
see me in hindsight (tangled up with you all night)




 un.






For someone as well-connected as Navia, time alone was a rarity in and of itself. Between busy days meeting with clients and fixing far too many problems for one person to handle, Navia was stretching herself thin. Even her own attendants can’t seem to give her a break. She knows they mean well for all their overprotective bluster and mother-hen behaviour but even they did her head in after literal  hours  spent trying to shake them off. It’s a wonder how her Papa managed to deal with them back when he was President of the Spina di Rosula.


Late nights were a loophole. A blessing in disguise during which she could finally have some time to breathe. Her midnight walks became a creature comfort she could scarcely do without.



If only she could figure out a way to enjoy them in complete solitude.


For wherever Navia goes, her   knight   was never far behind.


Navia sighs, eyeing the shifting silhouette over her shoulder.



“I thought we agreed that you don’t have to do this anymore, Clorinde.”



Clorinde steps out of the shadows with a sheepish incline of her head, rapier glinting under the moonlight as she comes to a halt in front of her.



“Force of habit I’m afraid,” Clorinde responds, holding out a hand for Navia to take, a slight smile quirking at the edges of her lips.


“I wish your habits were more conducive to my privacy,” Navia mutters under her breath.

She  should  be bothered by Clorinde’s near constant presence. Scratch that, she should be   livid.


Yet the nights in Fontaine carried a bitter chill and Clorinde was very, very warm.


Who cares what they look like to the occasional passerby? Navia certainly doesn’t. People can speculate about their relationship all they want and it  still  wouldn’t be enough to make any of that drivel true. Sue her for being genre savvy but Navia would sooner take a romantic stroll with a woman she wants to smack over the head with her parasol as opposed to freezing. And the problems that may come with it? Well, she’ll happily leave them for future Navia to deal with.


Navia moves with surprising swiftness, lacing their fingers, arms locked together at the elbow as she nestles into Clorinde’s side.



The familiar scent of gunpowder, ozone and the faintest hint of cologne greets her. Navia fights her mortification at how comforted she is by it, nails slightly digging into Clorinde’s arm.



They were hardly friends. Acquaintances at most now that the animosity had faded. Things never quite returned to the way they once were. Back when Navia was hopelessly infatuated with the rising star of the court duelists. Back when Clorinde could face her without the shadows in her eyes. Back when Navia could daydream about being held in her arms without her feelings being tainted by anger and grief.



Things were never going to be the same. Not that Clorinde had been anything but chivalrous towards her the entire time that they have known each other. Following her around like a loyal dog did its owner, perking up at the slightest sliver of praise. A fearsome hound keeping her out of harm’s way; expecting nothing else in return.



Still, Navia struggles with what to make of her. 


It’s funny the way the world works. It just takes a single blight to wither a relationship. Even one that never had the proper chance to bloom.

Clorinde was awkward at her best and emotionally constipated at her worst. A recipe for disaster when paired with Navia who has to make a conscious effort to disguise the heart she wears on her sleeve. Of course Papa just   had   to go and saddle her with someone so annoyingly difficult to read. All hard edges with walls stretching a mile wide.

 At least she’s still pretty to look at,  a more loose lipped, half buried part of Navia chimes in. Broad shoulders and proud features that spoke to an easy confidence in the way she carries herself. Not to mention she smelled absolutely delightful.


“You are…unusually quiet tonight,” Clorinde observes, head tilted to a side, violet eyes pinning Navia with her gaze.



Navia startles out of her reverie, cheeks flushing as she realises she’s been caught staring.



“Oh! I was just…thinking. About Papa. And about you,” she says, schooling her features and looking up at the luminescent glow of the moon overhead, a beacon of light that makes the Court of Fontaine pale in comparison. An overwhelming feeling of nostalgia overtakes her. “We used to go on walks together just like this when I was little. When he had more time to spare.”



“…I see,” Clorinde says before falling silent, a darkened cloud washing over her expression.



Ah, there were those walls again.



Navia knows all too well how Callas’ death haunts them both but she can’t tell whether it’s the guilt or the shame that came with striking down a man who was already willing to die for his honour.



She often wonders how Clorinde felt when she put her sword through Papa’s chest. To have known the exact moment his heart stop beating and still be able to look Navia in the eye.


But Navia doesn’t hate her. She doesn’t know   what   to feel.


How do they go on pretending that the one thing that tethers them to each other isn’t what has Navia tearing at the seams?



Clorinde stirs beside her, gently disentangling Navia’s fingers from her own and putting a noticeable amount of distance between them. She leans forward, barely an inch, tipping her hat in Navia’s direction, her other arm pressed neatly behind her back as she bows.



“My…most sincere apologies for imposing on you, Lady Navia. I truly don’t wish to cause you any more grief,” Clorinde says, stricken, face contorted by a flurry of emotions. “I shall make myself scarce.”



Heeled boots click against the cobblestone as Clorinde attempts to walk away but falters mid-step, feeling the sensation of hands curling into the fabric of her cloak, going stock-still as Navia rests her forehead against her back.



“I didn’t say you could leave,” Navia mumbles into the blue silk of Clorinde’s cloak, mind drawing a blank as to why she thought to stop her this way. Why she wanted Clorinde to stay with her longer.



