off.


 


“What about us? It could be like a triple date if we come, too,” Ayaka suddenly cuts in, and Faruzan finds herself freezing up again. To spend time with Ayaka and Lumine sounded like it could end in disaster for Faruzan. Then the suggestion fully registers in her head. 

Triple date? Or even a double date with Kaveh and Alhaitham?



 


Faruzan’s mouth may as well be sealed shut, for she had absolutely no idea how to respond to the implication. If she tried to deny it somehow, she might look like a fool for even thinking of it that way and make things weird. She shouldn’t assume that just because they’d be with other couples that it would be like they were on a date too.


 


On the other hand, if she acted like it was okay and actually went on this triple date type outing, she would feel awful having to spend time with other couples and be paired with the girl that wouldn’t let her emotions and mind rest lately, knowing that Nilou didn’t see it that way at all.


 


“Thank you, Ayaka! Please go pay attention to your girlfriend instead of scaring Faruzan with your presence,” Nilou cuts in, sounding somehow like she’s joking and also like she very much means it. It snaps Faruzan back into the moment as she starts shaking her head and her hands in front of her.


 


“No, no, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean toーI’m not afraid of you, Ayaka! I think it would be nice to spend time with everyone if they’re all up to it!” 

Curse you, Faruzan. What are you saying? You should have stopped yourself early or kept your mouth shut! Now look at what you’ve done. Do you enjoy suffering?



 


Ayaka sticks her tongue out at Nilou after Faruzan is done and Nilou rolls her eyes in response. “Who could be scared of this face? Am I right, Lumine?” Ayaka asks, cupping her face in her hands like a flower. It’s true that Ayaka’s face is not one that brings fear by its appearance only. She’s far too pretty.


 


Lumine laughs and places her hands over Ayaka’s own before invading her space to press little pecks all over that face that breaks out into a smile. Faruzan finds herself feeling shy and looking away from the scene quickly, back to the work that Nilou had been doing before. The page is completed now, so Faruzan keeps herself occupied by checking over each problem.


 


“We can make the plans more clear later, when Kaveh and Alhaitham are available. For now, I’m just glad to hear that you’re willing to come,” Nilou mumbles, still leaning over Faruzan’s shoulder. Faruzan nods to that suggestion, thinking to herself that, 

of course I’m willing, as long as you’re there.




Notes for the Chapter:
i hope that the wait wasnt too long and that this is still a little enjoyable! comments and kudos are appreciated as always :)






6. Chapter Six

Summary for the Chapter:
The conversation ends there, and Faruzan really doesn’t know how to feel. She wants to scold Cyno for embarrassing her beyond belief to Nilou and giving out so much of her personal information. She’s completely humiliated as she thinks about how Cyno hadn’t really said anything untrue… Her face burns, both from anger and bashfulness.


Notes for the Chapter:HAPPY NILOU DAY! i am like an hour late im sorry but i love u nilou. this chapter doesnt reflect that though im sorry. life has been so bad lately that i let it bleed into my writing a little. anyways, please enjoy as much as possible!






The holiday season is approaching, and with it, so is the season of exams. Both of these things make time feel like it’s passing by rather quickly and Faruzan is completely caught up in studying to prepare for the upcoming tests.


 


Because of this, she hasn’t had a lot of time to do much of anything else besides going to class and then returning to her dorm to bury herself in her books. Keqing is by her side almost the whole time, also engulfed in her studies as exams get closer and closer.


 


Faruzan puts in her best effort to reply to any messages she gets from her friends, which are mostly ones of concern. They always make sure to ask her if she’s eaten anything or taken any breaks, telling her not to overwork herself. Faruzan appreciates it and it’s really the only thing keeping her from neglecting her health.


 


Due to all of her time being taken up with her studies, she hasn’t had the chance to go on the outing that Nilou had suggested last time Faruzan had tutored her, or tutor her again, even. Faruzan feels a little pathetic for it, but she has to admit that she does miss Nilou.


 


Since the last time they’d met for tutoring, Faruzan hasn’t gotten to see Nilou in person at all, only exchanging a few text messages. It was better than nothing at least, but Faruzan missed Nilou’s physical presence dearly and for once, she wished that exams would go faster already so she could have some free time instead of being stuck studying.


 


The first time that thought crossed her mind, Faruzan was shocked at herself and felt almost guilty, as if she was betraying her studies. She knew it was a ridiculous thought, but the foreign feelings flooding her were too confusing and overwhelming to be able to comfort herself.


 


The next day would be the start of the exams, and also happened to be Keqing’s birthday. Keqing preferred to keep things small, and still wanted to celebrate that night despite it being a school night. She was only going to invite a few close friends over, and Faruzan was going to finally put her work aside for a little while to celebrate with her.


 


Since it would be the only time until finals for her to let loose, Faruzan decided to join in on the drinking for the night, indulging in the free booze. She’d been so stressed for so long that after downing a couple drinks she already feels so much more loose and relaxed. She hardly notices the guests who arrive, only greeting them briefly when they first arrive, then doing her best to focus on Keqing.


 


Keqing is caught up with her friends and girlfriend, talking a lot. Too much for Faruzan to keep up with what’s being said. Perhaps Keqing understands her situation, because she doesn’t give her any grief about spacing out and not really participating in the group’s activities. Faruzan feels drowsy more than anything but forces herself to stay up for her roommate.


 


Keqing had always been good to her since they started staying together in their little dorm, and they really were a good match for roommates. Faruzan might have been scolding her a lot lately because of her enthusiasm for Faruzan’s fake love life, but she really did appreciate the other woman.


 


By the time that Keqing is opening gifts and everyone is eating a little cake that Keqing’s girlfriend had brought with her, Faruzan is ready to send everyone on their way and pass out in her bed. However, first they all gathered to take a picture. Faruzan, still being very tired, let her head rest against Keqing’s as she put on the best smile she could manage in her drunken state.


 


Faruzan ended up falling asleep very fast, all of her troubles forgotten, if only for the night. Keqing smiled and sent the picture out to everyone who had been in it, though Faruzan had no idea who that included besides herself and Keqing.


 


The next day, Faruzan woke up with a slight headache and couldn’t help regretting her drinking. There was always a consequence to her letting herself feel good, and she would rather have kept herself occupied with reviewing than experience this pain. She groaned as she began looking around the room for some painkillers.


 


She felt even worse when she realized how little she had done for Keqing when the night was supposed to be about her, a celebration of her. Faruzan made a note in her aching head to treat the other to a meal at the next opportunity, though that probably wouldn’t be until after finals were overーor even worse, after their break, depending on what plans Keqing had once they were finally free.


 


It was already almost time for Faruzan’s first class of the day to start, and she knew the final wasn’t going to be kind, no matter how practiced she was. It would be long and Faruzan would have to be very careful with every question on it or else she may fail completely. She rushed to get dressed and attempted to mentally prepare herself for what was waiting.


 


ー


 


What was waiting after the test was much worse than any question on the cursed thing. Faruzan was certain that she’d pass with flying colors, no doubt in her mind. It had just been tiring and Faruzan wanted to get back to her dorm for some study time between classes when she’d have to take another final.


 


Unfortunately, the universe was never so kind to her. As she was exiting the door, she went to take a turn, only to be pulled back in the opposite direction. Her brows furrowed in annoyance as she turned to see who was bothering her, only to be met with Tighnari. She felt at ease seeing his face, but her annoyance was now replaced with confusion.


 


“Tighnari? Where are we going? I need to study before my next finalー”


 


“It’s important. Come study at the apartment,” Tighnari replies, not giving an explanation and only making Faruzan worried. The switching between emotions was making Faruzan all the more exhausted, but she wordlessly followed Tighnari to his car and let him drive the pair to his place.


 


When they get inside, Cyno is sitting on the couch, looking like he had just been sitting there waiting the whole time. Honestly, Faruzan wouldn’t be surprised if he had been. He probably missed Tighnari, and Faruzan kind of feels like she’s interrupting a moment.


 


“There you two are!” Cyno exclaims, smiling all big like something exciting has happened. Oh, maybe he hadn’t been waiting for just Tighnari. Faruzan is about to let out a sigh of relief, when Tighnari starts dragging her again, telling Cyno, “Come on, hurry! Show her!”


 


Faruzan ends up being pulled down and flopping onto the couch besides the couple, already having a bad feeling about whatever this thing is. A phone is immediately shoved in her face, and she sees the photo they had taken last night at Keqing’s mini-party. She feels embarrassed as she sees just how out of it she looks in it.


 


Her cheeks are rosy, her smile crooked, and her head squished against Keqing’s own. She’s glad that Keqing looks happy though, holding Faruzan’s head in her hand. Faruzan can’t believe she let herself go that much while they had guests over. She now sees all of the guests that attended and feels embarrassed that she couldn’t even remember them from before.


 


“So? It’s the picture we took for Keqing’s birthday last night. If you’re commenting on my pitiful appearance, it’s because I was drunk, okay? I know I look bad, I was just so tired that I could barely keep my eyes open when we were taking it,” Faruzan explains, then questions, “Where did you guys even get it? I thought Keqing only sent it to everyone who went.”


 


“She did, but then Lumine posted it, because as you can see, she’s in the photo. She was wishing Keqing a happy birthday.”


 


Faruzan whines, looking at the picture again. “So basically the entire student population has seen me looking that terrible now? Great… I still don’t get how this was more important than studying for my final, though.”


 


Tighnari then says, “Yes, including Nilou. Cyno, now.”  Faruzan freezes and feels a shiver run through her entire body. 

Nilou has seen this picture. She’s seen me in one of my worst moments. Good going, Faruzan. Why did I let this happen? If she didn’t think I was bad before, now how can she not?



 


The phone is taken away for a brief moment, then once again thrust back into her line of sight. Now it has text messages on it, and Faruzan sees Nilou’s name at the top of them. The texts read what starts as a casual conversation of Nilou asking Cyno things like how he is, how his finals have been going, then finally Faruzan sees her own name.


 



nilou





so keqing had a party? it’s a bummer we couldn’t go :( faruzan looks like she’s having fun



 



cyno





it’s probably the only downtime she’s had in a while, she looks drunk that’s for sure!



 


Faruzan glares in Cyno’s direction before he shakes his phone at her, demanding that she put her attention back to it.


 



nilou





yeah, just look how she’s almost asleep on keqing’s head





do you think it’s comfortable? she’s using keqing as a pillow :o





they’re really close! are they possibly in a relationship and i didn’t realize? i don’t know much about either of their romantic sides



 



cyno





oh god, no, never





they’ve been roommates for a long time now so they’re comfortable, but the position is definitely only happening because of faruzan’s drunkenness





keqing’s gf is actually in the pic too, the one on her other side. as for faruzan, she’s been single as long as i’ve known her! she’s available and for the ladies



 



nilou





oh, okay! keqing and her gf are quite a pretty couple *-*





faruzan really hasn’t dated anyone? that’s really surprising



 



cyno





not really, to be honest





faruzan has always been more focused on her academics than her social life, so it’s a little more understandable when she either turns anyone down who tries or just stays in her dorm studying



 



nilou





ah, i just meant because faruzan is so pretty naturally. of all the times i’ve met her she never has to try, she just always looks good





why does she turn them down?



 



cyno





she just hasn’t been interested in anyone who has asked, but who knows, maybe in the future if the right person asks, she might finally say yes



 



nilou





does she have a specific type or something? or is she the type to not do hookups and have to know someone really well before trying to date them?



 



cyno





to be honest, i’m not completely sure about the second part, but she definitely isn’t one for hookups





i’ve only ever seen her have crushes on fictional characters before recently, but she’s definitely capable of being attracted to whatever is her taste





and i don’t know her type very well, but she definitely likes delicate and pretty girls. i think she’s more likely to fall for people who are caring and kind as well



 



nilou





before recently? does she have a crush on someone now?



 



cyno





faruzan recently developed a big crush on someone, and she’s been pretty down bad





it’s my first time seeing her like this about someone, and it has been very entertaining to say the least



 



nilou





is it someone we all know? i’m so curious of who!



