
1. act I

Notes for the Chapter:HI I’m back with this behemoth of a fic. Yes I’m sleep deprived. But yes I’m okay LMAO

I love a good ol’ friends to lovers ship (with some yuri drama ofc) where it’s just full of pining and loving and I think half of that comes from being so in love with my girlfriend, so technically, it’s her to thank for this. I’ve known love but I didn’t know love could be like this. It’s a nice, pretty thing to be able to find your best friend in the same person you can’t help but love like it’s breathing. I love you, Lyss, my sweet Navia to my closed off, self-doubting Clorinde.

Once again, warnings that you may have missed in the tags!: There’s mild sexual content in this (mentioned and lightly described, but not explicit). There’s also some blood and injury as well. Clorinde is also self-destructive and describes some of those behaviors, but again, they’re not too explicit but can be upsetting.

And also, one last thing! The timeline in this fic isn’t exactly linear, so that might throw you in for a loop. To make it easier, just remember that Clorinde tells the past, and Navia tells the present.





Clorinde wipes her tears away from her eyes. 

The sweat that beads her forehead is icy against her skin. The wind is biting, drying her eyes and causing tears to spring. 

Training up on Mont Automnequi has been a favored choice of hers for nearly the good span of a week now. The wind up here cools her body, but it blows strongly and unpredictably throughout the afternoon, honing her senses to where her bullets can accurately guide. It’s green and lush, though the mountains provide a wonderful gray contrast should her eyes need the rest. Prey is common, while predators are not. 

It is the perfect place to sharpen skills of all kinds, away from the prying eyes of nosy Fontanians. 

After all, it’s difficult to explain to passerbyers why a child of nine years such as herself voluntarily chooses to be alone in the woods. 

She jabs forward with her sharpened stick once more, shifting her weight onto her foot forward, just as Petronilla had taught her. It cramps a place in her forearm, but she grits her teeth and follows through with three quick slashes. Her stick makes a wonderful  whoosh noise in the wind as she resets herself. She takes a deep breath, in and out. 

A stick is not the best choice of a weapon, but it will make do for today’s afternoon practice. Her sword still needs to be whet, and it would be good for her not to be too accustomed to its feel. Relying on the same thing each time will only distract her, and the feeling of a different weight in her hands may take her out of her long stupor that—

 “Wow!” someone exclaims from behind. “How’d you do that?!”

Startled, Clorinde pivots on a heel. How had she not heard someone sneaking up on her? She admonishes herself silently. What if it was a bandit, a wolf, or an odd combination of both? 

The girl who stands in front of her is no bandit, nor wolf. At least, she doesn’t appear to be. 

She wears a bright, sunny smile, covered partially by the large, fancy hat that rests on top of her bright curls. She’s looking at Clorinde with wide eyes that remind her of the does that she sees on these trails. 

She’s seen this girl before. 

She was just thinking about her, moments before. 

She’s always surrounded by so many children, clamoring for her attention and asking to play with her, day in and out. And this girl never seems to turn down such requests. She’s seen her up close during a picnic near a man who looked nothing like her, but laughed like her. Her master had her introduce herself to them, but it’s all now a faint memory of rushed names and a dart between the trees to get away. She had wanted to ask her to play, or talk, but— well, it looks like this girl had beat her to it now. 

Clorinde looks at her, mouth slightly agape, a loss for words. 

The girl picks up on her reproach. “Oh, sorry,” she says with a light giggle. She holds onto her gigantic hat when a breeze blows by, and she sticks out her hand for Clorinde to take. 

Clorinde takes it and they shake, just as she says, “I’m Navia! Navia Caspar!”

It’s a name that’s hard to forget. Of course she knows her name. Maybe she’s known all along. 

“You might remember me from that picnic a while back, with my papa,” Navia continues. “And I think your stick is cool.”

Clorinde idly notes, almost with a frown, that Navia is also a little taller than her. 

“Clorinde,” she offers in case Navia has forgotten, her voice still dotting with hesitation. “And… thank you.”

Navia gives her another toothy grin. She wonders if this girl has ever not smiled in her entire life. She tries to think about how Navia would look with a frown on her face, and she finds that she can’t. 

“Do you wanna play?” Navia asks her. “I’ve been wanting to ask you for a while now.”

Clorinde already likes how forward she is. How confident she is. Selfishly, she finds herself wanting to ask just how long Navia had been wanting to ask— if Navia had sought her out today just for that. 

“What do you want to play?” she asks in lieu of an answer. 

Navia shrugs. “Well, what would you like to play?” Navia inquires, tilting her head innocently. “It would be rude of me to ask  and choose what we play. That’s what Papa taught me.”

That stumps Clorinde. 

She hadn’t played in a long while— at least, not in the sense that she assumes Navia would be used to. She’s only ever played with herself or with the breaks her master had given her during their time together. Sometimes, she would look off into the distance and watch the kids her age run around and giggle, wondering what kind of game and set of rules she was missing out on. 

Again, Navia is intuitive to what she’s thinking. It makes Clorinde wonder if she can read minds. “We can play what you were just playing,” Navia suggests, miming motions with her hand that somewhat resembles Clorinde’s stick attacks. 

Clorinde raises her eyebrows. She’s aware of the weight in her hand at her side, the stick that nearly digs into the ground. 

“I don’t think you’d like to play the game I was playing,” Clorinde cautiously starts. “It’s… boring.”

Navia raises her eyebrows, mirroring her. “If it’s boring, then why were you playing it?”

Clorinde has no answer for her. At least, not one that comes to mind and out of her mouth. 

Navia giggles, seemingly amused by getting her stumped. She takes a step forward towards Clorinde, and Clorinde doesn’t feel the need to step away. “I can go ahead and find another stick really quick, then you can teach me how you were doing all that cool stuff lately,” Navia says. “Unless you don’t want to. We can always play something else,” she adds quickly. 

“I’m—” Clorinde blinks. “I can do that.”

Navia beams, and Clorinde likes her smile. 

As promised, Navia runs off. It gives Clorinde enough time to breathe in the wind and take in her surroundings, looking around twice to make sure that it’s only Navia who had been able to sneak up on her. By the time she picks up her stick to judge its weight once more, Navia is already back at her side, albeit breathing a little hard. 

Her stick is much bigger than Clorinde’s. It drags on the ground as she runs. Clorinde schools her face lest she laughs in front of Navia. 

“Okay!” Navia exclaims. “What do I do?”

Clorinde gives her a small smile, then holds up her stick in the way one holds up a rapier. She instructs Navia to copy her, and just as she had expected, she sees flaws in the way Navia stands. 

She walks over to Navia’s side to correct her, and Navia takes it all in stride. She’s surprised when Navia continues to ask for more instructions, nodding eagerly to all of Clorinde’s rambles about good form and the importance of where she consciously brings her weight. They spar, slow and steady, so that Clorinde doesn’t accidentally hit her for real. Not once does she complain. 

Surely Navia isn’t having fun doing all of this?

Navia, once again, seems to read her mind. “My papa doesn’t want to teach me how to fight until I’m a little older,” she says with a small pout. “I got really excited when I saw you fighting with your stick. Means I can finally play with someone who can teach me.” She puffs out her chest with pride. 

Clorinde nearly laughs at that, then pushes her hair out of her forehead. She’s starting to sweat again, her bones exhilarated like they haven’t before. 

“So you want me to teach you for free?” she asks, mostly to jest. It still astounds her to be next to someone as so self-assured as Navia. 

“Not at all!” Navia argues. “I was gonna come back here tomorrow with a plate of cookies.”

It surprises her. But it’s to her delight and curiosity, if anything. 

“You’ll come back here tomorrow?” Clorinde asks, almost cautiously. 