She hates how vulnerable she feels in her presence; how easily her emotions bubble to the surface. Time spent far, far apart was certainly better for them both but the thought of being left alone to fester in her thoughts makes her stomach churn.



Clorinde turns around in her hold, placing her hands on Navia’s now trembling shoulders. “I suppose you didn’t. Please forgive me for my haste,” Clorinde says, eyes shining in an earnest apology.



It hurts to see. To know the same eyes that can hold so much kindness, so much warmth, were the same ones that stared vacantly while her Papa crumpled dead on the floor.


 Why, she wants to scream.   Why? Why? Why? 


 Why did you do it? Why did it have to be you? 



 Why can’t I bring myself to hate you? 


But Navia bites her tongue. The thoughts always struck when she was at her worst. She refuses to cling to the heaviness any longer. Not tonight. There’d be more time for questions. More time for Navia to get ahold of herself and to not think about all the things that kept her awake at night. She could find much better ways to spend her time.


After all, Clorinde made for a perfectly lovely distraction.



She smiles in lieu of a response, laying a hand over where one of Clorinde’s rests on her shoulder. “You can make it up to me by following through with our nightly walk,” she says with a flick of her hair over her shoulder, the ends of it whipping across Clorinde’s face as Navia steps away, walking past her in small but assured strides.


It’s hard to ignore the sounds of Clorinde floundering behind her. Navia doesn’t even need to turn to know that her wide-eyed look must be   priceless.

Navia counts the seconds before Clorinde jogs after her, humming with delight as she gets the timing  just  right.

“Far be it from me to turn down a request from you, my lady,” Clorinde murmurs as she sidles over until they are back to standing side by side, taking Navia’s hand and lifting it to her lips, brushing a gentle kiss across her knuckles.


The steady thump inside her chest follows a beat too late as they fall into step, the skin of Navia’s knuckles still tingling from the touch. She reasons that it’s the thrill of having this powerful, imposing woman wrapped around her little finger.



And if Navia knows anything, it’s that she’s always right.



 (Even when she isn’t.) 


 



deux.


 


It was rare that Navia ever received a personal missive, always too caught up with work to even acknowledge the ones she did receive, but when she noticed the sender of a certain letter laying unassumingly on her desk with the blue wax seal of a Champion Duelist; let’s just say she didn’t take too long to respond.


She’s been itching to meet with Clorinde again for quite some time now. Their nightly walks had become much harder to come by in the past few weeks and something about that displeased Navia more than she could fathom why. They certainly were more at ease with each other, but they barely even   talked. Only walked pressed close together to ward off the chill.

Still, an invitation to lunch was more than welcome. Navia could always push past some awkwardness for good food, even if it put a bigger dent on her wallet than she’d like.


 Nothing in life is free of drawbacks. 



That being the mantra she keeps repeating in her head as she steps into the overly extravagant practice hall reserved for senior duelists and their trainees. Navia crinkles her nose right when she drags herself further inside. The air is arid and damp all at once, tinged with the smell of sweat and sword polish.



Clorinde stands centre stage, expertly weaving through an overzealous group of greenhorn recruits. Navia gapes, mouth going dry from the way Clorinde pivots herself on her heels, utilizing her strong core to maintain her balance as she uses the blunt hilt of her rapier to knock her opponents to the ground. Lightning-quick and oh-so thorough.



Almost as if she notices that she’s being watched, Clorinde whips her head around to lock eyes with Navia over the carnage she’s left behind.



The ice in her violet eyes seems to melt almost instantly, softening further as they hone in on Navia’s face.



Navia feels an odd little stutter in her chest.



Is she coming down with something? Should she be worried?



But while she tosses around the idea of visiting a doctor briefly in her head, she ignores the train of thought in favour of aiming a casual wave in Clorinde’s direction.



Deft hands slide her rapier back into its scabbard with a metallic swish, aiming a glare at the pile of trainees writhing on the floor as they hurriedly scramble to escape her wrath.



Navia whistles as she walks over, impressed at the power Clorinde wields with just a glance. “Quite the tight ship you run here, Clorinde. I’m certain you’ve scared those poor boys stiff.”



“Their technique was sloppy. I was simply ensuring that they wouldn’t repeat the same mistakes,” Clorinde says, sighing as she pushes her matted hair away from her face. She’s dressed out of her usual uniform, tight leather breeches and a loose silk shirt with its sleeves rolled up to her elbows, gone slightly translucent from the presence of perspiration.


She looks…quite   dashing, really. Navia hates how she can’t shrug the thought away, but it’s not like she wasn’t thinking the obvious. It’s a common consensus among the unattached young ladies of Fontaine that Champion Duelist Clorinde is  exceedingly  handsome.

Not that Navia particularly chooses to prescribe to that opinion, but, well, she isn’t  blind.  Especially as Clorinde’s shirt rides down to expose her defined collarbones as she eases out of a stretch.


Navia clears her throat with an exaggerated cough, using her hand to shield the hint of red playing on her cheeks. “Hard not to make mistakes when your sword’s a glorified toothpick,” she mumbles, pointedly avoiding Clorinde’s eyes.