 



cyno





well, i know we spent a while talking about her right now but i’m afraid that this is something i can’t share or else she would kill me





i don’t even want to think about what she would do to me if i told anyone who she didn’t already tell…





but you can ask her! i know you and faruzan haven’t known each other as long as the rest of us, but she really enjoys your company and cares about you



 



nilou





i feel like that would be too straightforward, and i don’t know if she would trust me with that information yet. maybe she will tell me herself one day





but thank you, cyno :)





and sorry that we ended up talking so much about her! i swear that i didn’t text you just to gossip, but it ended up that way ‘^-^



 



cyno





it’s no problem at all nilou





and she definitely will. i’ll make sure of it



 


The conversation ends there, and Faruzan really doesn’t know how to feel. She wants to scold Cyno for embarrassing her beyond belief to Nilou and giving out so much of her personal information. She’s completely humiliated as she thinks about how Cyno hadn’t really said anything untrue… Her face burns, both from anger and bashfulness.


 


Does Nilou think she’s an inexperienced loser now? Faruzan can’t even deny it, but it still doesn’t feel good to think about. Faruzan cares far too much about what Nilou thinks of her to calm her growing anxiety after reading all of that. And why was Cyno giving promises of things Faruzan was definitely not planning on doing?


 


“Cyno, you better have a good explanation for making me look like a naive nerd,” Faruzan demands, trying her best to not let her emotions get the better of her. Tighnari and Cyno both turn and give her questioning looks as if she’s suddenly grown a second head.


 


“What? Did you evenーNilou initiated conversation about you and asked about you for almost the entire conversation. She’s clearly interested in you! She wanted to know your relationship status, your type and who you could possibly like! She showed no sign at all of thinking anything like that!”


 


Tighnari nods in agreement, “I know you’re ready to say it doesn’t mean she likes you that way or whatever excuses are running through your head this time, but just listen, Faruzan. Imagine yourself in Cyno’s position. If a friend asked you all that stuff about someone else you both know, questioning if they’re dating, what kind of people they like, all that stuff Nilou asked about, wouldn’t you also think this? Haven’t you also wondered these things about Nilou since you started liking her?”


 


Faruzan can’t exactly deny that. She has thought far too much about those things but about Nilou, and Tighnari is right. She would have her suspicions if she was the one being asked these things. However, she can’t assume that everyone who is in these situations or thinks these things must have romantic feelings for whoever is on the other side.


 


She also can’t shake the thought of her explanation from beforeーthat logic can’t apply when it comes to her and Nilou, who are as different as can be in so many aspects. Faruzan realizes that she doesn’t really know much of Nilou’s dating history besides Lumine, but wouldn’t be surprised if she had many other people also trying to win her over and some may have succeeded. That could never be her, though.


 


Even with only Lumine, Nilou wins over Faruzan in experience. Faruzan doesn’t think she’ll ever recover from the conversation she’s just readーfor goodness sake, Nilou had even called it gossip in the end. Did she even care that much or was she just making conversation? At the beginning, she seemed to only bring it up because she wished she could join in on the fun. This wasn’t about Faruzan at all, was it?


 


“I should have just gone home to study like I originally planned. I appreciate your effort, I really do, but this isn’t going to work like you both think it is. I’ll see you later in class,” Faruzan says instead, barely managing to get the words out without her voice breaking. She doesn’t look back even when she hears them calling out to her, and maybe they understand her feelings a little bit because despite their efforts to talk to her, they don’t try to stop her physically.


 


Faruzan has to walk to a bus stop, but it will take so long that she doesn’t stop by her dorm first, instead going straight back to campus and finding her next class. She doesn’t let herself stress about it, already having too much on her plate for the day. She is not looking forward to seeing Tighnari and Cyno again later, nor is she excited to pass the building where she met Nilou.


 


The final goes by feeling like the least of her problems, and all she can think is how she was right. Getting involved in things like this made her life so much more complicated than if she just focused on her studies and continued the way she had been.


 


Yet, she couldn’t stop her feelings for Nilou. She couldn’t stop thinking about her, wondering about things she didn’t need to know, wanting her time and attention. Craving everything that she couldn’t possibly have. Nilou was her friend now and she should be satisfied with that, but she wasn’t. She feels selfish.


 


Her final is done before she knows it, and she’s off on her way to the last one of the day. She tries her best to ignore the performing arts building as she goes by, but it’s out of her control that she ends up thinking about it the whole time she’s walking. She wonders why she’s never bumped into Nilou again after that first time.


 


Today, she walks in and talks to her professor first before class starts so that she doesn’t have to talk to her friends. She knows they know she’s avoiding them, and she feels kind of dramatic and silly, but she still does it. She only sits in her usual spot next to them when the test is being handed out, not giving them a chance to talk. When she’s done, before anyone else, she leaves the room and doesn’t wait up for Tighnari and Cyno like she normally would.


 


ー


 


When finals are finally over, as she had promised herself, Faruzan keeps true to her word and treats Keqing to a belated birthday meal. She makes sure not to touch any alcohol, gets Keqing another gift to make up for her behavior at the mini-party and they have an excellent night.


 


Previously, Faruzan’s next plan had been to talk to Nilou about how she had wanted to go out with Alhaitham and Kaveh (and possibly Ayaka and Lumine if they had been serious), but she hesitates now. She still feels embarrassed and worried about what Nilou’s opinion of her must be after that conversation with Cyno. Faruzan hasn’t even spoken to Cyno and Tighnari since that day, either.


 


Tighnari had texted her since then, but she hadn’t bothered to read them before swiping them away. It only made her feel worse, but she didn’t want to deal with all of it. She had turned off the notifications for her messages after that and was staying in bed, finally getting time to relax. Texting Nilou about the outing could wait a little longer, she decided.


 


That night she got a number of phone calls from all of her friends who had become too invested in her crush, first from Cyno and Tighnari, then everyone else besides Keqing. She figured they might have been calling for the couple since she wouldn’t answer them, so she rejected their calls, too. She couldn’t justify her own actions; she knew she was acting like a child but felt too deep in the hole she put herself in to come out now.


 


Faruzan decides to sleep early, hoping that a night of rest will work a miracle and fix all of her messed up feelings and problems. It’s a stupid wish, and she doesn’t know if her friends are going to forgive her for her behavior, but she falls asleep before her thoughts can spiral too out of control.


 


ー


 


Faruzan has a rude awakening. It’s Keqing, shaking her with no hint of gentleness that she would normally have if somehow Faruzan was asleep when she wasn’t supposed to be. Faruzan shoots up in bed, worried that something bad has happened. She then notices that Keqing has brought guests, and Faruzan can’t help the fear that she feels at seeing Ayaka and Lumine in her room.


 


All of them have expressions on their faces that look like they’re ready to give Faruzan a good scolding, and Faruzan starts to curl in on herself without noticing. Keqing raises an eyebrow in question, as if she’s waiting for Faruzan to answer an unspoken question. Maybe Cyno and Tighnari had told Keqing about everything and now Keqing was doing their dirty work?


 


But why did she bring those two along? And why did they look like they were also angry at her? When Faruzan doesn’t give an answer, Keqing sighs heavily and pinches her nose in irritation.


 


“Where were you last night? Why didn’t you answer any messages or calls?” Keqing finally asks, and her tone shows how upset she is. So it was Tighnari and Cyno after all. Faruzan feels reluctant to explain her dramatic actions to Keqing, who would definitely get after her for it. It’s even more embarrassing to have Ayaka and Lumine there to witness it.


 


But Ayaka speaks up before Faruzan can even form an answer, “I don’t know what could have been more important. Keqing told us you were just here at home all day, so, what?” Lumine puts a hand on her shoulder, trying to calm her maybe, but it does nothing. Maybe she hadn’t been trying to calm her at all and was just standing in solidarity with her.


 


“More important than what? It seems like you already know what happened with Tighnari and Cyno. I was avoiding them because I got too upset. I’m sorry, but I just wanted to be alone,” Faruzan finally answers. She knows her response isn’t a great one, because her actions hadn’t been either, but it’s all she can give.


 


“It seems like you were avoiding more than just them, though.” This time it’s Lumine, and Faruzan fights the tears welling up in her eyes. She knew she messed up, and she didn’t need to hear it from someone she was already so jealous of.


 


“Okay, can you all just get to the point already? What did I miss? What was so important that all three of you, two of which I’ve barely even talked to, had to come and lecture me?”


 


“Yesterday was Nilou’s birthday. She invited you to come celebrate, and she was very saddened when you didn’t answer or show up. You didn’t answer her or anyone else, and even though she tried to act like nothing was wrong, she cared very much about your presence and was down all night,” Ayaka replies.


 


Faruzan feels a pang of pain in her chest. It had been Nilou’s birthday? She had made Nilou upset? Faruzan curses herself for turning off her notifications, especially over something so petty. Nilou had done so much for her on her birthday, and in return she didn’t even wish the other a happy birthday.


 


The tears finally begin to fall as Faruzan grabs her phone, opening up her messages and going to her conversation with Nilou.


 



Hey Faruzan! I was just wondering if you might want to come celebrate my birthday with some friends tonight!



 



I know this is very very short notice, we barely planned it today because originally we were going to wait, but schedule’s ended up clashing so it’s today instead! I understand if you can’t make it because of this



 



There might be a lot of people, but I promise there will be familiar faces and that there will be plenty of time to be spent not mixing up with people you aren’t familiar with! I’ll save you a spot near me so you are comfortable!



 


Faruzan feels like throwing up. Nilou had taken so many things into account on her behalf just for Faruzan to not even answer. Had Nilou saved her that spot all night? Had she waited for Faruzan’s answer all day? No wonder everyone had called her. They all wanted Faruzan to come to something she definitely would have found important.


 


“I didn’t know… I muted all my messages because I didn’t want to talk to Cyno and Tighnari over something stupid, and I assumed everyone else was calling me to talk about it because I wouldn’t answer them. I would neverーNilou’s birthday is very important to me, I just wasn’t aware that it was yesterdayー”


 


“If it was so important, why didn’t you know? Why weren’t you there? She waited for you all day and night, hoping you would come, and she wouldn’t let anyone take the spot next to her because that was for you. Even on her birthday she was thinking of 

you

,” Ayaka yells, clearly very angry. Faruzan can’t blame her.


 


In fact, all she can do is continue to cry. She had done something horrible, and she has no good excuse. Sure, she hadn’t known it was Nilou’s birthday because she wasn’t told prior to the day, but her bad decisions had led to her missing it. There was no way to make up for it, and she didn’t know what to do.


 


Keqing must have pitied her, because she finally led the pair outside and sent them away as Faruzan continued to sob in bed. If she had felt horrible before, she had no idea what to call this. She only wanted to bury herself in bed more now, felt like she couldn’t show her face to anyone else again. She had messed up everything too much now.
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Once Ayaka and Lumine are gone and Faruzan doesn’t have the energy to continue crying, Keqing finally approaches her bed and sits next to her. Faruzan wants to back herself into the corner and maybe hide under her blanket, but resists the urge because she knows Keqing feels sorry.


 


“It’s not too late to fix it, Faruzanー”


 


“Yes it is! There is nothing that can fix something like this! Even if I did something to make it up to her, there is no such thing! It can make her happy, she can forgive me for making such a big mistake, but there will never be another yesterday. I can never answer her text when I should have, I can’t arrive at her party, I can’t sit in the seat she saved me, and I can’t make her birthday as special as she made mine!”


 


Keqing flinches away at the volume of Faruzan’s voice, and she feels bad for taking her anger out on her roommate when she can only blame herself for what has happened. Had she just been a good friend and answered the texts of her concerned companions, she wouldn’t be in this position.


 


“That last part may be true, but you’re… Look, Faruzan, I know Nilou is really important to you so naturally her birthday is, but you’re not thinking straight! The Faruzan I know would never sit here and get upset over this, convinced that there’s no solution! We both know that it’s not true, but you are letting your feelings rule your thoughts.”


 


Keqing is right, Faruzan knows that. It’s been hard to come to terms with the fact that her feelings have been winning over her mind lately when she’s usually always so in control of her thoughts and actions. Ever since she developed feelings for Nilou, it’s been a complete switch from before and she’s constantly stumbling over everything.