“If you want me to,” Navia just says. She says it more quietly this time. More shyly. 

It makes Clorinde’s heart feel all fluttery. Of all the things to happen today, she hadn’t expected for a girl around her age to come up and ask her to spar. She isn’t even awful at it, for someone who had never seemingly picked up a weapon in her life. She hadn’t expected for Navia to want to come back, either. 

It renders her silent for a moment, then she learns her lesson from before and gathers the courage to speak. “I’m here every afternoon,” she offers up. 

Navia’s eyes crinkle at the corners with the force of her smile. Clorinde really, really likes it when she smiles. 

She also likes how Navia only agrees, nodding her head and bringing her stick back up to her chest to initiate another spar, and she doesn’t question anything else about Clorinde. It gives her relief to know that she isn’t face to face with another nosy kid, always asking her questions about what she’s doing with every breath she takes. 

They play for a little while longer. Clorinde takes it easy on her, but she still wins by touching her stick lightly to Navia’s chest to signal her victory. Navia takes each loss with a smile on her face, praising Clorinde for her aptitude at the little game they’re playing. She’ll pout and sulk whenever she thinks she was close to winning, but she’ll always smile at Clorinde again, asking if she’d like to spar some more. 

By the time they’re done playing, they’re on a heap in the ground, shoulder to shoulder, their little chests breathing in and out in small, shallow movements. Their sticks are abandoned, and instead their hands are preoccupied with one another. To keep each other from rolling down the hill, of course. 

They’re silent for a long while to catch their breaths, but eventually, Clorinde’s curiosity wins out.

“What were you doing up on this hill?” she asks, taking her eyes off the moving clouds from above to turn her head to look at Navia next to her. 

When Navia turns her head to meet her eyes, her curls tickle the side of Clorinde’s neck. “I could ask you the same thing,” she exclaims.

Clorinde lets out a breathless laugh. “I go here everyday, to do this. What’s your excuse?”

“I got bored of playing tag,” Navia explains. Her flushed face makes her cheeks all rosy. “I’ve explored everywhere but here, so I thought,  why not.  Why do you fight with a stick everyday?” 

So that’s what they’re doing now, Clorinde muses. Navia asks a question, she answers, and she asks one in turn. 

“It’s not always a stick,” she says vaguely. “And my master told me to. So I can get stronger and become one of Fontaine’s duelists.”

She waits for a “Why?” 

It’s the same question everyone asks her when she says that. That, or a variation of it: why be a duelist, why have a master, why not live a normal Fontanian life?

Instead, Navia earnestly says, “I think you’d be a great duelist, Clorinde. The best one we have.”

Clorinde huffs. “You saw me do a single strike with a stick. I don’t think that counts for much.”

“I just know what I know,” Navia defends herself. She sticks her tongue out at Clorinde, and Clorinde wrinkles her nose in response. “My papa always says I have a really good intuition for that.”

“For knowing when people are going to be great duelists?” she asks, confused. 

“No, silly.” Navia giggles like Clorinde had said the funniest thing in the world. “When someone’s good. Or when someone’s good at what they do, and if maybe they’re good in general. I think that’s you.”

Clorinde finds herself softening at that. They’ve only known each other for the greater part of a single afternoon, so she couldn’t possibly know that. But she doesn’t say it out loud. 

Instead, she says, “I think you’re great too.”

Navia beams, once more. Then, just as all children, she flip-flops to another topic at hand. “How old are you?” she asks. 

“I didn’t get to ask my question first,” Clorinde firmly states. The rules of their conversation may not be written in a law book, but she’s adamant about keeping justice and keeping score. 

Navia merely laughs, gesturing vaguely for her to ask away. Clorinde turns the gears in her head for a question to ask.

“Were you serious about bringing me cookies?” she settles on saying. 

“Of course I am!” Navia replies hotly, as if greatly insulted. Clorinde’s eyebrows jump up in surprise, but she’s content and a little giddy. Then Navia asks again, “So, how old are you?”

“I turn ten in a few months,” she says, chin raised high. “In September.”

Then Navia suddenly gasps, and she sits up from where she had laid on the grass. She lets go of Clorinde’s hand in the process, and Clorinde looks up at her questioningly. 

“I’m older than you!” Navia exclaims with a proud twinkle in her eyes, and Clorinde bristles.

Navia being taller had been a slight jab to her ego, but her being older as well felt underhanded. But she collects herself in time before she can bite back a sarcastic reply, heeding her master’s words about keeping a level head, especially at her tender age. 

Oh, who is she kidding?

She’s nine. She can be a little snarky. 

“By what, two months?” Clorinde replies quickly, sitting up to face Navia. 

Navia seems a little sheepish now. It doesn’t last long. “Actually, by a year and… a month!” she says, after doing the math in her head (and fingers) for a few seconds. She wags her finger at Clorinde. 

“I’m  way older. Which means you have to listen to me more,” she nags. 

Clorinde restrains herself from biting Navia’s finger in her face. “You were asking me to teach you all afternoon,” she points out. 

“Doesn’t count,” Navia says simply. 

 “What? Why not?”

“‘Cause I said so.”

“That doesn’t count.”

“Yes it does.”

“No it doesn’t.”

“Yes it does!” 

“No it doesn’t!”

“I’m older so I’m right!”

“But I know more than you!”

“Nuh-uh, you know more about sticks!”

Clorinde scowls. “I’m not gonna teach you how to defend yourself if you keep—”

“I’m not bringing you cookies then,” Navia says puerilely. She even folds her arms over her chest, like she had said something definitive.

Clorinde opens her mouth to respond, something between a cross of  okay don’t bring me some then  and  no please I still want some. But then the wind blows yet again, loud and roaring, rustling the trees nearby and disturbing the birds enough for them to fly away in a panic. 

It causes Navia’s hat to nearly blow away, and she slaps her hand on top of her head to keep it from being lost to the wind. She’s giggling as the wind continues to put hair in her mouth and have her hat flopping uselessly against her forehead. 

Her hat is so distinctly large on her face, nearly consuming her whole. But Clorinde likes it on her. 

She even likes Navia’s blonde hair and Navia’s big smile. 

“I think you’re pretty,” Clorinde says quickly, still in the same haughty tone of their bickering. 

It’s what her mind has conjured and shoved into her mouth, even though she had been hoping for a witty reply to Navia’s cookie comment. 

Navia blinks, shaking her head to rid it of any wayward twigs or dirt in her hair. She looks at Clorinde, and everything feels like it’s in horrified slow motion. 

“Did you say something?” Navia asks politely. “I couldn’t hear you over the wind.”

Clorinde opens her mouth. 

Nothing comes out. 

Navia is still looking at her expectantly, but now she raises her eyebrows and tilts her chin down slowly in suspicion. 

“I said— your hat,” Clorinde says, her mouth dry as she speaks. “I think your hat is pretty.”

“Oh. Thank you!” Navia coos, and she brings her head down to remove her hat to admire it herself. 

Navia looks up at Clorinde, seemingly to say something, but then the wind returns with a voice. It sounds deep— a man’s voice. 

It calls Navia’s name, letting it echo through the trees and bounce off the mountains above. It’s joined by other voices as well, other deep voices that belong to adults. 

Navia squints down the hill, and her eyes brighten with recognition. She looks at Clorinde again, a mix between guilt and a happy demeanor. Clorinde already knows what’s coming next, and for the first time today, she notices that the sun is already dipping close to the horizon.

She stands up first, offering her hand to Navia to help her get up. 

Their bickering lost to the wind, they’re smiling at each other again. Their sticks are still on the ground next to them. 