Clorinde scoffs, crossing her arms. “I’d like to see you do better with that hunk of metal you call a weapon.”


“Oh,  please.  I could take you down with no sword at all,” Navia shoots back, turning her chin up haughtily.


An uncharacteristic smirk takes over Clorinde’s features and Navia suddenly feels very, very nervous.



“Care to make a wager then, my lady?” Clorinde says, the playful drawl in her voice goading Navia on.



Oh.



Oh.


She is   not   going to take that lying down.

“A chance to make you eat your words with my bare hands? Oh, how you   tempt   me so,” Navia purrs.


Clorinde smiles wider than Navia’s ever seen her do before, slightly feral in her excitement. “A single round should do, yes? With the last one on the ground paying for lunch.”



“I hope you like the taste of defeat, Clorinde,” Navia taunts as they circle around each other.



“Bold words,” Clorinde says with a quirk of her brow before her muscles flex, moving ever closer. “I should hope they’ll see you through.”



Pale eyelashes flutter as Navia twirls around, slipping past Clorinde with a giggle.


“That sounds an awful lot like you  hoping  I’d win.”


Clorinde doesn’t rise to the bait, bowing shallowly as she signals the start of their bout.



 “Allez!” 



Navia wastes no time in aiming for Clorinde’s shoulders. She knows her upper body strength can do it. Her claymore is made of far sterner stuff than a duelist is equipped to deal with.


But Clorinde is  fast.  Obscenely so.

She twists around Navia with practised grace, her movements reminiscent of a dancer. A dancer that was  born  to lead.


Navia barely manages to get a hit in before Clorinde changes their tempo again, right when she was finally getting used to the steps of their dance.



Jab. Dodge. Jab. Dodge.



Clorinde is the very picture of put-together, void of a single scratch as she beckons Navia with a finger.



It sort of feels as though Clorinde is playing with her food, a thought that fills Navia with vindictive rage. She tries to lunge forward, aiming for a spot on Clorinde’s torso.



But she’s a beat too slow.



A swift swipe under her legs is all it takes for Navia to tumble to the ground with a yelp as Clorinde seizes her wrists in one hand, holding them tight above her head. Navia squirms, attempting to knee her captor square in the stomach. Clorinde grunts but doesn’t relent, pinning Navia down fully with her body weight, hips pressed firmly against each other.



This time Navia almost finds herself making an entirely different sound. One that would have surely had her exiled from polite society. Clorinde looms over her with those electric eyes of hers, smug grin tugging up the corners of her mouth, a burning heat passing through their shared gaze.



If Navia didn’t do something soon, it likely wouldn’t just be their bet she’d lose, but also her dignity as a particularly insane thought to kiss that smirk straight off Clorinde’s lips strikes her.


Navia bites her lip in consternation before a lightbulb goes off in her head. No one  did  say she had to play by the rules,  did  they?


She cants her hips upwards, the suddenness of the movement causing Clorinde to release her hold on her wrists as Navia takes the chance to bury her face into the side of Clorinde’s neck, brushing her nose against her ear.



Navia relishes in the shiver that passes through Clorinde’s body at the touch as she leans closer to whisper in her ear, lips just barely grazing its shell.



“You make this too easy, Clorinde,” she husks, punctuating her words with a puff of hot breath.



Clorinde jolts, the momentary lapse in concentration allowing Navia to seize the upper hand, flipping them over to reverse their positions.



Navia grins at the near catatonic state Clorinde’s been reduced to, well assured of her victory.



“Checkmate, Sir Clorinde,” she lilts, gently bopping Clorinde on the nose.



Clorinde sighs, an embarrassed flush creeping down her neck as she turns her head to a side, resigning herself to her fate with a soft smile.



“I accept defeat, my lady.”



Navia bursts into a fit of giggles. She can’t help it, not when Clorinde looks every bit like a downtrodden pup.



She rolls off her, laughter still wracking her shoulders as she lies on the floor next to Clorinde, eyes trained to the ceiling.



It’s strange how much joy their little tussle brought to her. After her father passed, she had made it a point to avoid anything to do with dueling like the plague and that includes the beloved poster-child for dueling herself. The very same poster-child who Navia now finds herself oddly endeared by. Even more than she did prior to the fallout.



From the scrunch of her nose at the realisation that Navia had bested her to her gentle smile as she admits defeat. Navia will confess to keeping a close watch on her before, intrigued by the way Clorinde carries herself and the air of mystery surrounding her, but it’s only now that she can fully admit to it.



“I’ve always found you quite impressive, you know?”



Clorinde rolls on her side to face her. “Oh? How so?”



Navia shuts her eyes, drawing a slow breath. “The way you move. It’s so…graceful. The way your rapier becomes an extension of yourself. I always thought it was beautiful and you must certainly remember me attending a few of your exhibition matches, granted that was before, well, Papa.”



“Navia, I…” Clorinde attempts to respond, but stops right in her tracks as Navia presses a finger to her lips.



“Let me stop you there,” Navia commands, pulling away once she’s certain Clorinde won’t interrupt.