 


“I know. I’m sorry, Keqing. I just feel so bad knowing that I missed a chance to make Nilou happy and instead made her sad on her birthday, but it’s like you said, I know there’s possible solutions and it’s not too late. I just don’t know… I don’t feel like I can get there.”


 


ー


 


Faruzan didn’t think her feelings were unreasonable. When you care about someone as much as she cared about Nilou, it only made sense that she was upset about messing up something that was so important. It was valid that she couldn’t exactly forgive herself for it, even if Nilou herself did.


 


She almost didn’t really want Nilou to do so. Faruzan felt like Nilou’s forgiveness was something she wasn’t worthy of, and that punishing herself with unending guilt that made her chest ache was something she deserved. Tormenting herself with thoughts of self hatred felt warranted when she valued Nilou so much and she knew she had hurt her.


 


But if Nilou didn’t forgive herーif Nilou hated her for what she did the way she had been hating herself, Faruzan was unsure if she could handle such a thing. So, she selfishly wished that Nilou would and that she could show the other how remorseful she was. How much she regretted what she had done and she could try to make up for it, even if it felt like there was no way to fully do that.


 



Hi Nilou. I am terribly sorry that I missed your message, and your birthday, and party. I am completely at fault, and there is nothing that can express how much I wish I could have been there and celebrated with you. I have no good explanation to offer, but what I do have is a selfish wish. Please allow me to show you that I am sincerely sorry and celebrate your birthday once more, even though I know it has passed.



 


Faruzan reads the message at least ten times, thinking that it certainly does sound sincere. 

Sincerely stupid. 

There is no other way to sound as she begs Nilou for another chance at something that comes only once every year. She cringes and shuts her eyes as she hits send, wanting to throw her phone out of the nearest window.


 


Instead, she buries her head in her hands and waits next to the device for a reply, even though she doesn’t know when or if one will come. She wouldn’t blame Nilou if she never texted Faruzan again and decided to move on with her life free of any future hurt Faruzan could bring to it. Still, her heart stings at the thought, and she still waits.


 


When her phone does finally ring after some unknown amount of time, Faruzan grabs at it like it’s going to save her from the chaos her life is in right now. She opens the screen and sees that the message is not from Nilou, but instead it’s Tighnari. Disappointment does not have a chance to show itself because guilt makes its way first and stronger.


 



i won’t force you to talk to me, faruzan, but you should at least talk to someone. i heard about the special visit you got today



 


Faruzan doesn’t understand why he puts in the effort. She doesn’t deserve it, but he still cares enough to message her when she ignores him, and she finally realizes there is only one thing she can do to fix this.


 



i’m sorry tighnari



 

i shouldn’t have ignored you or anyone else. i didn’t think, then i thought too much, and if you’re upset with me for as long as you want to be, then i accept that. i will apologize as many times as you need me to

 


Faruzan can’t redo what has already happened, she can only move forward and do her best to treat her friends the way they deserve to be treated when she hadn’t before.


 



there is no need for more than one apology. i knew it wasn’t personal and i’m sorry too. for overwhelming you



 



so, tell me about what’s been happening?



 


Faruzan wants to accept the offer. She knows Tighnari would listen to her and offer her comfort, but she doesn’t think she should let herself take it after how she had treated him over something so small. Something that could never matter as much as Tighnari did. So she shakes her head.


 



maybe another time. thank you tighnari



 


When Faruzan’s phone buzzes again after a while, she thinks it might be Tighnari again, insisting that she should confide in him because he knows she needs it, but is pleasantly surprised to see that it’s finally Nilou. Then she stomps it out with the reminder that Nilou may never want to talk to her again and is saying her goodbyes.


 


She braces herself for that possibility, opening the message as fast as humanly possible and reading it with hope and fear flooding her heart.


 



I may just take you up on that offer, Faruzan. I will allow you to spoil me any way you’d like, anywhere, any time. To make it up to me.



 


Faruzan feels blood rushing to her cheeks and feels what must be what other people describe as faint. She shakes her head and rereads the message, only making the feeling more intense. 

How could Nilou say such a thing? Doesn’t she know I am weak? 

Faruzan doesn’t wait even a moment to reply.


 



Then, what do you say we go have a meal together as soon as possible? I will pay, of course! Anywhere you want!



 


Faruzan crosses her fingers. This is the kind of thing that people usually like to do, right? Faruzan had done this for Keqing’s birthday and she had liked it, so Nilou might, too.


 



Thank you, Faruzan. You are very sweet.



 


ー


 


Another day that came with the break was Tighnari’s birthday. Faruzan still hadn’t talked to Tighnari that much since she had apologized, but he had reminded her that he was going to host a get-together at the apartment and said she better be there, so she wasn’t planning on refusing. Even if she still felt incredibly guilty, she didn’t want to make things worse by not accepting Tighnari’s requests for anything.


 


She didn’t want to ruin another birthday either. So she put on a pair of white pajamas covered in little blue snowflake designs and headed to Layla’s dorm so they could head to Tighnari’s apartment together. Layla was wearing a matching pair, but blue with white snowflakes instead. They’d bought them together for this occasion.


 


Faruzan couldn’t help but be especially thankful for her during this time when she was still in an awkward place with her closest friends, though she suspected that somehow Layla didn’t even really process everything that had happened with Faruzan ignoring them all and missing Nilou’s party. Layla had always been like this, seeming as if two different people were living inside her.


 


Maybe Faruzan had gotten lucky and the one that remembered everything was sleeping right now. That, or Layla just didn’t care that much, which would also be fine. Layla was the only person treating her normally and still completely happy to see her and spend time with her. Though, Faruzan has to admit that she’s been too scared to even try spending time with any of her other friends.


 


The attire was required to go to Tighnari’s party, and Layla didn’t own a pair of pajamas before, so Faruzan and she ended up buying a matching pair when Layla told her she needed some. They arrived a little late due to neither of them having a mode of transportation besides the bus, but the ride was pleasant enough that Faruzan forgot her anxiety for the duration of it.


 


When they finally made it to the apartment, they were welcomed in by Cyno, and Faruzan immediately felt the tension again. She knew it was a personal thingーCyno hadn’t done anything, only greeted them and moved for them to step insideーbut she couldn’t let go of the fear that everyone was still upset with her and she shouldn’t be here.


 


Everyone else was already there, Faruzan observed as she stepped in. Kaveh and Alhaitham were in the kitchen, arguing again. Collei was on the couch, squeezed between Tighnari and Cyno, who had rejoined them. On the other side of them, Dehya sat with her arms crossed as she talked to Candace who was sitting below her on the floor.


 


Nilou and Lumine were on the floor, too. There were blankets and pillows all around and below them, and the television was already playing something. Faruzan would have embarrassingly stood there near the doorway and stared at Nilou much longer, probably getting herself caught, if not for Layla grabbing her wrist and pulling her straight into the kitchen.


 


A blush rises to Faruzan’s face as she recalls the last time she had texted the other. They hadn’t yet had the chance to go out, but Nilou’s messages still flashed in her mind over and over again. Sometimes, Faruzan, full of embarrassment, would reread them at night when they took up all the space in her mind.


 


“Did you already have some drinks before you got here? You’re red, Faruzan,” Kaveh says as they walk in, “I’m truly envious. 

Someone 

won’t let me have any!” Alhaitham rolls his eyes and doesn’t show any remorse, making Kaveh stick out his tongue at the other.


 


“That’s probably for the better, Kaveh. After all, Collei is here, do you want to embarrass yourself in front of her?” Layla teases, and Kaveh shudders. “Besides, doesn’t Tighnari usually forbid drinks when Collei is around?”


 


“Yes! That’s why I brought my own, but Haitham won’t even let me drink those! Faruzan, don’t you think this is unfair? Haitham should give me 

my 

drinks, right?”


 


Faruzan grins at their bickering, and once again knows that there’s only one thing to do at this moment. So she shakes her head at the two of them before replying, “You 

have 

been drinking a lot lately, Kaveh. I think Haitham is just trying to help, and I’m the one who asked him to do so before.”


 


Kaveh looks at her like he’s been betrayed and Alhaitham huffs a laugh out of his nose as he nods at Faruzan. “Indeed, I was only following the orders of Faruzan. Don’t be too mad at me, Kaveh.”


 


“Well, who can blame me? It’s the time to celebrate, so that’s what I’m doing!”


 


Faruzan laughs, then turns back to Layla, wondering if there was a reason she had dragged her here in the first place. Unless she really was just saving Faruzan from embarrassing herself because she had noticed her staring at Nilou. Layla has filled her arms with snacks now, and happily motions for Faruzan to follow her back to the living room.


 


There are no seats available besides the floor, which has become even more covered with blankets and pillows. Layla flops down immediately and Faruzan moves to join her before she hears Nilou’s voice call out to her. She turns and sees Nilou smiling at her and patting the empty space on her right side, where a pillow has already been placed.


 


Faruzan does not waste any time, immediately making her way to sit next to the other and trying not to think about how Nilou had saved her a seat 

again. 

At least this time she was there to accept it. Would Nilou have smiled that brightly if she had been there the first time, too? Layla crawls over shortly after seeing Faruzan walk over.


 


Faruzan tries to leave a little space between her and Nilou when she’s settled on the floor, but Nilou scoots closer immediately, and Lumine seems to follow. It reminds Faruzan of Kaveh’s birthday, when she’d been squished on the couch between all the same people and Nilou had driven her insane, talking in her ear and asking for her number.


 


This time, Faruzan doesn’t know what to expect. Not that she had expected what had happened last time, because she definitely hadn’t, but she’s unsure of how Nilou thinks of her after the conversation with Cyno 

and 

her birthday. She clearly isn’t angry, but what image must she have of Faruzan now?


 


Back then, Faruzan had felt awful being stuck next to Nilou as she held hands with Lumine, convinced they were together again and that she had no chance. Now, she still has no chance, but at least it doesn’t make her feel sick to see Lumine next to Nilou again. They aren’t holding hands this time, either.


 


“Hi, Faruzan. It’s been too long since we got to see each other,” Nilou says quietly, but that does not do anything to dull the happiness in her voice. Faruzan’s heart feels light getting to hear Nilou talk again, and sound so content, but it burns with the reminder that she could have had this not long ago if she had gone toー


 


“I missed you,” Nilou continues, and Faruzan nearly chokes on absolutely nothing. She can feel her ears heating up at the tips, glad that they’re covered by her hair as she looks back at Nilou. She’s about to make a fool of herself, staring again at that beautiful face. She wonders how many times it’s been now in total.


 


“I missed you, too. I’m glad we’re both here now,” Faruzan replies, trying to be normal. 

You can do it, Faruzan! Believe in yourself! You are actually capable of holding a conversation for more than ten seconds with the girl you’ve had a crush on for months! Go for it, Faruzan! 

The voice in her head sounds suspiciously like Kaveh on that last part.


 


Nilou keeps smiling and looking straight back at Faruzan, and Faruzan thinks if she does any longer that she’ll go into cardiac arrest. Luckily (or really, really not), Tighnari saves her by yelling out to everyone that they’re going to be forced to have a marathon of all of his favorite movies.


 


Faruzan turns her eyes to the television then, but her brain’s attention is still completely on Nilou, who is also looking at the movie now. Faruzan forgets the name, but she’s already seen it several times because of Tighnari’s love for it. So she thinks it’s okay if she doesn’t really focus on it and instead writes a novel in her head about how gorgeous Nilou is.


 


Tonight, Nilou is wearing a silky pair of white pajamas with blue lining on every fold. Faruzan has begun to notice that she wears the colors a lot, and with good reason, because she always looks angelic in them. Though, Faruzan thinks she would probably look angelic in anything she wore.


 


Her red hair is flowing down again, looking darker with all the lights off around them. Her eyes are just as big and blue as ever, hypnotizing in their majesty. Nilou is just so divinely beautiful, Faruzan doesn’t think she’d understand it no matter how hard she thought about her. It’s very fitting that upon the first day meeting her, Nilou was dressed as a goddess.


 


Her body was another thing. Not only was it finely shaped, lean from all the dancing she had perfected, but all of the control she had over it was amazing. Faruzan hadn’t had the opportunity to see Nilou dance again since that first time months ago, but the performance was practically burned into her brain by this point. She couldn’t forget a single detail.