“I have to go. My papa and his friends are calling me for dinner,” she says sadly, and Clorinde had already figured it out five seconds beforehand. 

“I should go home too then,” Clorinde only replies. Petronilla may try to squeeze in another exercise with her before dinner. 

Navia gives her a shy smile. “Can we hang out some more tomorrow? I can even bring you home and show you this cool tabletop game I found in Papa’s attic!”

Clorinde, well… Clorinde really likes the sound of that. 

So she says as much. 

“I’d love to,” Clorinde says, looking down, shy. 

Navia smiles brightly at her. She thinks it’s just as blinding as the force of the sun in the morning. Clorinde doesn’t look away from it, though. 

Then Navia, slowly but self-assured, brings out her hand in front of them. Her pinkie is stuck out. 

“Promise?” she asks. 

Clorinde exhales a short laugh. She hooks her pinkie with Navia to satiate her. 

“I promise,” she vows. A Marechaussee Hunter does not break such promises. 

Navia seems to be buzzing with joy. “Let’s hang out the day after too,” she says, emboldened by Clorinde’s reciprocation. “And the day after that, and the day after!”

Clorinde shares in her joy, albeit on the inside. She hopes that Navia can read her expression anyway, just as she’s done before. 

Navia’s father, she assumes, calls her name once more from below the hill. It’s louder this time. 

Navia looks down briefly, then looks back at Clorinde. She chews on the inside of her cheek, then seems to bite the bullet. Their pinkies are still securely hooked together. Neither of them make a move to pull away first. 

“Wanna be friends?” she asks, excited and practically bouncing on her heels from nerves and excitement. 

The answer is quick on her lips. 

“Sure,” she says, cool and collected.

But inside, she wants to jump up and down and pull a tree out of the ground. 

She cracks her knuckles and wrings out her hand quickly behind her back to keep Navia from seeing. 

When Navia smiles at her one last time and finally runs down the hill to find her father, Clorinde can’t wipe the grin from her face watching her go. 

She knows it won’t be the last time she’ll see her. They promised.

 


 

The light that shines on the table from above makes the sweat that beads her forehead feel warm and viscous. 

It smells like beer and bulle fruit where they are, creating a concoction that’s somewhat sweet in the nose. There are players working through their own campaigns and scripts around her, the sounds of groans and arguments and cheers permeating the air like a choir at church. It’s wonderful, in all the ways that count. 

But today, they’re not here to play through a script. 

Instead, they sit across from one another along the side of the club with the other wallflowers, two drinks on their dingy table. Clorinde is circling the rim of her cup with a gloved finger. Navia watches her do so. 

They’re quiet, like a jury watching a trial. 

It hasn’t been like this the last time they were here. It had been loud, their table so full of players that both of Navia’s shoulders were jostled around each time someone had made a joke or called for a new play. Clorinde had even smiled then, a far cry from what she looked like now. 

She hates that they’ve circled back here, after they’ve spent so long rebuilding what they’ve had. She wonders if they’re cursed to be stuck in this cycle forever, like how a child would reassemble a sand castle fallen by the tide, over and over. 

It’s not like Clorinde is faulted in this matter, either. Nor is she. 

There is nothing that either of them can do than remember that today is her father’s birthday, their circumstances today such a stark contrast to when they had celebrated so boisterously every year in their youth. 

They even spent their morning together at Callas’ grave. Clorinde had placed flowers in front of his headstone, then silently passed a few along to Navia: lumidouce bells. Navia placed a slice of cake on top of his headstone, only for a seagull to come and snatch it up. They laughed then, and Navia had so ignorantly thought they could move past their morning’s endeavors just by coming here. 

Navia licks her lips. She lifts her head slightly to say, “So, did you get into a duel today?”

She says it at the same time as Clorinde says, “How is the Spina?”

Such surface level conversations. Typical of them to try that first. It makes Navia smile a little, and Clorinde’s shoulders shrug down enough to be noticeable. 

Clorinde makes a small motion with her hand to let her speak first. Behind them, a Game Master says something that brings his party up in arms with surprised shouts.

It’s a miracle that Navia hears herself even say, “How’ve you been today? How was work? Minus all the craziness from this morning’s boutique scandal.”

It makes Clorinde crack a little smile. She sips at her drink (non-alcoholic, as she prefers on evenings before another work day) and replies, “The new circumstances of our nation has led me to putting down the sword and taking the pen momentarily. My hand still cramps from all the writing and signing I’ve done today.”

“Not even a single duel to get your mind off of all the writing?” Navia teases. 

Clorinde huffs. “Just one with another man who believes his self-righteousness will grant him pardon in court.”

“A quick one then,” Navia says, and Clorinde nods almost unhappily. It nearly makes her giggle. The drink she’s having probably doesn’t help. Navia takes a sip of her drink before continuing, “It’s honestly been the same for me, too. I prepared myself for needing to man the cannons, but day in, day out— it’s all just… paperwork, really. A file to chase down sometimes, if I’m lucky.”

Clorinde only hums sympathetically. 

“I’m glad though,” Navia says again, her finger tapping against the side of her cup. “That our lives are more mellow, I mean. It means more time getting to hang out like this again.” She forces out a small laugh at the end, so it doesn’t sound as pathetic as she feels. 

“Good,” Clorinde says softly. Her eyes are trained on Navia. “You deserve it. After everything you’ve been through.” 

Silence disperses between them again. Clorinde looks away to avoid looking her straight in the eyes.

 Ugh,  they really need a better system for this. 

Navia kicks her shin gently under the table. 

It’s been months since they’ve reconciled, and they  have been getting better at this. Sure, today has been a setback of some kind, but it makes her happy knowing that they’re trying anyway. She smiles encouragingly at Clorinde to show her that it’s okay. That her awkwardness hasn’t ever deterred her in the past, and it still won’t now. 

When Clorinde glances at her just for a moment, she tries to quell the urge to say something that’s been plaguing the side of her mind, but then she thinks,  screw it.  

“I missed you,” she blurts out.

Clorinde’s neck snaps up to meet her eyes so quickly that it’s nearly comical. She almost laughs, too, until she sees the surprise on Clorinde’s face. Like she hadn’t expected Navia to say that to her. 

She supposes that she deserves the reaction. It’s been a conversation they’ve been putting off for months now.

“It wasn’t easy, you know,” Navia admits, her voice hushed to prevent anyone else but Clorinde from hearing, “not having you next to me.”

Clorinde’s facial features soften considerably at that. “There are dozens out there who would be willing to surround you,” she says, almost embittered, but entirely sincere. “My presence is easily replaceable. But no one can replace you, Navia.” 

 You’d be surprised, Navia thinks. 

There hadn’t been a day that passed when she hadn’t missed Clorinde, and everything that came with being close to her. After all, how can she spend the majority of her life next to this person, and to have her be taken away for so long? Years, in fact. But she chooses not to think about that gap in their friendship, or the cold shoulder she had given Clorinde, or how Clorinde had left her behind without consideration for what she had wanted for their friendship. 

They’re here now, and that’s all that matters. 

But she also knows that Clorinde would fight tooth and nail to be right about anything, so she shifts the conversation slightly enough that they could avoid another bicker. 

“Do you remember when I found you near that mountain when we were nine and ten?” Navia muses. The cup is warm in her hands. 

Clorinde gives her a wry smile. It’s the only answer she needs. 

“You were so cute,” she coos, and Clorinde predictably squirms in her seat and pretends to find something interesting next to her ear. Navia giggles at both the memory and the way Clorinde is acting now. “What was it that you said? ‘I think your hat is pretty,’ wasn’t it?”

“I just never saw a hat like yours before,” Clorinde argues, but it’s weak. 