“I was angry at first. Wounded.   Outraged   even by the unfairness of it all. And in all honesty I still don’t know what to feel,” Navia says, slinging an arm over her eyes to ease the sting.


Sword-calloused hands curl into fists as Clorinde awaits her response with bated breath. It’s a tempting opportunity to leave her dangling on the edge of suspense, begging at her heels until she gives Clorinde the answers she’s longed to hear, but Navia could never be so cruel.



Not anymore.



Navia takes Clorinde’s hands into her own, easing out the tension in her fingers as she finally returns her gaze, sky blue burning into softened violet.



“But I know that I don’t hate you, Clorinde.”



I don’t think I ever did.


“Even though I tried really,  really  hard to,” she adds with another giggle, echoing bright and clear across the training hall.


Clorinde perks up at the sound and gone is the image of the ice-cold, stoic duelist; an eager to please puppy taking her place. The sight almost makes her laugh louder. If only the rest of Fontaine knew just how easy it was for Navia to compell their most feared champion to expose her soft underbelly.



“I…you don’t know how much it pleases me to hear you say that. Thank you. Truly,” Clorinde answers with a squeeze of their intertwined fingers.


“Don’t thank me yet! Seeing as I still won our little bet, I believe  someone  owes me lunch,” Navia teases with a self-satisfied curl of her lip.


Clorinde smiles, the sheer fondness in her gaze making Navia feel a strange flutter in her stomach.



“Whatever you want, Navia. Say it and it shall be yours,” she says as she brings their tangled hands to her lips.



A knightly pledge. Swearing fealty at her feet. Navia holds back how much the words affect her.



“Sweet, sweet promises, Clorinde,” Navia half-whispers, making no effort to move away.



Clorinde just keeps smiling.



And Navia likes to think that things between them will only get easier from here.



 (They don’t.)  


 



 trois.


 

Of all the times Navia had been caught outside during a torrential rainstorm, she has not once been without her trusty parasol. Fitting that the first time would be during the worst storm Fontaine has seen in  years.

Navia gnaws at her bottom lip, shifting uneasily on her feet as she seeks shelter under the protruding roof of a gaudy boutique she wouldn’t normally be caught dead near.  Thank God, it had already closed for the day. Navia is testy enough without an overeager store clerk trying to sell her clothes that weren’t even worth half the price.


It’s unlike her to be so sour but the rain always put a damper on her mood. Now even moreso as there’s no chance that she can possibly brave the downpour and scramble back to her office at the Spina di Rosula. She can’t ever recall a time where she enjoyed being caught out in the rain. The sight of the sky reduced to a dreary grey and the heaviness of her limp, waterlogged hair were things she would very much like to do without. But it was growing more and more apparent that the day was not going to be in her favour. She’s even starting to regret sending Silver and Melus on an entirely fabricated errand so she could gather intel for a case by herself.



Navia knows she makes a sorry sight, all soggy and sullen as the cold seeps into her skin. Her hat had been beyond saving, slumped sadly on the ground as she hopes to brood the rest of the storm away.



“Navia?” a familiar voice calls, breaking her out of her stupor.


Of course,  leave it to her personal knight in shining armour to show up when she’s at her worst.

“Are we back to stalking again, Clorinde?” Navia asks, not trying to hide just how miserable she feels even though she’s grown to look   forward   to Clorinde’s presence.


Clorinde raises a sceptical brow, a plain dark umbrella held over her head as the rain continues to pour down in heavy splatters. “I assure you, I had some business to attend to nearby. Commissioned a new sword, you see. Why are you standing here alone in the rain?”


Navia rolls her eyes. “Seeing as the alternative is me running back to my office like this and catching my death? I’m waiting out the storm,” she says, choosing to wring the water out of her hair to prove her point.


She’s certain her teeth have begun to chatter as she rubs her hands up and down her arms to stave off the cold. Clorinde frowns, reaching over to lift a damp lock of blonde hair between her fingers.



“You’re shivering,” Clorinde says as her frown deepens.



“Thank you for pointing out the obvious! Would you like a prize?” Navia hisses between her gritted teeth.



Clorinde just eyes her thoughtfully, closing her umbrella, leaning it against the side of the building and taking her spot at Navia’s side.


It’s strange how casual her motions have become. Clorinde used to approach their interactions with the care and caution one would an agitated cat. Well, Navia supposes her regular snide comments had something to do with that but that was  before  they established whatever this was between them.

“Just what  are  you doing?” Navia asks with a questioning tilt of her head as Clorinde unclips her cloak.


“Helping.”



And that’s the only response she gets before Clorinde gently wraps her cloak around Navia’s shoulders, the blue silk soft and warm on her shivering skin as Clorinde uses it to wipe away the remains of water on her face.



The fabric smells so much like Clorinde that Navia resists the urge to pull it up to her nose and take a deep inhale.



...But that would be strange, wouldn’t it? 



The now all too familiar flutter goes off in Navia’s chest and she feels the irrational impulse to get as close as she possibly can to the woman in front of her.


She wonders if she could reach out and carve a home for herself beneath Clorinde’s ribs. To find rest next to the beating pulse of her heart. To be surrounded by muscle and sinew. Warm and blissfully  alive.