 


Faruzan’s mind is about to go into a full-on lecture about how lovely Nilou’s voice is, when she feels pressure on her shoulder and a light touch of a hand gripping her waist. She freezes up immediately, unused to touch like this from anyone besides Kaveh, who is currently across the room with Alhaitham. From the direction it comes from, she knows it’s Nilou.


 


Her thoughts start getting jumbled up, flying around as if caught in a tornado and they’re all too loud at once for her to react appropriately, just sitting there, still as stone. The hand around her waist is already barely putting any pressure on her, but it lightens even more and starts to flinch away after a few seconds pass like that.


 


Faruzan panics. What else can she do? Her crush is holding herーno, she’s pulling away now, 

why? Why had she held her for those few seconds in the first place? 

Not knowing what to do and only knowing that she doesn’t want Nilou’s hand to leave her side, Faruzan’s own shoots up and presses it back down to her waist. She grips it like a lifeline, not letting go.


 


Then she realizes what she’s done and her whole face flames up in shame, but as she moves to pull her hand away and apologize profusely to Nilou, their fingers intertwine and Faruzan’s brain completely shuts down. Nilou’s hand is soft, and feels as perfect between Faruzan’s as Nilou herself is. 

Now, that is just so, so unfair.



 


Nilou’s fingers are a little longer than Faruzan’s as they curl in next to them, and Faruzan doesn’t know if Nilou’s hand is really warm or if it’s just her skin heating up from Nilou touching her. Faruzan wants to say something, maybe question why Nilou decided to mercilessly attack her heart, but she’s afraid if she speaks up Nilou will pull away.


 


That doesn’t stop her from wondering though, even as she lets her body loosen up again and keeps her eyes on the screen in front of them. It’s the second time she’s had Nilou lean her head on her shoulder, and it makes her stomach flutter just as much as the first time. Faruzan can hear the soft breaths that leave her nose because she’s so close.


 



This doesn’t mean anything. Nilou seems to like physical contact a lot. After all, she’s held hands with Lumine just like this before! Nilou is just a touchy person and I’m not used to it so I need to remind myself that it’s normal and it means absolutely nothing. Or maybe it means she sees me as a close enough friend that she’s comfortable with. Either way, not anything romantic!



 


Faruzan can’t dare to let any false hope build up in her heart. Ayaka had even warned her of this, not to assume Nilou’s feelings based on actions alone. Luckily, Ayaka had also said that Nilou probably wouldn’t think Faruzan liked her unless she said so straight out, which wasn’t going to happen. So Faruzan, feeling a little selfish, lets herself indulge in this affection.


 


She feels a nudge against her other side and turns to see Layla, staring at her with wide eyes directed at the pair of hands on her waist. Faruzan gives her best ‘I know right, I can’t believe this either!’ look back at her, and the hand around her waist tightens somewhat. She turns again and sees that Nilou is looking at the two of them, probably having felt Layla’s push since they’re all squeezed together again.


 


“Oh my, I just noticed these cute matching pajamas you both have! They’re absolutely adorable, it’s not a coincidence, is it?” Nilou asks, gesturing to their clothes. Faruzan had almost forgotten about how they’d come in matching outfits, and it seemed like Layla did too from the nervous look on her face.


 


“Ah, yes, not a coincidence. I actually didn’t have a pair before this so we bought them together for the party. Just for fun! Faruzan was just humoring me because I asked if she could join me while shopping,” Layla explains, and Faruzan can tell she’s so insistent because she thinks that Nilou might get the wrong idea about them.


 



Not that it would matter to her at all. Nilou has asked if I was dating other friends before but it seems that her only interest in these things is to have knowledge of them, and for entertainment. Nilou hadn’t even asked that this time, Layla is just getting ideas because she knows about my feelings and thinks I have a chance because of the delusion my friends have all built together.



 


“That’s very sweet. I love couple outfits! I wonder if you would be willing to have one with me, too?” Nilou grins then, but her voice does not hold any confidence. 

As if I would reject anything Nilou asks for. 

Faruzan immediately finds herself nodding in agreement, returning the smile on Nilou’s face, “Of course. We can go shopping together another time and pick whatever fits your taste.”


 


Nilou mumbles out something, but Faruzan doesn’t hear what she says despite how close they are to each other. She questions Nilou about it, but Nilou just shakes her head before she rests it back against Faruzan. Faruzan doesn’t know if she can last the whole night with Nilou in such close proximity to her. She genuinely tries to focus on the movies that play, but in the end all she does is think about the girl next to her.


 


She wonders what Lumine thinks of all of it. Lumine seems to be just as protective of Nilou as Ayaka is, if their prior visit to Faruzan’s dorm had meant anything. She wonders if Lumine is used to Nilou’s affection, unlike Faruzan is. 

Well, of course she must be. They did date before and it doesn’t seem like breaking up did anything to the level of closeness they have. 

The thought almost makes Faruzan shiver, but she stays still so she won’t disturb Nilou again.


 


That night after everyone leaves, Faruzan’s phone is practically blown up with text messages, of course from the group chat her friends have made. All of them are freaking out about how bold Nilou and Faruzan both had been that night, especially Keqing, who hadn’t been present to witness it all. This time Faruzan can’t even say anything, because she herself has been freaking out from that first moment.



Notes for the Chapter:
am i forgiven for the last chapter? im going to pretend i am even if im not! comments and kudos are appreciated as always (i beg) <3






8. Chapter Eight

Summary for the Chapter:
10… Glasses are raised and all collide against each other.

9… 8… 7… 6… Everyone downs their drinks at the same time.

5… 4… 3… 2… They set everything down and turn to the railing.

1… Happy new year! The fireworks start going off everywhere in a blaze of colors and sound, lighting up the sky to celebrate the coming year.


Notes for the Chapter:hello! i know its been a while im sorry but happy late new year! this chapter is a bit longer than the previous ones (besides the first) and i reallyyyy hope it meets expectations! its not caught up to time accurately bc new years was a month ago but i will fix it in the next chapter i swear! okay anyways, enjoy!






“I know it hasn’t even been a whole day, but thank you for meeting me! I couldn’t wait to see you again.”


 


“There is no amount of time short enough to prevent me from seeing you again. I should be thanking you for letting me take you on this outing,” Faruzan replies, cheeks coloring a light pink as she looks at the ground in front of her. Nilou is at her side, walking in step with her.


 


“Absolutely not! I am very happy to spend time with you, now and any other time! There is no need for thanks. As long as you enjoy yourself, what more could I ask for?” Nilou says, determination ringing in her voice. Faruzan is already going to lose it and it’s only been a few minutes since the pair had set off from Nilou’s dorm.


 


“Aren’t you exaggerating a little, though? No amount of time at all? Wouldn’t you get tired of seeing me too much?” Nilou questions with a teasing lilt in her voice, grinning mischievously at Faruzan. 

How can she possibly think I’d ever get tired of her? I can’t get enough of her as it is.



 


“I could never. You could have asked me to return to your dorm with you last night and I wouldn’t have refused,” Faruzan says matter-of-factly, then realizes how wrong that sounds and quickly tries to fix it with, “I meanーnot like that! Just, to spend time together! Ah, what am I saying?”


 


Nilou looks like she almost trips for a second before she’s steady again, then laughing. Faruzan is sure her face is very obviously burning up despite the not at all hot temperature outside. She looks at Nilou and finds that her cheeks have tinted a little as well. Faruzan can only laugh along as they move forward.


 



What was I thinking, implying something so embarrassing in front of Nilou? Nilou probably thinks I’m perverted! How much can I possibly humiliate myself in front of her?



 


“Oh, this is it, right?” Nilou asks, stopping at a door next to them. Faruzan comes back to herself when she sees that they have arrived at the place she had planned to take Nilou out to. It’s a relatively small shop, but the food is beyond delicious, and mostly affordable for Faruzan, since she had offered to pay.


 


“Yes! Have you ever been here before?” Faruzan rushes to open the door for Nilou, letting her walk in before entering behind her. Today, Nilou is wearing a beautiful royal blue skirt and a white crop top with lace. She looks absolutely stunning, as usual, and her outfit kind of reminds Faruzan of her Goddess of Flowers costume.


 


As a result, Faruzan is now constantly having to will herself not to think too hard so she can be present in the moment and attentive to Nilou, as this was meant to be a gift for her. She keeps mentally scolding herself for being so distracted by Nilou doing absolutely nothing but existing. How can she help it when Nilou exists so exquisitely?


 


“I haven’t, though I’ve passed by a few times. I have always wanted to stop, but I was busy every time I happened to see it. Luckily, now I am finally saved by my trusty Faruzan!”


 


Faruzan’s chest gives a little 

ping 

again. How is she supposed to survive when even the smallest nothings that Nilou says and does have her going insane? 

My trusty Faruzan. Her trusty Faruzan! Oh, I wish she would call me hers all the time. I wish I could really be hers. Shut up! Focus!



 


“I’m glad to be of use, then. Let’s sit over there,” Faruzan says, directing them to a table in the corner. She once again rushes over before Nilou, pulling out a chair for the other. Nilou happily takes it, thanking her softly as she settles. Faruzan takes the seat across from her and quickly finds that it is much harder sitting directly in front of Nilou than it had been sitting beside her.


 


When she had been at Nilou’s side, she could pretend she was paying attention to other things while she actually looked at Nilou out of the corner of her eye, and Nilou wasn’t looking back expecting anything or questioning it because she was unaware. Now, Nilou is looking straight at Faruzan, leaving no chance for Faruzan to do anything unseen.


 


Faruzan also realizes she has no idea what she should say. What had she and Keqing talked about when they went out for their birthday meal together? As Faruzan thought it over, she could only mentally groan as she remembered most of it was Keqing teasing her for getting so drunk, among other things such as Faruzan’s huge crush, which Faruzan could only escape from by changing the subject.


 


They had talked about Keqing returning home for the holidays, about her girlfriend, and even about exams, both worrying what their scores would be despite the absolute confidence they held in their academic abilities. Everything had been normal, they’d known each other too long to struggle to think up anything to talk about or fear judgment.


 


With Nilou, there was a lot Faruzan still didn’t know. Things that she wanted to know but didn’t know if she could ask. She lacked the bravery to ask more about Nilou that Nilou hadn’t already willingly told her, but she knew that she wouldn’t get anywhere if she didn’t. Reminding herself of this and how her friends kept telling her to put in effort to get closer to Nilou, she knew she needed to go for it.


 


“So what’s yourー”


 


“If you don’tー”


 


“Oh, I’m so sorー”


 


“Ah, please go first!”


 


Nilou ends up laughing once again, loud and bright, like she’s heard something extremely delightful. Faruzan can’t help but fluster, but is unable to hold back a smile as she listens to the sweet sound. She shakes her hands in front of her, hoping to apologize for the clash of words.


 


“I was going to ask what your favorite thing to get here is! Since it’s my first time I thought I’d get a suggestion from you to try out. What were you going to say?” Nilou asks, patiently awaiting a response with happiness lingering in her features. Faruzan grins back, wondering what kind of taste Nilou would have.


 


“I usually just get a coffee and add my own cream and sugar after with a small order of whatever I can eat quickly, like a bagel or something of the like. If you’d like something sweet, I would recommend a donut! Kaveh gets them all the time and says they’re delicious, but I’ve never tried one myself. I was going to ask where you’re originally from, if not here.”


 



Was that question too boring? What kind of things should I be asking in the first place? There’s far too much I want to know and I know I probably shouldn’t ask every single question I have but… I should at least ask about basic things like this, right?



 


“I am from a very small town not far from here. It’s a textbook small community where everyone really does know everyone and we all grew up being around each other constantly. The people there are lovely and taught me so much growing up. They always showed me love and kindness, so I am always thankful for them. What about you? Are you from the city?”


 


Faruzan finds herself smiling at the answer and how much it makes sense when she thinks of Nilou’s manner. “Ah, then it is not a wonder at all how you are so sweet. I am from the city, yes. Do you usually return home during the summer break?”


