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    Nilou has no idea what she’s doing here.

It’s late at night, the type of late where otherwise she would be firmly against standing outside a friend’s house in pitch black, dressed only in her nightgown, shivering as she rings the doorbell. But the fact that she’s risking Alhaitham’s wrath by showing up to his house at all unannounced–especially at this ungodly hour–is a true testament to how dire the situation is.

Only a few seconds later, the door opens. Thankfully, it’s Kaveh, with dark circles lining his eyes and tousled hair, an otherwise contrast to the glamorous state he keeps it in usually. Looks like it was another late night for him as well.

“What are you doing here at–” He stops to check his watch. “Three twenty six in the morning…?”

She takes a deep breath. “I think I killed someone.”

—

Kaveh is, in Nilou’s opinion, one of the more fun people from the Academiya to be around. For starters, he doesn’t go around calling her passion and life’s work worthless. Second, he’s oddly knowledgeable about burying dead bodies.

“I keep this plan in case Alhaitham really pisses me off one day,” he explains, sitting on a bench in his garden while Nilou is hard at work shovelling dirt. “What’s the point of having a Vision like mine if you don’t embrace its benefits?”

Nilou shrugs. “To be honest, personally I just wanted one for my performances. Elemental powers can save a bunch of the budget needed for special effects”

He waves his hand. “No harm in that. I’m Focalors or whoever hands these out can appreciate art. Oh and, by the way, the corpse is starting to stink.”

Nilou pauses and leans into its spot under Kaveh’s feet on the ground to smell it. It is horrible, she thinks, gagging. “Of course this haunts me even from the afterlife.”

Kaveh stands up after deeming the hole to be deep enough. “Speaking of his afterlife… are you going to address the rotting elephant in the room and actually tell me what happened?”

She pauses for a minute and takes in a deep breath, thinking of how to summarise the previous day’s events all in one go. “It was an accident,” she starts.

Kaveh rolls his eyes. “Honey, I’m sure it was. Further elaboration?”

“So, basically, I wanted to visit Collei and the others in the forest for a small performance. The performance itself was great! Everybody loved my dance, and I found out that the  shades of the leaves are the perfect shades to compliment my own colour scheme. But after it ended, I had to… well… use the restroom. So Tighnari pointed his room out to me.”

Nilou and Kaveh start to lift the tiny figure up and slowly dump him not-so-gracefully into the hole. She brushes back a strand of her hair that escaped the bun she put it in, and wipes the sweat off her neck with a damp towelette (one from Kaveh’s expansive collection) as they start to shovel back the excess dirt. When they’re done, Kaveh holds his hand out, his Vision emanating a slight glow as flowers sprout from the ground. By the time he’s done, it’s just another inconspicuous rose bush in the garden.

Then, Nilou continues.

“But after I came out from the restroom, for some reason, all the lanterns had turned off. I think the breeze was strong? And it wouldn’t have mattered, but then, I saw someone’s silhouette moving. And-And for some reason the shadows really made it seem like the spear in his arms was actually a knife–so you know, I had to defend myself! All it took was one small wave for his.. erm..”

“For his head to fall off,” Kaveh finishes. “…It’s a shame, I think Tighnari really loved him.”

She sighs. “Actually, it was him who asked me to bring Cyno here.”

There’s a slight pause. “Ah, makes sense. I wouldn’t want that thing lurking about in my house either.”

 

She does want to defend it, but also, being caught off guard by it was also the reason why she and Kaveh were now actively involved in covering up a crime scene. Which was sad, because she didn’t really think she would be the type of star to be imprisoned in their career. How would themes about incarceration even transfer to dance? (Maybe songwriters and poets really did have it easier.)

“Who the fuck made it anyways? The last time I hung out with Tighnari and Collei, Alhaitham had annoyed me so bad I really didn’t hear what they were complaining about over the sound of my own problems.”

Nilou takes a seat on the bench. “Apparently, Cyno met an alchemist on their trip to Monstadt who had a bit of free time on his hands and was… surprisingly open to receiving commissions.”

Kaveh snorts.  “Of course it was someone from Monstadt behind this. People from that nation always try to overcompensate because of the abandonment issues from their archon disappearing. Meanwhile I’m out here working like a dog trying to get that asshole Alhaitham to approve funding for my project for what, four months now? That fucking asshole–”

She clears her throat. “I think we might, uh, be getting sidetracked. As… expected, Cyno felt like the best thing to commission would be, to be blunt, a life sized replica of himself so that Tighnari and Collei wouldn’t get lonely every time he was on a particularly distracting case. Apparently, it came with 105 pre-recorded jokes by Cyno to play at… what was it? Yeah–10 minute intervals.”

For a second, there’s silence. It’s finally crossing the border to awkward when the wildest, sleaziest laugh escapes from Kaveh’s mouth, booming in the silence of the night. Something about it makes Nilou’s heart slow down in its pounding as well.

“Holy shit!” Kaveh barks, burying his head in his arms to contain his laughs. “How the fuck did it survive for as long as it did?”

She laughs. “Quite difficultly, I think. Did you see the stab marks in its neck?”

“Oh god,” Kaveh squeezes out as his laughter slows down. Something about the motion seems to make the scene a bit more comfortable for Nilou, and the slightest pang of drowsiness hits her.

She exhales and lays her head down on Kaveh’s lap when he sits upright again. It seems like the day’s adrenaline rush is finally wearing off, she notes, running her fingers through Kaveh’s hair. In return, he brushes another stray strand of her hair out her eyes. It’s a strangely domestic scene, one that either one of them would rather be dead than caught in–neither of them have the time or reputation to focus on relationships, and being involved in Maths for a livelihood is enough to deter Nilou from close companionship with anyone.

(Good thing both of their interests lie elseways. Still, the bond between two people of the opposite genders but same community was surprisingly hard to top.)

The moment is broken, however, when someone clears their throat rather rudely.

“If you two are done fondling,” Alhaitham says, his tone biting. Nilou thinks there might just be the slightest undertone of jealousy in there. “I would much rather not be awoken quite rudely by the rearranging of my own garden.”

Kaveh recoils without even a concern for what his roommate is doing there. It’s almost impressive. “What do you mean your yard, you pompous piece of–”

Nilou stands up and curtsies. She doesn’t have Kaveh’s certain capacity for dealing with Alhaitham’s starkness, and especially not when it’s a consequence of her own actions. Atleast Alhaitham didn’t notice anything particularly incriminating going on. After a small apology, she’s gone.

—

For the next few days, Nilou’s life returns to normal. There’s performances at the Zubayr Theatre, abusing the option to put more drinks on Alhaitham’s tab with Kaveh, those chance encounters with Dehya (where she’s struggling to get a word out in front of the Flame-Mane in her incandescent beauty) and the tedious mechanisms of daily life in Sumeru city.

It’s only one day, while Nilou is about to return home from the theatre while the vendors pack up their carts and the children start to get carted off by their parents, that Nilou notices a new poster on their dashboard.

MISSING, is written in loud red letters. 5’6, white haired, brown skinned. An expert puppet of the General Mahamatra made by Knights of Favonius’s famed Chief Alchemist Albedo Kreideprinz. With the General and the entirety of the Matra forces involved in investigating it’s disappearance, it is now the most high profile mystery the nation of Sumeru has seen in almost a decade.

And the perpetrators in its abduction? Wanted dead or alive.

Something in Nilou’s demeanour breaks. “Oh, shit.”

  