She wonders if that would be close enough. To sate the ache she feels at the mere sight of her.



Clorinde remains oblivious to her turmoil, much to her relief; as she finishes drying the rain off Navia’s face and neck, the ghost of a small relieved smile on her lips.



“I’m sorry if this isn’t enough,” she says cupping Navia’s face in a gloved hand, brushing her thumb against her cheekbone.


 It isn’t,  Navia wants to tell her.


Wants to pull her close and bleed the warmth straight from her skin.



But she doesn’t. Instead taking Clorinde’s hand from her face and curling it within her own.



“It helps,” she says but she can’t bring herself to smile.



“Are you still cold?”



Navia shrugs half-heartedly. “A bit hard not to be, don’t you think?”



Clorinde nods, brows furrowing as her expression goes pensive. “I don’t believe this will do much but…”



“I’ll take anything at this point. Look at me, Clorinde! I’m chilled to the bone.” Navia gestures with her free hand.



“…May I hold you?” Clorinde asks tentatively.



Navia gulps, fighting to mask the quiver in her voice as she speaks. “Go ahead.”



That’s all Clorinde needs to hear before she tugs her in by the hand, bundling her up in her embrace. Navia buries her face in Clorinde’s chest to hide her blush, fingers clenched hard around the cloak still wrapped around her shoulders.



It’s mortifying how much her heart races as Clorinde uses their difference in height to rest her chin atop her head.



Oh.



Oh, God.



This was one of those situations wasn’t it?



A scene right out of a storybook where she was unwittingly the protagonist.



Leave it to her to fall into such a cliché.


Clorinde was going to drive her into an early grave if she keeps holding her like  this.


And Navia acknowledges for the first time that she may actually have a problem on her hands.



 (Still, were problems supposed to feel so good?) 


 



 quatre.


 


Their frequent lunch and coffee dates had become an integral part of the odd little routine they had with each other. Navia supposes it was a natural progression, seeing how Clorinde was ever-so eager to spend time in her presence and she herself enjoyed the company, more than was probably good for her. Not to mention Clorinde’s insistence on always footing their bill.



That’s how Navia finds herself seated outside Café Lucerne, watching passersby, sipping on her sugary au lait as she tries to ignore the way Clorinde looks at her.



“What has you staring at me so intensely?” she asks when she can’t take it anymore.



Clorinde startles, the almost punch-drunk look in her eyes fading into bashfulness. “My apologies. It wasn’t my intention to make you uncomfortable.”



“You didn’t make me uncomfortable,” Navia says with a shake of her head. “But you also didn’t answer my question,” she adds as an afterthought.



“I…” Clorinde mutters under her breath, rolling around a strawberry on her half eaten plate of crêpes.



“You’re going to have to speak up if you want me to hear, Clorinde,” Navia can’t help but tease.



“It’s just that you…look lovely. You always do. I like looking at you,” Clorinde says, completely straight-faced apart from the slight dusting of pink on her cheeks giving away her apparent nerves.



Navia sputters, her coffee very nearly spilling out of her mouth.


How was she supposed to respond to   that?


“I, um. You flatter me, Clorinde,” she says as she hides her face behind her cup.



Navia finds herself contemplating if she can survive a fall from the heightest point in Fontaine whilst avoiding immediate grievous injury, if only to pull herself out of this situation. Because if the drop didn’t kill her, Clorinde’s compliments sure would.



But just as Navia thinks about ways to work around her inevitable demise, Clorinde does the unthinkable.


She  pouts.


Or whatever Clorinde’s equivalent of pouting was. Either way Navia finds herself holding back the desire to kiss her then and there.


“I wasn’t trying to flatter you. I was only stating the truth,” Clorinde says, her hand reaching across the table to lay on Navia’s own.


If she were truly a dog, her ears would be sagging with her tail flopped sulkily on the ground. 


Navia chugs down the remains of her coffee, hoping that the dismal amount of caffeine in her drink could suffice as liquid courage.


“You look lovely as well, Clorinde. Very handsome,” Navia says, trying and failing to keep her voice even.



Clorinde perks up, straightening her shoulders unconsciously, puffing out her chest with pride. “Thank you.”



“Just stating the obvious,” Navia returns, looking away from their tangled fingers to her empty plate.



Clorinde follows her gaze, an odd look of understanding taking over her face. She uses her free hand to spear the leftover strawberry on her place, holding the fruit up between them.


Navia frowns.  Surely  she didn’t think…


“You can have it,” Clorinde says, making small circular motions with her fork.



...Of course she does.


God help Navia for finding all of this  cute.


She leans slightly over the table, mouth open just a tad for Clorinde to feed her. Clorinde brightens even further, metaphoric tail wagging as she presses her fork to Navia’s lips, eyes following the movement intensely as her mouth closes around it.



Navia can feel the stares of the other patrons of the Café. She hopes the gossip stays relatively tame. She remembers how humiliating it was when Silver and Melus left the weekly tabloids on her office table. The front page a blow-up image of her and Clorinde curled up in each other’s arms as they sought shelter from the rain. The garish print linking the famed Champion Duelist and the young President of the Spina di Rosula in a secret union.