It makes Navia laugh even harder, and even Clorinde finds it hard to keep the little smile off of her face. 

“Archons, I wish I could say the same about yours now,” Navia says with a fake wince. 

Clorinde clamors to argue with that immediately, her back straightening as she reprimands Navia even as Navia laughs and laughs, her laughter lost to the laughter around them. 

She also remembers spending so much of her time sitting on a rock or laying on the grass, watching Clorinde practice with various weapons that had tickled her fancy that day and even joining her in her sparring whenever she felt the want to. She remembers teaching Clorinde how to play tabletop games for the first time and seeing her eyes glitter so bright at being shown something so wonderful that she had missed until that point. She remembers Papa always knocking at her door to remind them to sleep soon, when they’d be under her covers in her room during their sleepovers whispering about nothing and everything into the night. 

She misses how simple life was, back then. 

They continue to talk until the cup in her hand is light and her head feels positively rich with something a little warm. 

As soon as she sees Clorinde drink the rest of her fill, she says, “Let’s pay our tabs and get out of here. If we stay for any longer, one of us is bound to get tempted to play something. And you work extra early tomorrow, don’t you?”

Clorinde’s smile slowly drops away. Her shoulders square once more, like they had when she’d first sat down across from her. 

“I do,” she says, clipped. “And… I understand.”

It takes a moment for Navia to grasp the reason for Clorinde’s behavior. “We’re not parting just yet, silly,” she says with a huffed laugh. 

The way Clorinde eyes her suspiciously is a little funny, but Navia keeps her mouth shut to prevent any more mishaps. 

“I just think it would be nice to do something else,” she explains, tapping the side of her cup to the beat of the jolly song that the quartet is playing in the corner. “Y’know, other than moping around here and pretending we aren’t hung up about it.”

Clorinde goes to argue, but Navia stops her with her hand. 

“We’re okay. I mean it,” she assures. She softens at the way Clorinde loosens a breath in her strong chest. She clears her throat before she adds, “We can’t get through a script today without risking staying out too long, but I know exactly what we can do that can knock out a few hours without stepping on midnight territory.”

Clorinde’s brow furrows. “And that would be…?”

“Come spar with me,” she says happily, steepling her hands. “It’ll keep us in tip-top shape while we’re both chained to our desks for the near future. You never know what might happen.”

In truth, she wants to know of Clorinde’s skills now and how they can compare to before. It’s probably still as sharp, but she can’t be blameless in wanting to see a Champion Duelist in action. 

That, and she misses the exhilaration. Only Clorinde is able to catch up with her in that regard. 

Clorinde considers it only for a second. She acquiesces with an exhale and a short nod. 

Navia rubs her hands together and gets up from her seat. The chair scrapes against the floor, though it’s nearly mute in the bustle of the club. 

“You gotta have a fancy training place that you go to, right? Lead the way,” she chirps, motioning for Clorinde to get up. 

Clorinde rises, although hesitantly. “We haven’t paid yet,” she says. 

“Oh, I did,” Navia replies. At Clorinde’s stare, she explains, “I paid for our things in advance. I knew you’d try to pay for mine, so I took matters into my own hands.”

Clorinde stares at her proud smile and blinks. She looks away, almost huffing. “I do have a facility we can visit,” she says, pointedly ignoring Navia’s expectant smile. It makes Navia positively grin.

The night is still young when they emerge outside. Clorinde still sticks close to her like an obedient guard poodle, her eyes sweeping back and forth around the streets that they walk to make sure that there’s nothing dangerous for them to stumble on. It makes Navia roll her eyes fondly in the near dark, a motion that Clorinde is blissfully obvious to.

Clorinde’s training space is a mere ten minute walk. They spend those ten minutes taking in the streets, speaking only to comment on new gardemeks that roam or a seemingly new fashion trend amongst Fontanians. It’s comfortable and light, and Navia likes it much better than the radio silence that they’ve grown far too accustomed to. 

When they find it, Navia is surprised to see that it’s rather small. Before Clorinde had become a Champion Duelist, she had visited her in the shared space with other Fontanian duelists in training. That one had towered over her, ceilings so high that it nearly touched clouds and racks and racks of weapons. 

This one is quaint, filled only with the things Clorinde may need and enough space to practice comfortably without bumping into things. This is truly Clorinde’s private area for her dueling routines.

“I let other young duelists or gardes come here to train in the morning,” she explains when Navia stares at the pile of bullets haphazardly put on a nearby table. Clorinde closes the door after Navia enters. It smells like gunpowder and the stinging scent of cleaner fluid in here. 

“I thought you liked training alone?” Navia asks, her fingertips coming to touch the walls in mere curiosity. It’s cold.

She knows how much Clorinde likes her solace. Even when they’re together, Clorinde would grow quiet sometimes to do her own thing. Navia never minded— she liked sticking next to Clorinde no matter what they’re doing. 

“Their schedules don’t conflict with mine. It’s why the arrangement is easy,” Clorinde says with a light smile. “I like to train at night. My head is clearer when the moon is with me. In any case, I felt it would have been selfish to have this area just for me, when I could easily be sharing it with those who have the drive and ambition to better protect Fontaine.” 

“That, or you’re just a softie,” Navia teases. She looks over her shoulder to see Clorinde pursing her lips at her disapprovingly, but it just makes Navia smile. She walks over the small rack of weapons while Clorinde pulls out her chosen weapons on her body on a clean table. 

There are only the basics here. A polearm, a bow, a pistol, a knife, a few swords— it’s clear that Clorinde has no wish for the theatrics for her training. All of them shine, clearly handled with care and polished for its next use. She wonders idly if Clorinde still wipes down the wooden handles too. 

“What would you like to spar with?” Clorinde asks her as she comes up close with her pistol and a handcloth. “I will say that I’m curious about your swordsmanship. Archons know that there’s no helping in guiding your pistol to hit a target.”

“Not everyone can hit a leaf rustling in the wind for fun, you know!” she complains, but Clorinde just lifts her eyebrows in amusement. 

Chuckling, Clorinde replies, “My guns are under maintenance for tonight, so you’re safe in the meantime.”

Navia hums at that. She really wasn’t looking to hit targets with Clorinde today anyway— she needed something more personal, more exhilarating than staring down the barrel of a gun and lining up a shot. 

“Do you have any claymores?” she asks. “Any one would do. Maybe even an axe, if you have it.”

“I don’t, unfortunately,” Clorinde says with a small frown. She regards Navia first before she adds, “Claymores and axes lack the litheness of other weapons, and not quite as efficient in pliant predicaments such as duels. I will never understand your affinity for them.” 

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Navia says with her chin held high. “I think you’re just scared to get beat with my own game.” That’s obviously not true, and she only had to witness Clorinde throw her claymore around once when they were sixteen to prove that. 

Still, Clorinde humors her with, “Yes, you’d be right.”

It makes her crack a smile at Clorinde’s good-natured disposition. “Alright, how about swords?” she requests, tapping her chin in thought. 

Clorinde hums agreeably. She walks over to her rack of weapons to pull out two identical swords. Knowing Clorinde, she probably already made sure they had the same sharpness and weight to them to keep it fair. 

Clorinde gives her one, hilt first. Navia tests the weight of it in her hands. It’s definitely lighter than any weapon that she’s used to, but she supposes that it’s what they’re after. Using a claymore now will only tire her out, and she wants to be here sparring for a little longer than that. 

She walks to the middle of the room with Clorinde, where a makeshift duelist ring lies. The lines on the floor provide the boundaries, and the materials on the floor are firm but cushiony enough to provide ample support for anyone falling to the floor during training.

All it takes is a stance and an  “En garde!”  from Navia for Clorinde to fly towards her, like lightning zapped close to the bark of a tree. 