 


Nilou looks stunned for a few seconds before her cheeks flare up with color and she immediately goes to hide them in her hands. It’s such a cute moment that Faruzan’s stomach flushes as she looks at Nilou, who still has her face covered. Her ears are almost blending in with her red hair, and Faruzan finds it especially adorable.


 


“Faruzan, no one warned me that you were such a sweet talker! Have mercy on me this time. I do return home most of the time. Everyone always gives me a huge welcome back and we celebrate for the whole day.”


 


“I was simply stating something reasonable and true. Your town sounds very lively and fun. I am glad that you are treated so well and shown so much love, just as you show everyone else,” Faruzan says, feeling nervous and shy but also having confidence in her words because they really are just truths to her.


 


“Maybe later on you couldー”


 


“The usual, Madam Faruzan?”


 


A worker calls out from behind the counter, and Faruzan realizes she should have gone up to order. She feels embarrassed at the nickname once again, knowing Nilou hasn’t yet heard it. Luckily, Nilou doesn’t say anything about it as Faruzan simply nods back before she goes up to order a few items for Nilou.


 


When she glances back at their table, Nilou is on her phone, fingers flying over the screen swiftly. This leads Faruzan to wonder if any of her friends have texted her, so she checks while she waits for their items to be made. It’s unsurprising that when she does, her notifications are filled with messages from the ‘farulou’ group chat.


 



cyno





if u two don’t kiss by the time the date ends i’m going to judge u when u come over next



 



kaveh





being judged by cyno. how scary



 



cyno





do u want to take her place



 



kaveh





no i’m sorry



 



tighnari





it’s okay guys, there’s hope. maybe nilou will make the first move so it will actually be possible



 



haitham





Nilou has been doing so, so Tighnari might be right.



 



layla





there better be good news when you’re back! update us when you can!



 



tighnari





and remember that some things just aren’t platonic, faruzan



 



faruzan





do u guys really deserve updates at this point



 


Faruzan pockets her phone again, sighing. It’s going to be a very long day tomorrow when she’s forced to spill everything to her friends and disappoint them with nothing new and exciting like they are hoping for, because their expectations are far too high and impossible to reach. She returns to the table when their order is done and prays that Nilou likes everything.


 


Nilou also puts her phone away when Faruzan sets everything down on their table, and her eyes light up when she sees everything. Faruzan understands the excitement. When she had first come to this place with Kaveh, who shared her struggle of being short on money all the time, she had been amazed, too.


 


They dig in before saying anything more, and Faruzan is relieved that Nilou seems to be enjoying what she picked out. Nilou seems to particularly enjoy the sweets that Faruzan had chosen, her face brightening when she bites into them. It reminds Faruzan of how a child might react, and she finds it incredibly adorable. She always thinks Nilou can’t get any cuter, but then gets proven wrong.


 


After they’ve gotten through most of the food, Faruzan remembers the interruption from before and asks Nilou what she was going to say, but Nilou only shakes her head before they start talking about other things. Faruzan finally has the chance to learn more about Nilou that she had been craving to know in all the time they’d known each other.


 


Nilou had learned to dance in her hometown, and was very passionate about certain aspects of history, which had been unexpected but very much exciting for Faruzan. Nilou had a favorite flower called Padisarah, and she loved recreating dances from times long gone now. The more Nilou talked, the more entranced Faruzan became. Nilou also asked a fair share of questions that Faruzan hoped she gave interesting answers to.


 


When their table was finally clear of all they had ordered, Faruzan offered to walk Nilou back to her dorm, which Nilou happily agreed to. Faruzan was having such a good time that she was reluctant to end it, but knew she couldn’t be too selfish. After all, the whole reason they were out was to make it up to Nilou, which she hoped she had done to the best of her ability.


 


Nilou seemed like she enjoyed herself, so Faruzan wasn’t too worried. They walked back to Nilou’s dorm in no rush, occasionally commenting on their surroundings, but mostly quiet. Faruzan could almost swear that Nilou didn’t want to go back either, but wouldn’t let herself make that assumption. She was already lucky enough to have the time she did manage to get with Nilou.


 


“Here we are! Thank you for the delicious food, and the even more amazing company, Faruzan. I had a really great time and… I would really like it if we could do this again when we have a chance, if you want,” Nilou says, a grin on her beautiful face. Faruzan might pass out. 

Nilou wants to spend time with me again? Just the two of us? She thinks my company is amazing?



 


Faruzan is far too quick to reply, “Of course! Ah, yes, I would also like that very much, definitely! We can talk about it more when we’re free, right? Just text me! Whenever you want! I’ll get going now, and thank you for coming today!” She’s rambling and she knows it, but the smile it brings to Nilou’s features is worth it as the girl turns to enter her dorm.


 


Faruzan sighs after she shuts the door and turns around, ready to make her way to her own. She’ll be alone when she gets there, and she already misses Nilou dearly despite having just spent hours together. She’ll probably scream into her pillow once she arrives, free from the judgment of Keqing. She knows she will replay every moment of the day over and over when she does.


 


ー


 


The new year is only a couple days after Tighnari’s birthday, and Faruzan once again finds herself heading to the apartment to spend it with her friends. They don’t do much, just put on a countdown on the television or maybe some music performances, then they’ll have a drink together while they watch fireworks from the balcony.


 


Usually it’s just Tighnari, Cyno, Alhaitham, and Kaveh. Dehya and Candance have both gone home to celebrate out of town, and Layla used to be so introverted that she rarely talked to anyone. Now, not only will Layla be joining them, but so will Nilou. Faruzan had been surprised that Lumine wasn’t coming along with her, but Tighnari had said Lumine was going to be with her brother instead.


 


Faruzan wonders what Nilou did for the new year in all the years before this. Faruzan could see Nilou being the type to go to a big party, but she could also see her spending it with a small group, maybe even with Lumine if they were dating then. Maybe they had shared kisses for the new year like most couples did. Faruzan feels jealousy rise in her gut but does her best to push it down, to not ruin the mood for the night so early on.


 


Faruzan is very new to having intense feelings for someone else in the way she does for Nilou. She isn’t blind to it, but she hadn’t realized how small her knowledge of everything about it was until she ended up talking about it more extensively with Tighnari and Cyno, which she is currently doing.


 


They’re both laughing extremely hard, hands holding their stomachs with their eyes squeezed shut. “Oh gods, Faruzan, please! You’re killing us! Who even says that? Nilou’s your crush? You’ve had a crush on her for months? You sound like you’re in junior high school!”


 


Faruzan sits on the couch, arms crossed and face burning. She pouts at her friends, but they’re too busy downright giggling over how she talks about Nilou to notice her embarrassment.


 


“Well, how am I supposed to know how to talk about it? If it’s not a crush and she’s not my crush, what should I call it?” Faruzan questions, genuinely confused. Were the terms she used not correct? She’d heard other people use them before and no one had laughed at them. Even her friends had used them about Nilou before, so what was wrong now?


 


“Look, you’ve liked Nilou for months now, Faruzan. I think it’s more appropriate to say you have feelings for her. She’s not your crush, she’s just a girl you have feelings for. The girl you like,” Tighnari says, wiping at the corner of his eye where it looks like some tears had gathered up from his fit.


 


“Alternatively, you could call her your future girlfriend,” Cyno teases, also still recovering. Faruzan huffs at her friends, shaking her head. If this is Cyno’s idea of another joke, she wouldn’t be surprised because his humor is at a point where it can’t be saved.


 


“Okay, so I have feelings for her. Don’t get delusional again, though. Nilou is affectionate towards her friends and what happened at the party doesn’t make the possibility of her having feelings for me any more real than it was before, which it wasn’t! Get it together, you two.”


 


“Nilou held hands with Lumine. She fully held your waist and cuddled with you, that’s completely different! She also asked to get couple outfits together! You went on a date yesterday for crying out loud and she even asked you to go out again!”


 


“Because Layla and I were already wearing some! Friends can wear couple outfits, and we can never know the extent of Nilou’s affection! She could have cuddled with her other friends before and we just haven’t seen it until now! Yesterday was not a date, I was trying to make up for missing her birthday and she indulged. Friends can spend time together!”


 


“Fine, fine. We’ll wait for more solid evidence before we continue this argument. Yet, why do I feel like no matter how much more evidence we gather you will still find some explanation to argue against it? She could literally kiss you and you’d find a way to say it was just as friends!”


 


The argument continues to go back and forth like that for a bit, before it gets tiring and they settle on agreeing to disagree. Faruzan refuses to believe that Nilou could like her in the same way, and she won’t be letting anything her friends say convince her of it. Just like Ayaka said, she will not interpret any actions to mean something that they just don’t.


 


It doesn’t take long before Alhaitham and Kaveh arrive, Kaveh with plenty of alcohol in hand. Faruzan helps set the bottles down in the kitchen before she has an armful of the other man, dramatically pretending to sob. His chin rests on her head so she can’t even see his face, but knows he must be making some silly expression.


 


“Faruzan, you’re growing up too fast! Going on dates and getting asked out, what happened to my sweet baby? She’s even coming over soon, what am I supposed to do, seeing all of it?” Kaveh cries, throwing his head back for a second as if he’s in mental anguish. Faruzan can only sigh out a laugh as she steps back.


 


“Have you forgotten that I’m your senior again, Kaveh? And for the last time, I didn’t get asked out or go on any dates! You better not act weird when she gets here. If your behavior tips her off on my… feelings, I’ll die from embarrassment. Do you want me to die, Kaveh?”


 


Kaveh gasps and makes a face like he’s extremely offended by the question as he insists, “Of course not! I might die, though, seeing Nilou being all romantic with you! It was already hard enough at Tighnari’s party, how much more do you think I can take? What if you drink too much again and end up all over her like Keqing?”


 


Faruzan groans at the memory, making a mental note to be sure she doesn’t drink too much tonight, unless she really does want to die from embarrassment. Nilou had already seen that awful photo, but experiencing her behavior personally would be so much worse. She shudders at the thought as she turns to leave the kitchen.


 


Kaveh follows behind her before he ends up making a beeline for the other three men in the apartment that seem to be getting a game of TCG set up. 

Of course. Now I’m stuck with nothing to do but watch them until someone else gets here. I hope Layla will be here soon so we can make fun of them together and maybe start looking for broadcasts.



 


Faruzan sits through a very invigorating game of TCG that ends up being exceedingly loud and full of curses, but Cyno still ends up winning with all of his expensive cards and his obsession with the game. She thinks it’s the least quiet she has ever seen Alhaitham, though still as serious. Cyno cracks terrible jokes that have everyone shaking their heads, and Kaveh is already itching to drink.


 


Finally, there is a knock that Faruzan rushes to answer. Surprisingly, it is both Layla and Nilou. Maybe they had arrived at the same time or ran into each other on the way. Faruzan moves to let them in and is greeted with wide smiles and a hug from the two. Faruzan thinks she should be used to Nilou’s touch by now, but she really isn’t.


 


It’s only been a day since she saw Nilou, again, but she’s still just as happy as she would be if it had been weeks. When they let go, Layla immediately heads to the living room to turn on the television. 

Thank goodness.

 Faruzan goes to the kitchen, deciding to give Kaveh mercy by pouring him his first drink for the night. There’s a couple hours until midnight, and in the meantime Faruzan has to find 

something 

to entertain herself with.


 


After Faruzan has poured a glass, she turns to take it to Kaveh and instead nearly bumps right into Nilou. Nilou winds an arm around her waist to steady her, but it only serves to scatter Faruzan’s thoughts as she stands there wondering what her goal had been. 

I’m holding a glass… I bumped into Nilou… Nilou’s so pretty and strong. Oh, right. Kaveh. Yes, the drink is for Kaveh.



 


“Sorry, Nilou! I was going to give this to Kaveh and didn’t see you there,” Faruzan says, finally stepping out of Nilou’s hold. She finds herself missing the touch terribly right after and wants to hit herself for it. Nilou grins at her as she moves aside for Faruzan, but follows in her steps. Faruzan feels extremely conscious of her every movement, but tries her best to shake it off. She can be normal!


 


“How kind of you, serving drinks and everything! Kaveh, you must extend plenty of thanks to Faruzan,” Nilou sings out, and archons, 

can 

Faruzan be normal? She gets flustered even from such a small compliment if it’s coming from Nilou. 