She bites back her embarrassment as Clorinde takes her silence as a sign to feed Navia the rest of her leftovers, her half eaten crêpes soon turning into an empty plate that mirrors Navia’s own.


All while they  still  have their fingers tangled together.


Clorinde signals for a waiter, the young man wracked with fear as he approaches their table. She settles the bill with little fanfare, easing Navia up onto her feet as they step into the bustling street.



Navia busies herself by looking through the windows of the numerous boutiques that line the boulevard. Anything to get her mind off the thudding in her chest and the buzzing warmth beneath her skin. Clorinde follows, ever the obedient hound, letting herself be dragged to shop after shop, only stilling when she thumps against Navia’s back when she stops abruptly.



Blue eyes train towards a single gold brooch, sitting snug in its cushioned display case. Navia presses herself on the glass window, taking in the master craftsmanship that forms the delicate petals of a rose.



She wordlessly steps inside, the bell on the door chiming as she does. Clorinde falls into step behind her as Navia eases the brooch onto her palm to get a closer look.



The lone store clerk eyes them warily but doesn’t dare approach. Navia’s certain they’re not supposed to touch the merchandise. She didn’t miss the way he winced when she lifted the brooch out of its case. She also didn’t miss the glare Clorinde sent his way as he attempted to voice his concerns.



“How much for this?” she asks, holding the brooch up between her fingers.



The store clerk winces yet again. “32,000 Mora.”



Navia chews on her lip. That’s far over her budget.



She places the brooch back in its case with a longing sigh as she turns to the door.



Clorinde watches silently the entire while, her expression unreadable but when Navia motions for her to follow, she shakes her head.



“I have something I want to purchase.”



Navia nods, stepping back onto the street, fiddling with her fingers as she waits for Clorinde to join her.



The shop bell chimes again, Clorinde walking out with her hands behind her back.



Navia quirks a brow. “What have you got there?”



Clorinde holds a small navy box in her palms, popping it open for Navia to see.



It’s the brooch. Same exact one. She can’t say she saw that coming.



“You liked it so much you bought it for yourself?” Navia questions with a laugh.



Clorinde shakes her head. “It’s for you.”



 “For me?” 



Navia feels the faint buzz under her skin again, fizzing up and threatening to burst.



“I thought you liked it,” Clorinde says as she cocks her head with a frown.


“B-But-! It-! It was so  expensive,” Navia tries to reason.


“But you wanted it,” Clorinde answers as if it were the most normal thing in the world; to buy expensive jewellry for the woman you’ve sworn to protect. Implications be damned.



Navia pushes down her glee, reaching towards the box with shaky hands as her fingers brush against Clorinde’s during the exchange.



“Thank you,” she says, a breathless smile on her lips.



Clorinde tips her hat. “You are most welcome, my lady.”



The air shifts around them, a heavy ache settling into her bones as she’s once again filled with the need to get closer. To throw herself off the precipice she dangles from.



Navia leans up despite herself, rising on her her tiptoes. She doesn’t miss the way Clorinde bends down, just a little, almost imperceptible.



The clock tower tolls in the distance, echoing across the city. Clorinde curses under her breath, sudden enough that the spell is broken. She looks reluctant to step away and Navia doesn’t want her to leave.



But she stays silent as Clorinde straightens, lifting one of Navia’s hands to her lips, leaving a parting kiss on her knuckles. “I have to go.”



“That time of day already?”



Clorinde answers with a wry smile. “I’m afraid so.”



“Can’t pin you down forever, I suppose,” Navia says with a sigh, running a hand down the creased collar of Clorinde’s shirt before reaching up to kiss her on the cheek, lips just barely brushing against the corner of her mouth. “I’ll be seeing you, Clorinde.”



“Until next time, Navia.”



And then she’s gone in a blur of movement, cloak fluttering behind her as she leaves. Navia stares longingly at the empty space before her attention shifts to the slight weight in her palm.



The brooch gleams at back at her as she traces her fingers along the finely engraved rose, down to the ornate filigree that mimics its leaves.



Navia wants to capture the feeling in a bottle so that it will never leave. She’d be more than content with things between them staying just like this - or at least that’s what she would like to think.



Unchanged by the past or whatever Navia feels in the present. She wasn’t ready to fall; especially when there was nothing to catch her mid-air.



 (But something always has to give.) 


 



 cinq.


 


Walking back from visiting her father’s grave always put Navia in a pensive mood. Especially on the anniversary of his passing. Navia used to feel part of herself die each time she’d remember. But the weight on her shoulders had gotten a little bit easier to bear. Her Papa was innocent; his name had been cleared. Due in no small part to a certain duelist who made it her mission to make sure she never felt alone.



Still, Clorinde had been shirking on her responsibilities. Growing increasingly evasive over the past few weeks.



Every touch from Navia had her pulling away as if it were a white-hot brand. Any attempt at conversation would be met with monosyllabic answers that made no sense next to what was asked. But what hurt the most was the way Clorinde continued to avoid her gaze.



Navia breathes a sigh. She doesn’t want to think that she’d done something to push Clorinde away.