Navia is surprised at her speed, but not enough to keep from reacting. She parries Clorinde’s attack and tries to twist the sword out of her hand. 

When it doesn’t work, they enter into an easy dance.

A step forward, a step backward. 

A jab then a parry.

A slash then a strike, a thrust blocked then moved to a deflect. She’s conscious of the way her feet move against the ground, maneuvering her away from Clorinde’s attempts to knock her off balance and aggressively trying to pressure Clorinde to back away. 

In other words, she’s having the time of her life. 

They’re much better than when they were children, that’s for sure. Though they were both taught by a master and a father to learn to defend and attack, it’s not quite all there with lanky teenaged limbs and childish motor skills. And sticks were definitely not the best contender for motivating her to win a fight. 

Still, she’s surprised to see that she’s nearly on par with Clorinde.

She knows from the way that Clorinde waits for her to attack and the easy, relaxed posture she has when she parries that Clorinde is merely taking it easy on her. It’s not surprising, nor does she take offense to it. 

All she cares about is the way that Clorinde’s eyes glint when Navia nearly gains the upper hand at some point in their duel, and the way her smile turns a little twisted in sharp delight. 

All she cares about is that Clorinde is having fun with her, like they always had. 

She lets their dance go on for a little while longer until she starts to feel her bones start to get tired. Her strikes are beginning to become more and more sluggish, and Clorinde doesn’t say a word in the way her limbs react half a second too late to her already slow thrusts. She knows that Clorinde is waiting for her to raise her hand and ask for a time out. 

But that wouldn’t be fun, would it?

“Stop taking it easy on me,” she pretends to complain. She aggressively shoves her sword near Clorinde’s side, which Clorinde parries easily like batting away her hand from her plate of food.

She sees the corners of Clorinde’s lips turn down slightly in the half second it takes before she strikes near Navia’s armpit. Navia parries and tries to counter with a smooth strike, though that too is prevented from hitting the mark. Clorinde doesn’t say anything that her sword doesn’t speak for her. 

 “C’mon,”  she groans. She strikes again. She gets parried away again. “Aren’t you getting a little bored? Don’t you wanna show me what you can  actually do?” 

Clorinde doesn’t respond to her goading. She’s still on the defense with their sparring, and somehow that fuels Navia’s fire even more. 

“Oh, don’t tell me,” she says with a gasp. “Are you getting soft on me, Clorinde?”

She strikes hard, a vigor that catches even Clorinde slightly off guard. Clorinde parries her away a little longer than it usually takes her to. It excites Navia. Maybe she’s not Champion Duelist level, but she can definitely hold out. Maybe she can even catch Clorinde off guard if she wears her down enough tonight. 

“What happened to upholding Fontanian justice?” she teases, her voice lofty and firm to imitate Clorinde. She’s parried away again, but she’s relentless in her attacks. She feels giddy at the thought of Clorinde being worn down. “Am I going to be the reason you lose for the first time?”

Clorinde visibly grits her teeth. Out of preservation to continue parrying or to keep from responding to Navia, she couldn’t tell. 

Navia laughs freely and wildly. She hasn’t had this much fun in  ages. 

“Hey, what happens when you beat a Champion Duelist, anyway? Do you inherit the title from them? Do you get an honorary title?” she muses. 

She strikes. She’s parried away.

“Am I your weak spot, Clorinde?” she asks. 

When Clorinde blocks her again, this time it’s more hesitant. 

 Gotcha,  Navia thinks. 

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with having a weak spot,” Navia goads, striking through. “I think it’s sweet that you do. Not sure what other people would say about it though. I just wish you told me that you were so—”

Her sword is twisted out of her hand, the metal clatter echoing along the walls, the point of Clorinde’s weapon an inch away from a pulse point on her throat. Her wrists are bound together by Clorinde’s vice-like grip. Her exhale is sharp, and she’s thoroughly disarmed. 

Navia taps a finger on the back of Clorinde’s hand. 

She’s released immediately, the sword pointed at her face now pointed to the ground. 

Clorinde had come up to her so fast that it looked almost like the blink of a gracious dance. Her heart is beating fast, thrumming against the rattles of her ribs— from the adrenaline, she’s sure. 

Clorinde chuckles at the dumbfounded expression on her face. 

“It’s important to remember that combat is an art. An instinct to be developed and honed over time,” Clorinde tells her. “You should always keep yourself on your toes, remembering that at any given moment, an opportunity may strike for or against you.”

Navia blinks, and she finally recovers. “Huh.” 

And then she claps a few times and whistles lowly for Clorinde’s performance, and Clorinde just gives her a wry smile. “You sound just like your master!” she exclaims. She’d only met Petronilla a handful of times, but she would definitely bet on Petronilla being the reason for Clorinde’s little lesson. 

“You may think of her as a bore, but she had very good points,” Clorinde says, almost defensively. Navia rolls her lower lip into her mouth to keep from laughing. 

She ends up snorting instead. “Do you remember when Papa tried to teach us?” she asks. He was wholly convinced that he would be as good of a teacher as Petronilla after learning of Clorinde’s day-time lessons. At one point, he was trying to teach them a lesson about bad people lurking in the shadows, but because of their young age, he fumbled through his words and had said that attackers may tickle them instead of pointing a knife. 

Clorinde laughs under her breath. She’s not as out of breath as Navia as from their spar, but she’s still winded. Not being even slightly agitated from their duel would have made Navia wonder if her friend was a gardemek. 

“You’re proficient with a sword,” Clorinde starts, and Navia already knows it’s going to end, “but it’s clear that you’re unused to swift attacks. May I?”

Navia glances out of a window. The moon twinkles at them, urging them on. She can’t discern the time from here, nor does she have the energy to find a clock to check. So she says, “Well, I’m guessing it’s still early out. Why not?”

Clorinde rewards her with a smile at that. 

For the next little while, Clorinde shows her some sword forms. She doesn’t berate Navia for her choice in weaponry, but it’s clear that her intention is getting Navia to warm up to the idea of having more… accessible things on hand than something so large and hard to drag around. 

It works somewhat. Navia likes how light it is, even if she’s still a little clumsy. She’s used swords and rapiers before like this, but it’s been so long since she’s had to handle one for this long. Meanwhile, Clorinde stands next to her with her sword like it’s an extension of her body, a mesh between her flesh and the weapon that she holds. 

It makes Clorinde terrifying just as much as it makes her beautiful in the moonlight as she shows Navia these forms. 

When they exhaust themselves of the sword’s captivity, Navia shows her how to use her gunbrella. It’s funny watching Clorinde try to hold it and power it up, but she likes how attentive Clorinde is to her instructions and her fun facts about how she perfected its use.

By the end of the night, they’re collapsed on the floor, staring up at the ceiling where the moon shines down on them. They’re exhausted down to the bone, and Navia already knows that she’ll wake in the morning with sore muscles all over.

The ice between them is melting. 

This was a good idea to break the ice indeed. 

Navia droops her head to the side to stare at Clorinde next to her. Clorinde is still looking above, her chest coming up and down in slow, deliberate intakes of breath. The clenched curve of her jaw is a far cry from when they were children, when all they had ever known of stress in life is knowing when to run home for dinner. 

Clorinde breathes in. Her inhale is longer than her last. 

“After your father’s death,” Clorinde says quietly, her eyes still focused above, “I polished my sword for so long that my hands bled all over it. I… felt it was a fitting punishment, at the time.”

Navia’s mouth parts slightly at that. 

She doesn’t speak, but neither does Clorinde.

She inspects Clorinde’s face instead. She looks guarded, but she can see the sadness that rounds her purple eyes. She wonders if they’re mirrored in her own eyes.