How embarrassing can I be? 

She can tell it shows, with the way that Tighnari is smirking up at her as she gives Kaveh his cup.


 


Kaveh immediately swallows it down all at once before he slams it down onto the table where they’re still playing cards, causing Cyno to groan at him about messing up the game. Alhaitham raises a questioning eyebrow at him at the action, which causes him to look back at where Faruzan is still standing, Nilou so close behind her that her chin is almost hooked over Faruzan’s shoulder.


 


“A whole night,” Kaveh mumbles, and at the same time, Tighnari teases, “Personally pouring and serving drinks? All that’s missing is a uniform! Maybe an apron? Or would a maid style fit you more, Madam Faruzan?” Faruzan regrets so much. She knows they’re only teasing her this way because Nilou is here, and her face is beyond red now.


 


She glares at them before she silently walks over to the couch where Layla is flipping through channels. In some places, the new year has already come, so there are already fireworks shows going on. Layla ends up stopping on one that has particularly flashy ones, then turns to Faruzan with a smile.


 


At some point on her walk over, Nilou had stopped following Faruzan and headed to the kitchen, and Faruzan feels drawn to find her, but knows she shouldn’t. Faruzan instead turns to Layla who seemed like she had something to tell her. “Can I get served a drink, too? Maybe you should bring a round for everyone!”


 


Faruzan sighs, knowing that she probably will end up doing exactly that, but not now at least. “I’ll bring the drinks when midnight is closer. Until then, if you want some then you’ll have to get it yourself!” Layla pouts at her answer, looking longingly towards the kitchen. Faruzan knows Layla 

is 

usually very tired, to be fair.


 


“What is this favoritism, then? Why’d Kaveh get one but everyone else is on their own?” Cyno complains, despite the fact that he rarely ever drinks before the new year in all the years that Faruzan has known him. Faruzan groans, surrendering to their demands. If she gives in so easily because she knows Nilou is waiting, then no one else has to know, although she’s sure that they all do.


 


When she enters, Nilou is on her phone, frantically tapping, which reminds Faruzan of the day before. Faruzan is curious about what she’s up to, but doesn’t want to invade her privacy so she goes straight to get more cups for drinks. As she pours them, she can hear Nilou huffing little breaths, like exasperated laughs or expressions of frustration.


 


“Would you mind having one with me, after you’re done slaving away for them?” Nilou suddenly asks, and Faruzan nearly spills the drink she’s pouring. Without looking back, she agrees, then starts to bring everyone a drink. “Make sure to leave a good tip for your best waitress! I only take cash,” Faruzan exclaims, receiving absolutely no replies. Her friends could be so cheap when they choose.


 


Then she’s rushing back to the kitchen, where Nilou already has two glasses ready and full. Faruzan doesn’t know which bottle she had chosen, but she figures she can take any if it’s only a glass. Nilou smiles as she hands Faruzan hers, and hits their cups together before drinking. The drink is a little strong, but Faruzan sucks it up.


 


Her insides warm up in no time, and she follows Nilou back to the couch. When they flop down on it, Faruzan feels drunk not from the alcohol, but from the close proximity she’s in with Nilou again. Nilou certainly has a thing for holding her waist any time she has the chance, it seems. Faruzan wants to hold her hand again, but doesn’t dare to, only leans into Nilou’s side as they watch more fireworks on the broadcast together.


 


They also monitor the games of TCG that the couples are sharing, Nilou being very interested. Faruzan remembers that she learned from Lumine and was extremely good at it. Faruzan motions her head, inviting her to join them and have a chance to play, seeing that Nilou looks like she wants to play. Nilou’s eyes light up again, the way they always do when she’s excited about something, and Faruzan drags her over.


 


Nilou has her own deck with her, and looks very smug about it when she pulls it out. Cyno has an entire freak-out session as he looks at her and compliments her card backs, which are blue and covered in beautiful flowers. Seeing this, he immediately challenges her to a match. Faruzan sits by her side again, ready to watch while Nilou holds her. Unfortunately, TCG is not a game you can play with one hand, apparently.


 


Nilou has to let her go to grab cards and play them, rolling dice as well, and Faruzan blames the alcohol for making her pouty over it. She can’t rest against Nilou’s side this way, with all the movement she has to do. Kaveh, who has also been observing the game, scoots to her other side so she rests against him happily as he hands her a new drink. It’s much more mild and sweet than the one she had with Nilou.


 


She’s starting to feel a little bit of a buzz now, giggling as Kaveh starts recounting a misfortune he had run into earlier that day and how he had to beg Alhaitham to get him out of it. Luckily, Alhaitham had only bullied him a little before he agreed, which Faruzan still scolds him for as he puts his hands up in surrender. Kaveh smirks in satisfaction at his boyfriend before he turns back to Faruzan and rubs his cheek over the top of her head in thanks.


 


Faruzan, for once, doesn’t pretend to be upset at him for it, despite him making her hair a mess. She looks back to the game and from what she knows (not much), Cyno seems to be winning. He still has three cards, and Nilou has two. Though, Faruzan knows that these games can turn around very suddenly, so Nilou may still have a chance.


 


“Show him who’s boss, Nilou! Cyno thinks he’s so good, but I think you’re better! You can beat him,” Faruzan exclaims excitedly, cheering embarrassingly loud in the small apartment. She can’t find shame with the drinks in her. She sees Nilou smile at her words, though, so she doesn’t regret it, either. Cyno, on the other hand, glares at her while he looks at his cards.


 


“If I win, may I have a reward?” Nilou asks, the only word she’s said the entire game so far. Tighnari chokes on his drink for a second and Kaveh is sighing again, subtly shaking his head. Faruzan nods without even thinking, without asking what kind of reward Nilou would even want, which is important because Faruzan doesn’t know if she can afford it.


 


This seems to make Nilou fired up, and she once again has an arm around Faruzan, pulling her back closer to her before Faruzan finds herself in her lap. Faruzan may be a little bit under the influence of the drinks in her system, but something like this… Faruzan shakes her head to get her thoughts straight. Nilou has had drinks, too, right?


 


Maybe Nilou is more clingy when she’s drunk! Faruzan is guilty of this herself, seeing how she was on Keqing’s birthday, so Nilou is probably being this way because they’ve already started drinking. Faruzan feels wrong for enjoying the touch, but also thinks it would probably upset Nilou and give her the wrong idea if she pulled away.


 


Faruzan realizes she’s been sitting quite stiffly when Nilou readjusts her arms around Faruzan’s middle, so she lets out a breath and finally relaxes in her hold, leaning against Nilou’s front. Faruzan can’t see Nilou’s face anymore, so she decides to watch the game as it goes on. It takes a long while, with healing cards used and brutal attacks thrown back and forth, but finally, Nilou wins.


 


Cyno sighs in defeat and throws his head back, Tighnari rubbing his back for comfort. Kaveh laughs in his face, and Faruzan finds herself letting out a cheer. Nilou doesn’t make a sound, but she tightens her hold on Faruzan like she’s giving her a hug from behind. Faruzan feels ready to die, but also not if it means that she won’t be in Nilou’s arms anymore.


 


But that’s what the end of the game brings. Because of how long it took, midnight is getting ready to approach, so everyone finally gets up and starts heading to either the kitchen or the balcony. Faruzan is one of the ones that goes to the kitchen, ready to prepare even more drinks for when the clock strikes twelve. Luckily, this time she has Alhaitham to help her carry everything.


 


Every year they did this, and every year it went smoothly with no conversation. This year, it was different. Alhaitham didn’t look up at her when he spoke, but softly said, “She held you in her lap, in her arms. I’m surprised she didn’t shower you in kisses. Faruzan, aren’t you going to do something about this?”


 


“Absolutely not. She’s been drinking, it was probably nothing,” Faruzan replies, equally as calm. The drinks are sitting there, ready to be taken out, but neither of them move to grab any. Alhaitham huffs out a sigh, finally looking at her from the side of his eye. “She hasn’t touched a single person here besides you since she got here. I’m pretty sure the TCG game was just to impress you.”


 


Faruzan winces a little when presented with the fact, because she can’t deny what they all know is true. But… Nilou just wasn’t as close to everyone else yet as she was with Faruzan, who had shown she clearly likes Nilou’s affection. Besides, everyone else there had a partner besides the two of them and Layla, and Layla had been watching fireworks the whole time.


 


“Look, I’m not going to push you to do something that you don’t want to or don’t believe is right, but I just have to tell you that you’re not seeing things as clearly as we can from the outside point of view. Take it as you want to, but I wouldn’t lie to you, just as none of us would. Everyone’s waiting, so let’s go out. It’s going to be time soon.”


 


Faruzan is glad for the out she’s been given, and wants so badly to be able to believe in Alhaitham’s words. She knows that none of her friends would lie to her purposely, but what if they’re the ones seeing things wrong? Maybe she’s the only one seeing things clearly, and if she listens, she’ll mess up everything she’s worked so hard to build up with Nilou.


 


The walk to the balcony is silent, but when they’re outside it’s much louder and more lively. There’s a few scattered fireworks here and there from people celebrating early, and everyone is watching them in awe while discussing different topics. Everyone eventually gets handed a drink, and the countdown accurate to their time starts, so everyone gathers up to share their drinks.


 


10… Glasses are raised and all collide against each other.


 


9… 8… 7… 6… Everyone downs their drinks at the same time.


 


5… 4… 3… 2… They set everything down and turn to the railing.


 


1… Happy new year! The fireworks start going off everywhere in a blaze of colors and sound, lighting up the sky to celebrate the coming year.


 


Faruzan breaks into a smile as she looks at them, then at her friends who are almost all sharing sweet kisses for the new year or watching the sky in excitement. Faruzan feels a pressure on her own cheek and turns only to see Nilou, pressing her lips to the skin. Her heart stops for a second, not having a chance to react at all before everyone is exclaiming greetings for the new year at each other.


 


They take pictures, light some sparklers and have a little more to drink before they return inside, and decide it’s too late and everyone is too intoxicated to try to return home, so they’re having a sleepover. Cyno and Tighnari set off to their room, and Alhaitham and Kaveh take the room where Collei usually stays. Layla flops onto the couch and immediately falls to sleep.


 


Faruzan is left to lie on the carpeted floor, taking a couch pillow and a blanket that Tighnari had provided. Not long after, she is joined by Nilou, right by her side, wrapping a strong arm around her before she closes her eyes. Then she mumbles quietly, “That was my reward.” Faruzan doesn’t move, but lets out a little laugh as she closes her eyes, too. She is starting the year with her feelings for Nilou as strong as they ever have been.
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9. Chapter Nine

Summary for the Chapter:
“Maybe you should hold onto me so we don’t get separated, Faruzan. You can look around at everything without having to worry about us losing each other in the crowd. There’s quite a lot of people out for the day, it could be easy for them to get between us if we don’t stay close,” Nilou suggests, not taking her own eyes off the many eye-catching buildings adorned with color.
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Faruzan doesn’t know what wish of hers is stronger. That she would forget everything from when she was drunk, or that she just would have acted differently and still remembered it all. She can’t find it in her to regret having received so much affection from Nilou, but she still feels extremely guilty. When she had woken up the next morning, Nilou was already gone, and Tighnari had informed Faruzan that she’d said she needed to go meet with Ayaka.


 


Faruzan accepted it, but still felt anxiety eating away at her. Was she upset about Faruzan indulging so selfishly while Nilou was clearly not herself? Did she think Faruzan was weird and disgusting now? Did she 

hate 

Faruzan? Such questions were thrown around in her head over and over until they couldn’t be contained and she ended up asking her friends still present.


 


“Faruzan, please be serious right now. She clinged to you all night, she basically claimed you during that TCG game when she pulled you 

into her lap

. I wouldn’t have even been surprised if she pulled you in for a kiss at midnight. You cuddled all night! She definitely doesn’t hate you,” Kaveh argues, arms crossed over his chest like he finds it very important to be right about this.


 


“She was also drinking! But… she did kiss my cheek at midnight,” Faruzan mutters, a blush rising to her face at the memory. It had been so unexpected and fast at the busy time that she hadn’t gotten the chance to truly process it until now. Faruzan felt like the fireworks that had been outside were going off inside her stomach instead.