Perhaps she came off too strong. But how could she not? How did Clorinde expect her to act when she was everything Navia could dream of?



Navia continues to trudge along the winding path, feet dragging more than they should as she thinks about confronting Clorinde face-to-face.



If only she could ask her Papa for help. Though, he’d probably just tell her to be honest with her feelings and as much as Navia hates the cliché, it is sound advice.



It’s almost poetic justice when Navia sees the very woman that plagues her thoughts walking up the pathway to her father’s grave, cloak billowing gently in the evening breeze. It almost seems like her Papa was pushing them together yet again, for better or worse.



“N-Navia?” Clorinde stutters, eyes blown wide in surprise. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”


“Well, it is  my  father’s grave,” Navia deadpans, crossing her arms over her chest.


“No, I-I did not mean…it’s just that you usually visit in the mornings, not at dusk.”



“While I’m impressed that you’ve memorised my schedule, I don’t see how my visiting hours would concern you.”



Clorinde deflates, the line of her shoulders slumping. “Right. My apologies.”



Navia sighs. She’s acting far snappier than usual and she knows it, so she attempts to soften the bite of her words. “And to answer your question, I spent a little too much time preoccupied by my thoughts today.”



 Preoccupied by thoughts of you. 



“I see…”



It hasn’t been this uncomfortable between them since her father was proven innocent and Navia feels a clawing need to know why.



“You’ve been avoiding me,” she says pointedly.



Clorinde shifts on her feet, looking everywhere save for her. “I wanted to give you space.”



“Space for what, Clorinde? To grieve? I’ve been doing just fine without your help for the past few years,” Navia snaps, pausing to take a steadying breath. “I thought this year would be different. I thought I wouldn’t be alone.”



“It was not my intention to-!” Clorinde pauses mid-sentence, a faint rustle in the trees drawing her sharp gaze as she coils like a spring.



Clorinde shoves Navia behind her, shielding her with her body as an arrow whizzes past them, slicing through the tensed muscle of Clorinde’s left arm as it does, blood staining the blue of her shirt. But that doesn’t stop her from whipping out her gun, eyes flashing dangerously as she lets the bullet fly.



The smell of lightning burnt flesh takes the air as a body falls with a thud from a nearby tree.



Navia can’t bring herself to care. Not when she can see just how close the arrow had come to striking true. How close it had come to undoing this foolhardy knight of hers. Navia doesn’t know how to grieve again. She doesn’t have it in her. She’s been hollowed out long ago, left splintered and undone. How could she hope to remain if the balm that soothes her fractured heart was no more?



Her eyes burn as she slips out of Clorinde’s makeshift embrace, hands cupped over her mouth as she feels bile rush to her throat.



“Just what were you thinking?” Navia says, voice dropping to a quivering whisper, toneless in the way she speaks.



“I was…only trying to keep you safe,” Clorinde responds with a wince, fingers applying pressure to her bleeding arm.



Navia whirls around, eyes brimming with unshed tears of pure rage. Weeks of doubt and frustration and feelings she’s tried so hard to shove down spilling over.



“Well, I didn’t ask for your fucking protection!” she snaps, fists thumping weakly against Clorinde’s chest.



Her eyes have gone bleary but she can just barely make out Clorinde reaching for her with her bloodstained hand.



Navia pushes it aside, her own hands clasping her elbows in an effort to regain control.


“Why are you doing this, Clorinde?” she asks, begging,  no, pleading  to understand.


“What do you-!”


“Out of obligation to my father? Out of  guilt?”


“Navia, I…”


“And you still have the   gall   to treat me this way? With your gentle hands and your careful words treating me with kindness I didn’t earn.  Who  gave you the right to make me feel so safe?”


Tears flow freely down her face as her voice breaks, shattering under the weight of the words she swore she would never say.



 “Who gave you the right to make me fall in love with you?” 



The silence is loud in a way Navia has never heard before.



“Navia…I…Master Callas…”


“Master Callas asked   you   to take care of me. Asked   you   to   keep me happy. How can I possibly be happy if you get yourself  killed  because of me?”


Navia digs her nails into the sides of her arms, half-moon shaped welts forming on her skin as she tries to use the pain to ground her.



 It doesn’t work. 


“Is this a  game  to you? Kill her father then kill her spirit. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” Navia continues in near hysterics. “Because that’s what you’ll get if you die on me too!”

Clorinde’s pupils draw into slits, horror written plainly on her face. “Navia, listen to me.   Please. The last thing I would ever want is to hurt you.”

“You’re already hurting me!”


“I just wanted to protect you!” Clorinde responds, raising her voice for the first time Navia’s ever heard.



 “Why?” 



“Because I’m in love with you!” Clorinde shouts before her eyes go downcast, her next words coming in a whisper but no less resolute. “Because I’m in love with you.”



Navia feels the emotions swirling inside her. But joy and relief soon bleed back into anger.



“Then act like it, God damn you!”



“I can’t!” Clorinde says, shoulders sagging in defeat. “I just…can’t.”