Finally, Clorinde closes her eyes. A confession like that is nothing to be taken lightly, even if it seems so mundane and unconcerned in nature, and they both know it. 

“I don’t hate you for it,” Navia says softly. “I never have.”

Clorinde’s smile is rueful. “Sometimes I wish you did.”

“And miss out on being with you like this again?”

Clorinde finally opens her eyes. It’s a slow movement, like it hurts her to try and wrench them open. She lolls her head to the side to look at Navia, finally meeting her eyes. 

Navia smiles encouragingly. “Promise you won’t shut me out again?” she asks.

Clorinde is quiet for a moment. Navia can see her thinking hard, the cogs and gears in her head turning for a solution to the predicament that’s in front of her. Sometimes she wishes that Clorinde focused more on the affairs of her heart rather than the logic in her head, but she knows it wouldn’t make Clorinde, well, Clorinde. 

So she lets Clorinde think. 

And then Clorinde lifts her hand. She sticks out her pinky towards Navia. 

“If you’ll be my friend again,” she says. It’s a tad quiet in the way she speaks it to existence, but there’s resilience that enforces it with mighty steel.

 Navia breathes out a happy laugh. 

“Sure,” she says, in the same airish, casual tone Clorinde had said that day.

She hooks their pinkies together with another giggle, and Clorinde smiles at her enough to make the corners of her eyes crinkle. 

 


 

After meeting Navia, seasons turn much faster than she’s used to. 

Her days, which used to be filled with hunting fish for dinner, training, rinsing, and repeating, now have wonderful additions: on Mondays and Tuesdays, Navia teaches her how to play her tabletop game, on Wednesdays, Clorinde shows her how to spear hunt for fish, on Thursdays and Fridays, they roam the hills and pretend to roleplay, and on the weekends, her quiet favorite, she sleeps over at Navia’s and eats their non-fish meals (Navia had whispered to her one night that her father loves seafood, but he liked seeing Clorinde stuff her face with food that she enjoyed much more). 

Her master had merely tolerated the addition to her schedule. She’s grateful for it. 

“As long as you’re focused when I need you to be, then I don’t mind your… dawdling,” Petronilla had drawled, right before she left on her tenth birthday. Clorinde made sure to nod her head about half a dozen times to ensure that her master knew she was serious. Even after her disappearance, she tries to honor what her master had asked— she still dedicates most of her day to practicing, while her leisure time is for her weapons and Navia.

By now, they’ve been friends for a good portion of nearly half a decade, and they’re almost at their coming of age (but with the lack of experience of adulthood, Callas constantly reminds them) at this point. A pair of (somewhat) well-adjusted teenagers, rebellious and energetic and everything that comes with this part in their lifespan.

Now thirteen and fourteen, Clorinde and Navia have never been closer. 

She notices the difference on Navia first; how her dear friend’s voice has become less squeaky, how her limbs are longer and more nimble, how her lips are fuller when she pouts. Navia’s soft, blonde curls are longer, her taste in clothes changing from simple fabrics to trek the woods to flowy, fancy dresses that Clorinde thinks quite suits her. 

She gets more beautiful by the day. Clorinde would have never thought it possible, had she not seen the development for herself day by day. 

It’s Navia who points out and teases her for the differences in herself as well. Navia loves to make fun of her for her sinewy muscles poking through her button-down shirts. Once, Navia had to pull her into her closet to help her sew the armpit portion of her shirt. There are also the less embarrassing things: the more commanding tone of voice, how she’s able to train harder and longer, and, Clorinde’s personal favorite, the height. 

Navia abhors when their new height difference is brought up by anyone. Clorinde is now nearly half a head taller than her, a bruise at Navia’s side to be reminded of. 

Navia’s hat has grown with her, however. It fits her perfectly now, adorning her with a strong, wonderful presence.

Their differences are things she’s used to now. They’re reminders of how far they’ve come along as friends, as well as promises of more in the future. Waking up to a new day makes her a little giddy, knowing that there may be something new to experience with Navia by her side, or something new to notice and note away about her closest friend.

Even so, she’s still not used to the way that Navia always brightens, waves, and smiles wide at her when she spots her. Like she is now, as Clorinde descends down the curve of the hill to join her at her side. 

It still makes her heart come up into her throat.

“Hey, you,” Navia greets happily. 

She pulls Clorinde closer to her side by Clorinde’s belt, nearly causing Clorinde to topple over. Navia giggles, bumping her with her hip as they walk side by side towards the woods. She’s holding a picnic basket, a blanket, and her umbrella. She immediately swats at Clorinde for holding her hand out to relieve her of holding some of it.

“I honestly thought you were flaking on me,” she adds with a small but practiced pout. 

“I wanted to make sure I perfected my forms today,” Clorinde says placatingly. She tilts her head down at Navia. “I’m sorry if I made you wait too long.”

Navia waves away her worry. “I passed the time by skipping some rocks in the water,” she replies, twirling the handle of her parasol. “I’m about to beat your high score, by the way. I skipped a rock six times,” she adds proudly. 

Clorinde chuckles at that. “I’m sure you’ll beat my six- teen rock skips in no time,” she drawls. 

Navia wrinkles her nose and shoots her a look. Clorinde tries not to laugh at it. “It’s like you have a canon for an arm, you know that?” she exclaims, then she shakes her head almost fondly. “At least we know if we ever get kidnapped and the only way out is beating the kidnapper’s rock skipping, we have you.”

“We wouldn’t get kidnapped in the first place,” Clorinde states firmly. She holds out her hand silently for Navia to take to help her step over a small puddle. 

As Navia is helped over it, she grunts, “You’re that confident already?”

“Why, yes,” Clorinde says with a sniff. “I would use you as a shield to get away.”

Navia rounds her head on her, insulted. At that, Clorinde affords herself to laugh. It’s nearly lost to the whistle of the winds.

They continue walking as Clorinde tries to appease her friend by saying, “I meant using you and your vision— you can create shields with it now, no?”

“Don’t try to twist the narrative now,” Navia warns, narrowing her eyes at Clorinde. The slight, sharp curve in the corner of her lips gives away her amusement. “But yeah, I can. Kinda. Not super well, but you can do whatever you put your mind to,” she chirps. 

Clorinde only hums at that. The sun that beats down at them is beginning to become filtered through the shade of the trees. They’re coming deeper into the woods now, and Clorinde wonders if they’ll run into some good game here. Perhaps she can show Navia how to use a bow one of these days. 

It’s getting quieter in these parts now. She can hear the sounds of a frog croaking in the distance, as well as the familiar rush of water nearby. Besides that, it’s only their footsteps that makes the most noise out here. 

Their silence together is welcome. She knows Navia is trying her best not to break it, if her eyes scanning the trees and her thrumming fingers on the handle of her parasol has anything to say about it. Navia knows how much she likes her quiet time, even if it’s for a few stolen minutes as they walk down the woods to find somewhere to loiter. She’s grateful to be understood with that. 

The trees are beginning to thin. They’re near the bank of a shore now, starfishes glittering close to the water. The pushing and pulling of the waves are mesmerizing to watch and listen to. 

Navia takes her by the wrist and Clorinde obediently follows. She takes them to the shade of a nearby abandoned shack, setting down her picnic blanket to give them somewhere to rest. Clorinde watches her set down her basket, taking off the small cloth on top to reveal about a dozen treats for them. She licks her lips subconsciously, and Navia flicks her eyes over to her briefly in amusement as she takes them out for plating. 

There are grapes, baguettes, ham, sandwiches, cold cuts, cooked chicken, macarons, madeleines, and even brie with sausages. Clorinde wonders how such a small basket could fit so much. Is Navia a magician as well?