 


“WHAT?!” The question comes out of four different mouths, everyone else present besides Layla. They all look at her, incredulous and as if she just told them she’d committed a felony. She wonders how much worse it would be if she told them about Nilou’s comment of the kiss being her reward she’d asked for after her TCG win.


 


They’d probably lose it and insist that it meant something it didn’t, just like they were now. Faruzan wanted to tell them, yet also didn’t if it meant that they would get loud about it again and get upset if she denied it having a deeper meaning. Both of which would definitely happen, because her friends were dead set on their relationship going from platonic to romantic.


 


Faruzan knows it’s because they want her to be happyーshe wishes she could be, too. Faruzan isn’t completely dumb when it comes to romance, having watched her own friends fall in love before, pursue each other to the best of their ability. She knows that the things Nilou did last night may not have been considered totally platonic in a normal situation.


 


However, the situation wasn’t normal, and it made 

all 

the difference. If Nilou had been soberーmaybe, just 

maybe 

Faruzan might question the extent of Nilou’s feelings towards her. Nilou wasn’t, though, having had at least two drinks, one being particularly strong. Everyone had different limits to when alcohol hit them, and who knew what Nilou’s was? Who knew how it would make her behave?


 


“Before any of you say 

anything

, listen. Seriously, listen. I must repeat, she was drinking! Have any of you ever been around her while drinking before? Do you have any idea how fast she gets drunk or how she acts when she is? Besides that, it’s a tradition to kiss on the new year! All of you were busy doing that and that’s why you didn’t see it happen!”


 


“For 

couples. 

We kissed because we are dating, couples kiss! Neither you or Nilou are dating, so she shouldn’t have kissed you, but she did. Faruzan, can’t you see? She likes you and I hate that I was right that you’d deny it even when kissed,” Tighnari insisted, and was met with nods by the others listening, besides Faruzan, of course.


 


“Well Nilou and I don’t have partners so maybe she wanted to indulge in the tradition and kissing a friend’s cheek was the next best thing she could do. She’s the closest with me physically out of us all, so she might have felt comfortable enough. Or just drunk. She doesn’t like me that way, or at least we don’t know it for certain.”


 


“Aha! The shell is slowly cracking, you didn’t straight out deny it this time! I know you’re starting to see it. Even you can’t fully defend her anymore,” Layla says, prideful at the accusation. Kaveh laughs and adds, “Faruzan just stands by her canceled wife but it’s getting too much as it goes on.”


 


“Canceled wife? Where do you even get these things… Anyway, maybe if Nilou 

actually 

kisses me, not while drunk and not on new years and not on the cheek, then, 

and only then, 

will I seriously consider it,” Faruzan finally settles on, and she actually means it. If even after all of that it isn’t what all of her friends think, then she’ll accept her fate of having an apparently extremely clingy and affectionate friend that she’s hopelessly fallen for.


 


“The bar is low, but then, who knows if Nilou would be brave enough to actually kiss you after how you’ve reacted to all of her previous advances,” Alhaitham comments, as if it’s something he actually needs to come to a serious conclusion over, like a thesis. If Faruzan’s miserable love life was a thesis, at least she’d be way better at handling it.


 


Then, Faruzan feels incredulous because 

what is that supposed to mean? 

Faruzan had reacted like anyone would have! It wasn’t her fault that Nilou had caught her off guard, especially when she was already deeply affected by everything the other girl did! It was unfair to decide Nilou’s future actions based on Faruzan’s past ones.


 


But then… Faruzan realizes that if she had been Nilou, she would feel discouraged, too. Faruzan hadn’t rejected anything Nilou had done, sure. She had even shown a little bit of enthusiasm, but Faruzan also hadn’t reciprocated in any way, too scared to try because she was convinced that Nilou’s actions hadn’t meant anything. If she had done something, she could risk making Nilou uncomfortable and that was the last thing she wanted.


 


When faced with these possibilities, she also recalls how her friends told her she needed to put effort into her relationship with Nilou, and things are pretty much decided. Faruzan needs to do 

something 

to show her interest and dedicationーnothing too crazy or overwhelming, but enough that it will convey that she cares and will hopefully get the message across to Nilou that she is more than okay with, well, anything really.


 


ー


 


Classes start up again now that the new year has arrived. Faruzan is nearly finished with the last of her degree and she can kiss university goodbye, though her work will never cease. Unfortunately, this means she has almost no classes with her friends, save for one with Tighnari that he’d decided to take on a whim. Her schedule becomes full again with courses and studying, just as it had been.


 


It wouldn’t be something Faruzan would have noticed or cared about before, but now she can’t help feeling a little melancholy at how it keeps her from seeing Nilou or talking to her. Nilou hadn’t contacted her again since the new year and it was making Faruzan think of all the worst outcomes. She knows she already went through it all with her friends but she can’t help the doubts flooding back in when time continues to pass with nothing.


 


Sometimes, it shines through enough while she’s studying that Keqing has enough pity on her to try to encourage her to text Nilou first. Faruzan has gotten similar advice from the rest of her friends, but feels like it isn’t right for her to be the one reaching out if Nilou truly doesn’t want to talk to her, out of regret or anything else. So Faruzan waits, and days turn to weeks, then a month.


 


February’s only important day on Faruzan’s calendar is Alhaitham’s birthday. He never does anything, preferring to stay in with as few people as possible (Kaveh). Because of that, Faruzan doesn’t suppose she’ll have anything to go out for besides buying him a gift to present to him next time she sees him. She also wishes Alhaitham would just once be more social so she might have the chance to see Nilou again.


 


Of course, such a thing does not happen, but when Alhaitham’s birthday does come, she at least gets a text from Nilou for the first time in over a month now. She doesn’t believe her eyes at first when she sees the notification, thinking, maybe her sleep-deprived mind is playing tricks on her like an oasis in a desert. Then anxiety takes over when it doesn’t fade away with a few blinks.


 


She doesn’t waste any time after that, typing faster than she thought she possibly could to open her phone. Nilou’s message is a short and simple one, and it’s not what Faruzan was expecting. She hadn’t expected 

anything

, but this was still completely outside of it.


 



Hi Faruzan, might you know what kind of gift Haitham would like for his birthday?



 


Okay, it’s not as if she thought Nilou would straightforwardly bring up what happened right at the start, yet why did Faruzan’s heart ache at the question? Was she planning to ignore it forever? There’s nothing really 

wrong 

with that, Faruzan had wanted to as well, but for some reason it hurts when it’s coming from Nilou.


 



He enjoys reading a lot, any book would probably keep him entertained, but especially any that would test his oh so brilliant mind. He doesn’t like going out much so maybe something that would keep him busy at home. Kaveh might have some better ideas since he’s around him way more, you might want to ask him.



 


That’s the end of the conversation, Faruzan is almost sure, or maybe Nilou might say thank you, but then it would certainly be the end. Faruzan doesn’t know how to feel anything but drained, despite knowing there’s not really anything else to be said. Nilou didn’t have to offer any words about the past, Faruzan was simply taking things too hard.


 


But then, if it was all in Faruzan’s head, why would Nilou have avoided her for a month? Before the incident, Nilou texted her at least once a week with something to talk about, even if it wasn’t something important like a birthday or event. Faruzan always answered happily, carrying on any conversation, sometimes initiating her own.


 


The only reason she had avoided the initiative now was because of the circumstances, but if Nilou had done the same, it had to mean something, right? Faruzan tries to think of any other reasons that would make sense of it all, but her exhaustion is working wonders on processing anything but her course material.


 



Thank you for your suggestions!



 



Do you have any plans in three days from now? I’d love to spend some time with you then.



 


Faruzan doesn’t even bother to look at a calendar, knowing she doesn’t have anything to do any time soon besides going to class and studying after. 

Studying can wait for a little of it’s for the sake of finally seeing Nilou again! 

Faruzan immediately shudders at the thought, but can’t deny it at all as she looks at her papers with a small amount of guilt. Not enough to have her refusing, though.


 



I have no plans, I’d also love to spend some time together! Text me what time would be good to meet, I’ll send you my course schedule for the day. I look forward to it :)



 


Later that day, she gets a text from Alhaitham in response to her wishing him a happy birthday, and has half a mind to laugh at how invested he has been lately in her situation.


 



As my present, you can simply take Nilou out.



 


ー


 


Faruzan only realizes she has agreed to a Valentine’s day meeting the day of said meeting while she’s getting dressed. She’s putting on a dress that she thinks makes her look particularly cute and shifting through a small collection of hairpins when Keqing looks at her with a sly smirk that she immediately knows means teasing.


 


“Did our Madam Faruzan ask someone to be her valentine this year? No, no, it must have been the other way around, the way she is always sought-after, but thinking she actually accepted for once? Just who is the special girl?” Keqing says as she walks around Faruzan and clearly observes her choice of clothing.


 


Faruzan wants to tease her right back about how Keqing always dresses especially nice in every detail when she goes on dates with her own partner, but that would probably only lead to more teasing so she goes against it and her eyes go wide again when she realizes that, it is indeed the fourteenth and people everywhere are celebrating Valentine’s Day.


 


“Oh? Don’t tell me you only just realized that you’ve been asked out… You know what, I am not even surprised anymore. Please, 

please

 say it was Nilou who asked. If not, you should cancel.” Faruzan feels embarrassed beyond belief that she truly didn’t know what day it was, so she only nods to tell Keqing that it was indeed Nilou who had asked.


 


“Faruzan! The one and only love of your life asked you out on a date for this special day! Aren’t you excited? This basically confirms how she feels about you! If you really don’t come back with a girlfriend after this, I don’t know what I’ll do, you’ll truly be hopeless!”


 


Faruzan shoots her an offended look, wanting to accept Keqing’s words with how things had been previouslyーbut with the one month break between talking, she really couldn’t be sure. What if Nilou didn’t realize what day it was either? Or this was a thing like new years where it was just a substitute as the best thing Nilou could get as a single person with a friend who is also single?


 


This time, it wasn’t completely insane to come to that conclusion, as she had actually experienced this before. Faruzan had previously gone out with Kaveh several times for Valentine’s Day due to the both of them being single before Kaveh and Alhaitham started dating. Kaveh would mope all alone otherwise, so he would invite Faruzan to spend time with him, whether that was staying in or going out.


 


They had gotten mistaken as a couple more than once because of it, but they were so comfortable that they didn’t care, and even used it to their advantage for couples discounts on the holiday. Faruzan’s head spinsーwould she and Nilou be mistaken for a couple? Would Nilou hurry to deny it or simply ignore it? Would she 

agree

? Faruzan doesn’t think her heart would be able to take it if she did.


 


“I know that look, Faruzan. Stop overthinking! I don’t know what excuses you could possibly be making up over this but just don’t! Go and enjoy your date with Nilou and focus on having a good time, whether you think she likes you or not,” Keqing cuts off her worries. Faruzan is thankful that she does as she takes a deep breath to silence all of her doubt.


 


Once Faruzan feels that she looks her best, she heads to Nilou’s dorm to pick her up and the entire walk there she tries not to think. It’s Valentine’s Day and she’s going out with the girl she likes way too much. Nilou asked her to do it, and Faruzan hadn’t even known. Does it mean anything? How does Nilou feelー


 


“Faruzan! It’s been a while, I’m so sorry! Oh, let’s start walkingーI’ve just been so busy with classes starting again, you know? I’ve got so many new things to master and practice has taken up so much of my time that I barely have the time or energy to even pick up my phone! Ayaka has been getting very tired of me since all I can do is vent to her and I’m always at the dorm if I’m not at the studio!”


 


Oh, her voice is so lovely to hear again, Faruzan had missed it so much more than she even realized, despite how much she’d been thinking about the other girl. It felt like a privilege to get some of Nilou’s time after hearing that, and she realizes that she’d been overthinking again about Nilou ignoring her. Of course, why would Nilou avoid her? Faruzan feels relieved.