Clorinde shrinks into herself, wisps of dark hair falling into her eyes, anguish drawing hard lines on her face. She looks older than her years, a tiredness etched in her gaze that only comes from a heart left too long without being healed. “I can’t be allowed to love you. Not after what I did. You deserve  so  much. Much more than I can ever hope to give,” she says as she falls to her knees, blood dripping down the length of her arm and onto the ground.


Navia kneels at her side before she can think, her fury forgotten in favour of concern.



“Clorinde…”



Clorinde lets out humourless laugh. “But I still find myself wanting to be with you. To make you happy, even if it’s just for a second.”


You do make me happy,  Navia wants to say. It’s you who pieces my broken shards together with those gentle hands of yours. It’s you. It’s always been you.


“Pathetic, isn’t it?”



 Oh, to hell with it all. 



Navia surges forward, fingers pulling Clorinde closer from the nape of her neck as she brings their lips together in a messy, half-shove of a kiss.



Clorinde’s mouth falls open in a gasp and Navia takes the chance to deepen the kiss. Hoping to convey all the words she can’t ever hope to say aloud from the touch of her lips.



 Stay.



 Don’t leave. Don’t go where I can’t follow. 



 I want you. I need you. 



 Stay. Stay. Stay. 



Much like she was the first to initiate it, Navia is the first to pull away, resting her forehead on Clorinde’s as their rapid breaths intermingle between them.



“It’s you,” Navia whispers. “I’ll only ever choose you.”



Clorinde slumps forward, pressing her head into Navia’s chest, lulled by the steady beat of her heart. “I’ll spend my life making sure you won’t come to regret that choice.”



Navia cards her fingers through Clorinde’s hair, rubbing soothing strokes onto her back. “I expect nothing less.”



And when Clorinde kisses her again, Navia can think no more. Euphoric laughter passes between their lips as they smile so wide that their teeth clink.



It’s a messy affair. Hardly picture book perfect. They’re kneeling on the dusty ground, jagged rocks digging into their skin. There’s dead man somewhere along the tree-line, waiting to be buried. And Clorinde is still very clearly bleeding out.



But Navia is numb to everything other than the sensation of Clorinde’s lips on hers.


It just feels so  right.  They feel just  right.


So much so that Navia believes herself to have dreamed a truly beautiful dream.



 (It’s real. Every part of it.) 


 



+1.


 


Navia awakens to the scent of gunpowder and cologne. To strong arms wrapped around her waist as soft lips trail kisses along the side of her neck, a lock of blue hair tickling her cheek.


“Mmm, good morning to you too,” she mumbles, sleep addled and lazy like a cat sitting in a sunbeam.


The arms around her loosen, a single hand sliding down down her belly, rubbing gentle circles as Clorinde nuzzles into her neck.



They’re tangled up together under messy sheets, bodies bare and entwined in each other’s arms as they bask in the afterglow. Navia stifles a giggle as memories of the previous night come to her unbidden.



It had been a long, long time coming and she couldn’t have wished for anything else. Their touches had been so achingly tender, painting each other with pledges of their devotion.



Navia reaches behind her to cup Clorinde’s face in her hand, humming delightedly as she leans into her touch.



“I wouldn’t have pegged you as the type to be so cuddly in the morning,” Navia coos when Clorinde mumbles unintelligible words into her palm.


They were both  definitely  late for work. Navia’s certain Melus and Silver were probably driving themselves mad wondering where she was. Even Clorinde seemed oddly lax about missing her morning training, but then again Clorinde had made a habit of defying her every expectation. For someone with a reputation for being so cold, she was surprisingly adept at whispering sweet nothings into her ear as they made love.


“You bring it out in me,” Clorinde murmurs, eyes still closed.



Navia rolls over in her grasp so that they’re face-to-face. “I think I bring out a lot of things in you,” she says with a smirk before capturing Clorinde’s lips in a gentle kiss, nipping slightly as she pulls back.



Clorinde sighs, eyes crinkling fondly. “That you do, mon amour. That you do.”



“Want to take another page from of my book and call out of work? I can make it worth your while,” Navia says, wiggling her brows with her suggestion.



“Already did.”



Navia lets loose a surprised laugh. “How very irresponsible of you, Clorinde,” she says in a tease, pushing Clorinde down on the bed as she slides on top of her, straddling her between her thighs, Navia’s nails skimming along the hardened planes of Clorinde’s abdomen.



Clorinde places her hands on Navia’s hips, steadying her as she stares up in adoration. “Is that a complaint?”



“I wouldn’t be in bed with you if it was,” Navia responds, fingers tracing the scars that line Clorinde’s shoulders.



Navia’s heard all the stories about them before. How Clorinde had come to bear each one. She touches the arrow scar on her left arm with particular reverence, leaning down to brush a kiss against the tender skin.



Clorinde trails a hand up her spine before tangling it in dishevelled blonde hair. “Does this mean we’re spending the entire day in bed together?”



Navia bites her lip, an impish smile on her lips. It’s unlikely that Clorinde would agree to spend an entire day simply lazing around but when Navia was involved? She may as well be a guaranteed ticket to breaking Clorinde’s resolve.



“Is that a no?”



Clorinde shakes her head, pulling Navia flush against her body as she kisses her on the forehead. “You know I can never say no to you.”



And Navia has never been more happy to be right.
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