At her open-mouthed stare, Navia giggles. “I tried to pack as many proteins and carbs as I can,” she explains, pointing out the various meats. “I asked papa what I should bring so you recover from training better and he listed all of these out.”

Clorinde manages to momentarily bring herself out of her stupor. “I believe he listed suggestions for you, not suggesting that you bring  all of it,” Clorinde says slowly. Still, she sits down obediently when Navia motions for her to take a seat on the blanket.

Navia just shrugs. “I wanted to make sure you were well-fed,” she just says. 

“I’m not sure I can even eat through half of this,” Clorinde admits feebly. 

Navia, again, just shrugs. “Then take it home with you and eat it throughout the week. Most of these are meant to last long in a pantry anyway.”

Clorinde knows what she’s doing. If there exists a sixth love language, Navia would spearhead the one about keeping her loved ones full and happy. 

It doesn’t help that they both know Clorinde can’t cook for the life of her. Or the fact that she’d bite into a raw chicken if needed. Feathers and all. 

“I don’t know how to repay you,” Clorinde says, rubbing the blanket between her forefinger and thumb. It’s soft. “When you suggested we go on a picnic today, I expected maybe a few sandwiches and something for dessert.”

Navia laughs, gentle and forgiving. She hands Clorinde a plate full of food, then works on filling up a second plate for herself. “We were just getting worried about you,” she admits, her voice edging towards soft. “Melus said you wouldn’t stop staring at the chicken we made for dinner last week, even after you kept telling us you were full. And Silver thinks you’re getting too pale. I’m inclined to agree.”

Clorinde gratefully swallows some ham before responding. Talking with her mouth full would be rude, that much she knows. “I am to trial as a duelist at the end of the year,” she says, as if she hadn’t told Navia many times before. “I can’t afford to be lenient with myself. But I really am sorry that I’ve been worrying you.”

“Not just me,” Navia says. The way she’s looking at Clorinde reminds her of the sea: gentle, yet unyielding. “The Spina’s got your back too, y’know. And I don’t think any of us have a shadow of a doubt that you wouldn’t make it.”

Clorinde exhales evenly. She chews deliberately slow to give herself some time to think. Navia seems to read her mind, from the way she emulates Clorinde’s eating pace. She tries not to look at her. At least the scenery here is nice to look at. 

“I think it’s less of a fear of failing and more like that I can’t help but want it to go perfectly. To be flawless,” she finally says. “I want to be an extension of this nation’s system. The hand that deals with the law, dispassionately and equitably. I can’t do that if I mishandle even a single thing.”

Navia’s eyes go softer. Clorinde didn’t even think that was possible. She’s so used to Navia’s impish smiles and wicked grins that it’s almost like whiplash to remember that at her core, Navia Caspar embodies love and care. It’s, after all, the reason why they became friends in the first place. Navia just can’t seem to pull away from her heart. 

“If there’s anyone that deserves to go after her dreams, it’s you,” Navia tells her. “Anyone who knows you for longer than five minutes knows how serious you are about being a Fontanian defender. Archons, I have to remind you to wash that cape every single time,” she says with a roll of her eyes, and Clorinde clamors to argue. 

With a laugh, Navia criss-crosses her legs together and continues, “And really, who knows? Ten years from now, you could be walking down the street as a famous Champion Duelist.”

Now it’s Clorinde’s turn to roll her eyes. “The odds of that happening are as slim as our Archon  dying in our lifetime.”

“You can do whatever you put your mind to,” Navia reminds her, very seriously. 

Clorinde takes another bite of the cooked chicken. It’s deliciously seasoned, and she recognizes the slight bite as seasonings from overseas. She takes a few more bites, and Navia’s eyes twinkle at her reaction. 

“That good?” Navia teases.

Clorinde finally remembers her manners. “My diet consists of fish and two loaves of bread per day,” she admits, a little embarrassed. “My tongue isn’t used to things this delicious.” When she realizes that there’s a crumb on the corner of her mouth, Clorinde frowns and wipes at her face messily. 

Navia’s eyebrows jump up suddenly, and she purses her lips. Her chest shakes a little, and Clorinde realizes that she’s trying not to laugh. There’s a wonderful bloom of pink on Navia’s face. 

“What’s so funny?” she asks suspiciously. 

“Nothing. Just that you looked– nevermind,” Navia rambles, too fast and voice too high. She changes the topic before Clorinde can swipe up the chance to rattle it out of her. 

“Anyway. Tell me about that guy you’ve been eyeing.”

Clorinde nearly chokes on a mouthful of cheese. She swallows it down, and it goes down hard and sharp like a rock. 

“Who?” she asks.

Navia gives her a pointed look like they’re sharing an inside joke. She picks a grape to eat, then says,  “You know.  The guy you kept looking at all of this week. The one who works part-time at the boutique you make us go to.  That guy.”

Clorinde is at a loss for words. She didn’t think Navia, of all people, would even notice something like that. 

“Uh,” is the only thing that manages to come out of her throat. 

Navia giggles at her dumbfounded expression. From the way she’s smiling and how her lips are curved into something mischievous, Clorinde takes a gander at guessing that Navia is mistaking her reaction for something akin to child-like fluster. 

“You don’t have to be so embarrassed, Clo,” she teases lightly. She places more ham on Clorinde’s plate without looking down, her eyes level with Clorinde’s. “Crushes are normal. Sharing and talking about your crushes with your best friend is even normal-er.”

“Ah. Well,” Clorinde says, her mouth suddenly very, very dry. What is she even talking about? She doesn’t have a crush on anyone except on the girl in front of her. 

“He’s just a friend,” she settles on saying again. 

Navia waggles her eyebrows.  “Oh, so you’re at friend territory already?”

“An acquaintance,” Clorinde corrects. 

She tries to rake at her mind to explain to Navia that no, she doesn’t have a crush on some random boy, they just nod at each other when they see each other out of some silent respect, and no,  she doesn’t have a crush on some random boy, it’s pretty much, kinda, mostly, most definitely on  her! 

But clearly those aren’t things that she’s able to say. So she has nothing left to say.

Navia takes the upperhand in the conversation thanks to it. “You can always be  more than friends slash acquaintances,” she points out, as if it’s such a brilliant idea. 

“I would rather not,” Clorinde says dryly. 

Navia pouts at that. Clorinde thinks she looks cute. Gods, what is she saying? What is she thinking?

“Clorinde,” Navia groans. “I’m trying to help you here! You don’t find the idea of trying to get to know the guy better even just a little bit appealing?”

When Clorinde doesn’t respond and only gives her an unamused look, Navia adds, “Okay fine. I’ll drop it. But be honest, you don’t think he’s even a little bit cute? He’s obviously not my type— at all. Obviously. But what do  you think?”

Honestly, Clorinde  does find him a little attractive— but he most certainly isn’t as attractive or full of life or kind as Navia is, nor could he stand to make her heart skip like Navia can. But she couldn’t say that out loud, especially so early into their friendship.

And neither would she ever risk or daring herself to say something so hopeless out loud and risk what they already have together. 

 This.  This is enough. 

But Navia looks so hopelessly hopeful, and Clorinde can’t find it in herself to disappoint her. So she slowly says, “I think he’s… pleasant to look at.”

Navia grins, then grips Clorinde’s arm and shakes her like she had just said she wanted to marry the poor guy. “That’s Clorinde talk for ‘he’s cute’!” she exclaims proudly. 

Clorinde feels her face getting hot. She clears her throat and moves a few grapes around on her plate, trying to avoid Navia’s eyes. She needs an out in this conversation before Navia starts formulating plans to matchmake them, which is something that she’s certain Navia wouldn’t hesitate to do (and god forbid it’s something she’s already planning). 