 


“I can definitely understand that. I’m so close to finishing my degree that my classes require way more work than before so I’ve been stuck in my dorm doing nothing but research unless an assignment requires me to go out for whatever reason. Keqing is the same as ever, just like me, so our dorm feels like a void of nothing but studying. We both look like zombies by the time we get to bed in the very late hours of night, or really early morning and coffee is all that keeps us going.”


 


Faruzan isn’t really sure where they’re headed, as Nilou had planned and told her that it was a surprise, so she follows Nilou’s footsteps right by her side. She’s full of anticipation and excitement to see where they’ll end up, but really, she’d be happy even if they arrived at a garbage dump. The real treat of all of this is getting to spend time with Nilou, no matter where that happens to be.


 


Nilou slightly frowns at her but huffs a small laugh, “I trust you know your limits, but you really should make sure to take care of yourself between all of that work. It’s not good for you to drink too much caffeine or stay up too long! Forgive me for commenting on your habits, but I don’t want you becoming a zombie before we can spend more time together!”


 


Even such a small and simple comment has Faruzan blushing. Any of her friends would share the sentiment of not wanting Faruzan to overwork herself to an unhealthy point, but her feelings for Nilou make it sound like a romantic confession that it certainly is not. She shakes it off in her head but her heart continues to pump heavily in her chest.


 


“I’ll make sure to take care of all of it as best as I can. Don’t worry, even if I become a zombie I’ll stay by your side so we can still spend time together,” Faruzan says, hoping it comes off as an innocent joke and doesn’t sound like a confession of her own (but unlike Nilou, she would actually mean it). It seems to be successful, Nilou laughing in lieu of a reply as they continue on their way.


 


Faruzan recognizes that they’re going towards the busiest part of the city where many attractions would be for any tourists, filled with places to walk around and grab all kinds of food. The curiosity seeps back into her mind as she looks around, seeing plenty of love-themed decorations in celebration of a day basically meant for relationships.


 


“Maybe you should hold onto me so we don’t get separated, Faruzan. You can look around at everything without having to worry about us losing each other in the crowd. There’s quite a lot of people out for the day, it could be easy for them to get between us if we don’t stay close,” Nilou suggests, not taking her own eyes off the many eye-catching buildings adorned with color.


 


Faruzan looks at Nilou for an amount of time she isn’t sure of, because everything feels like it has slowed. Where would she hold Nilou? Maybe looping their arms together? Or with a hand around the waist like Nilou seemed to enjoy doing? Faruzan scans Nilou’s body for a place, when her eyes fall to one of her hands. It’s hanging between them, and it looks 

so 

lonely with nothing to hold onto.


 



Tighnari and everyone else said I needed to try harder and show my interest, right? Maybe… I can show my interest by initiating a little bit of skinship? Nilou is the one who suggested it, but there are options that are more subtle, and holding hands is usually done by couples, right? Well, Nilou did hold hands with Lumine that time… No, no, no! None of that, just go for it, Faruzan! Ugh, Kaveh is getting to me…



 


With Kaveh’s voice in her head telling her to go for it, Faruzan braces herself and then grabs Nilou’s hand and before she can lose her courage, she laces their fingers together to make it more clear that she did this for more than the suggestion. She 

wanted 

this, she wanted as much as Nilou was willing to give her and more. Embarrassment finally took over enough to make her turn her head and pretend she was taken by more decor, a little afraid of how Nilou would react to her touch.


 


It takes a few seconds, but then she feels a reassuring squeeze to her palm and when she looks back, Nilou is smiling as if Faruzan had done something truly wonderful. Faruzan wishes she could make Nilou smile that way all the time and if all it took was holding her hand, then she would never let go.


 


Faruzan spends the rest of the way without paying any attention to their surroundings, her eyes glued to her hand tangled with Nilou’s. She’s felt it before, and Nilou’s hand is just as comfortable and soft as before, and so warm. Faruzan is starting to think that no matter what she experienced or learned about Nilou, she would love it. Even if it was imperfect or impractical, Faruzan couldn’t possibly dislike anything if it was a part of the whole that made up Nilou.


 


Their destination ends up being a huge garden, and Faruzan only realizes when she sees the sign that Tighnari has often told her about it, but she has never been. It’s very beautiful from where they stand, and she feels that even Tighnari’s words hadn’t done it justice. Of course, it’s also filled with plenty of other couples who are admiring the lovely scenery of the place.


 


“This is one of the few places in the city where my favorite flower grows. It’s called a Padisarah. There’s some over here, come on!” Nilou excitedly leads the way, pulling on Faruzan’s hand, and Faruzan can’t fight off a huge smile. Nilou had already told her about her favorite flower, and she still remembered its name, but hadn’t yet gotten the chance to see it herself.


 


She looks down at the flowers with attentive eyes. Their petals are white on the outer parts of them, but the inner parts and into the center are a deep purple, almost blending into a blue color. Even the leaves that poke out of the stem have a touch of purple to their edges. Faruzan had always thought blue looked the most exceptional on Nilou, but seeing her next to the Padisarah, the purple seems to enhance her beauty even more.


 


Faruzan thinks she would look lovely with one tucked behind her ear, or with them braided into her long hair. Unfortunately, the garden forbids the picking of any flowers to visitors so Faruzan simply smiles as she strokes the petals of one of them gently. Nilou looks starry-eyed as she stares at the group of them, and Faruzan shares the same look, only directed at Nilou.


 


After they look at that group, Nilou shows her all around the garden, where more flowers and places to sit and admire everything are. There’s a beautiful fountain in the middle of it all, and they sit there together for a while as they engage in conversation about what they’ve been busy with lately. Faruzan rants about the thesis she is working on and how hard it is to get everything she needs, and Nilou tries her best to explain some of the difficulties of the studio.


 


Faruzan hadn’t realized it, but it seemed like it was actually a very complex thing to find a space and time to practice, and then it was even more so to try and master everything and put it all together into something presentable. Nilou has to make her own performances to be judged on, and Faruzan cannot even fathom how laborious that must be, and she still does it so masterfully. Faruzan at least knows how anxiety-inducing it is to work really hard on something and have it broken down piece by piece for a score.


 


Faruzan also gets to learn even more about Nilou and it is a true treat as Nilou tells her about a treasured teacher she had when growing up who taught her all that she knows, and about how she draws inspiration from everything around her, whether it is from people, things, or situations. Faruzan tries to explain the lack of materials she has to study her special interests in her field, and how nobody is ever willing to work with her, but ends up feeling too embarrassed about it to continue for long.


 


She really does sound like the definition of a geek and she wants to take her words back so Nilou won’t have that perception of her, but then Nilou is gripping both of her hands and sharing her sentiment with… excitement? Eagerness? Faruzan can’t really tell, but Nilou starts to tell her how relatable the struggle is, because there aren’t many people who care for her love towards ancient performances from or about goddesses and Lesser Lord Kusanali.


 


It makes Faruzan think back to the one and only performance she’d seen Nilou do, about the Goddess of Flowers, relating to the history of Lesser Lord Kusanali. So, Nilou must be an even bigger enthusiast than she previously thought. She’s shocked that anyone wouldn’t agree to something involving Nilou’s talent, no matter the subject, because her execution was 

perfect

. Maybe they were intimidated.


 


Faruzan decides to open up a little more about her research after that, about how much she loves studying old technology and trying to figure it all out, ancient civilizations always fascinating her. It was a topic that not many researchers were interested in because of how complicated it was, especially as it got deeper and deeper, but Faruzan loved the challenge of it.


 


The time passes by without either of them realizing, and they decide to get something to eat before they head back to their dorms. By now the sun has started to set, and Faruzan is surprised when they arrive at a restaurant that is clearly meant for people who have the time and money to sit down and savor a nice meal (Faruzan doesn’t usually fall into that classification as a broke university student).


 


Nilou must see that on her face, clarifying that she will be paying. Faruzan almost feels guilty, but doesn’t dare to argue, deciding to just get something that doesn’t cost much. They sit next to a big window that gives them a 

fantastic 

view of the parking lot outside, but it still feels wonderful. The real view for Faruzan is Nilou across from her, anyway.


 


Dinner is much less full of conversation, but it’s nice just being together, enjoying the food and company. Nilou forces Faruzan to accept food from her own plate with the insistence that she needs to eat more so she won’t pass out while working, and Faruzan internally goes a little bit insane over the two of them sharing a utensil, because her heart is terribly fond of Nilou.


 



It’s an indirect kiss. Gods, that’s so cheesy and stupid and Nilou probably doesn’t even realize it, much less care, so why is my stomach fluttering? Why can’t I just kiss her for real? Oh what I wouldn’t give… Shut up!



 


“Are you all finished, Faruzan? We can head back if you want, or did you want some dessert, too?” Nilou asks, smiling at Faruzan’s empty plate. Faruzan wishes she wasn’t done, but she wouldn’t dare to make Nilou buy her something else just so she could selfishly indulge in her time even longer. She nods as she gets up, and they walk back to their dorms together, hands finding each other again. Normally, she leaves Nilou at her dorm first, but tonight, Nilou wants to take her to hers first.


 


When they’re at Faruzan’s door, she turns to thank Nilou for everything, wishing she had a gift of some kind to repay her for it all or just for the sake of the day, but her ignorance had doomed her to rely on words for now. She’d make sure to get Nilou something next time she had the time to go out.


 


“Thank you so much, Nilou. I had a great time, the best I’ve had in a while. I feel like I finally had the chance to unwind from studying and it was the best, because it was with you there. I hope that we won’t have to wait too long until we can do something like this again, and I’m sorry that I couldn’t get you something, too.”


 


Faruzan scratches at the nape of her neck as she says the words, feeling shy now that it’s really just the two of them like this. Nilou is just so pretty and sweet and her eyes are so big and blue, and her smile is dazzlingーFaruzan is too caught up with everything about her. Faruzan might just melt if she falls any harder for the girl in front of her.


 


Nilou only smiles brighter at that, and then without a word she wraps her arms around Faruzan and pulls her into a tight hug, one hand around her waist and the other coming up to touch the one Faruzan had still been scratching at her neck with. Faruzan wants so badly to wrap her arms around Nilou, too, but before she even has the chance Nilou pulls away, but she doesn’t go very far.


 


Their faces are so close, and Faruzan feels like she shouldn’t even let a breath invade the small space between them. Nilou is looking at Faruzan’s eyes with what seems to be determination, shifting back and forth as if she’s testing them, waiting for them to do something that will give her an answer to whatever she’s silently asking.


 


Faruzan doesn’t know what to do, what answer is the one Nilou wants, and it worries her beyond belief in that small moment. She can’t let herself get it wrong, she’s never cared more about being right, even in all her years of research where she hadn’t paid attention to anything else. She’s panicking, of course she is. How can she know the answer to a question she’s never been asked?


 


Nilou has been slowly leaning in, and then all at once, she’s stepping back, coughing into her fist with an awkward laugh, no longer looking at Faruzan at all. Faruzan has never been more frustrated in her life as she is in that moment, and she doesn’t even clearly know why. She does know, though, that she was wrong, and she hates that.


 


“Of course. As soon as possible, we’ll see each other again. There was no need for gifts, but it is getting late! I should get back home before Ayaka starts worrying, ha! Thank you, Faruzan… Please excuse me,” Nilou blurts out, turning her back before she even finishes talking, and Faruzan is powerless to stop her or do anything really. Why was she so useless at these things?


 


Nilou’s back is fading in the distance before she knows it, and she sighs heavily when she finally turns to go inside her dorm, where she immediately drops onto her bed, face burrowing into her pillow. Keqing isn’t home, probably still out with girlfriend, so Faruzan just lets herself take deep breaths and process the entire day she’d spent with Nilou.


 


She can’t allow herself to keep denying it, no matter how many doubts she harbors inside of herself. Nilou must feel 

something 

for her, and she has to make it clear that she does too, no matter what it takes.



Notes for the Chapter:
yay! im so scared tbh but i hope this came out okay!! as always, comments and kudos are appreciated <3


Author’s Note:let me know if u enjoyed in the comments!! comments and kudos are very appreciated although i know theres not many of us (faruzan/nilou enjoyers) i dont have an update schedule set in stone but i am hoping to update as fast as i can and the next update should come by kaveh’s birthday! getting him lesbians too lol