“How about that girl whose father works with the Spina?” Clorinde challenges. 

“Huh?” Navia looks positively confused. Then her eyes widen slightly in recognition. “Oh.”

Clorinde feels vindicated as much as she feels… well, something.

It burns something in her stomach, a feeling that she knows deep down is ugly and unwarranted, but something she knows she can’t quell. It grows a little bigger when Navia flushes and begins to stammer, confirming her suspicions. The pink on Navia’s face no longer pleases her to see. 

“S— she just likes hanging around sometimes, and we,  you know,  we—” She coughs into her balled fist, clearing her throat and fanning her face with her hand. She’s looking up to the sky, away from Clorinde, who just arches an eyebrow at her.

It’s like a dozen rose thorns to the side.

But still— if Navia is happy, she can’t really complain. So she squashes down her silly little crush, as she had for every day of her life since meeting Navia, and tries not to let it control her. 

In a few years, her feelings will withdraw itself anyway. Those with honor know when it’s a losing fight. 

But then again, it’s no loss if Navia manages to stay in her life, in any form. It’s something that comforts her thoroughly. 

“Oh, you should eat some of the meat before it gets cold,” Navia chastises suddenly, the conversation diverted. Clorinde releases a slow breath in both relief and triumph.

“Those are cold cuts,” Clorinde points out. 

Navia rescinds her pointed finger. She thinks for a moment, then points again, this time at the cooked chicken victoriously. 

Clorinde laughs. She spears some meat with her fork and takes a generous amount onto her plate, something that makes Navia beam at her with pride. Frankly, she’s already getting full, but she’ll stuff down a little more than what she’s used to if it’ll make Navia happy. 

“Say,” Navia declares after a mouthful of bread. “How do you feel about running away with me?”

Her heart pounds just a little harder at that, involuntarily. 

“What for?” Clorinde asks evenly. 

“Just for a little while,” Navia clarifies, and it’s that important piece of information that makes Clorinde loosen a slight breath. “We can take a trip out of Fontaine! I heard Sumeru is wonderful this time of year. Papa wouldn’t mind if it was with you.”

“Sumeru would be too hot for the dresses you wear,” Clorinde reminds her. She curls her lip in thought as she thinks of the last part. “And I doubt Mr. Caspar would let you just because I’m there.”

Navia just hums noncommittally. “You’d be surprised,” she says cryptically. 

“And we’re too young,” Clorinde continues as if she hasn’t heard her. “I don’t think people will take two nomadic teenagers too kindly.”

“If you didn’t want to go, just say that,” Navia says in jest. Her eyes still twinkle with joy, and Clorinde only hopes that the relaxed features of her face reflect her delight in being here too. 

“I do want to ru— go somewhere with you,” Clorinde replies, stumbling only momentarily to correct the wording. Navia notices, her eyebrows jumping up for a second with amusement. “I would just prefer somewhere more, hmm… familiar, maybe.”

“Familiar, huh?” Navia muses. She thinks while she chews on some macarons. Clorinde’s plate is picked clean and replaced by a few pieces of macarons by the time Navia speaks again. 

“How about my place?” she suggests, taking another macaron and placing it gently on Clorinde’s already macaron-filled plate. 

Clorinde shoots her an odd look. “I sleep over every weekend,” she says, like Navia had hit her head.

“I mean  today,” Navia replies with a roll of her eyes. “The middle of the week and everything. Throw off your schedule and relax with us.”

Clorinde hesitates. “Whatever for?” she asks, still puzzled.

“Because your hair is gonna turn gray if you keep acting like you need twenty hours of training everyday!” Navia exclaims, affronted that Clorinde had felt the need to ask. “Isn’t the idea of putting on some mud masks and trying my new nail polish a  lot better than staying out ‘till five in the morning making your hands all callused from swiping your sword?”

“But—” she goes to object. 

“No buts,” Navia interjects. 

Clorinde, bless her, tries her best to stand her ground. “What if I’m needed while I’m at your place? No one will know where to find me. It wouldn’t bode well, especially with Monsieur Neuvillette.” She’s just starting to earn his favor too. 

“C’mon, Clorinde, please?”  Navia begs. She shimmies closer to Clorinde, putting a hand on her knee and squeezing gently. She’s even using her puppy eyes, pulling out all the ammo she can against Clorinde’s poor, weak heart for her. 

“What if  I  need you tonight?” she asks softly. 

See, the thing is that Navia has an incredible way with words. 

Especially when it comes to getting Clorinde to cave in. 

“Alright. Fine,” Clorinde says, clipped because she can’t trust herself to say much more. 

Navia whoops, pumping her fist in the air and then falling over backwards to lay on her back on the blanket. Clorinde watches her in amusement, taking her time with her fourth macaron. She’s certain that Navia has put some godly nectar into its filling. 

Navia sits back up, and there’s a twinkle in her eyes. 

She takes Clorinde’s hands. “You know what we should do tonight?”

“Put on mud masks and try your nail polish?” Clorinde guesses, amused. 

“Close,” Navia says with a grin. She squeezes Clorinde’s hands. “Papa brought home a new tabletop game for us this morning. He says it’s a script from Inazuma with only half a thousand copies. I could make us some tea, and we can stay up—”

Clorinde holds up her hand. It hushes everything around them. 

Her face hardens.

Navia understands immediately. 

She closes her mouth, rescinding her hands from Clorinde’s. Between them, there is silence— but this silence is terse, hanging in the air between them with deadly pause. 

And then Clorinde stands, drawing the pistol that she keeps at her belt. She points it into the heart of the woods, right where they came. 

There’s a rifthound staring at her between the bushes. Its yellow eyes are sharp and pale, its claws shifting the dirt beneath its feet. The mechanical growl that emits from its throat is guttural and inhumane. It’s much larger than they depict it in her books.

Clorinde can’t say she’s fond of wolves. 

She reprimands herself for not checking for predators.

She pulls the trigger, a bullet aiming true into an eye socket. It yelps, high-pitched and shrilly. 

Navia stands at her side, a fork held tightly in her hand and her vision glowing with promise. Clorinde refuses to keep her here.

“Run east! There’s a fisherman’s hut near the shore,” Clorinde barks, her pistol growing warm in her hands. 

Navia makes a frustrated noise when Clorinde tries to shove her. “I’m not leaving you here!” she argues. 

Clorinde can’t afford to give her another look. She doesn’t even try to risk it. The rifthound lunges towards them at full speed, enraged by the bullet that’s frying its eye with black smoke. She shoots again, and this time it hits against the dead middle of its head. It doesn’t budge. 

Clorinde and Navia are forced to roll away. It lifts a large paw and brings it down towards Clorinde in seemingly slow motion, and Clorinde barely makes it by rolling away on her shoulder. 

When she rises, her heart lodges in her throat. The beast is making its way to Navia, cornering her with a sadistic flare of its nose and raised hackles. 

Her pistol is almost unbearably warm when she shoots twice, thrice, then four times in quick succession. Her fifth shot is empty, denoted by the agonizing click of the trigger. 

Navia’s heels lap at the water of the shore. Her eyes are wild as she looks around, her fork still clenched tightly in her hand. Clorinde knows they’re both thinking the same thing: they really shouldn’t have left their damn weapons at home during a trek through the woods. It’s a lesson she knows she won’t ever forget, if she can ensure they both live to practice the lesson after this day forth. 

The rifthound is still walking towards Navia, circling her like how a wolf may surround a hurt deer. It seems to like to play with its food. 

Clorinde doesn’t have her sword. Her pistol is empty and there are no bullets for her to load. 

So, with her heart still stuck and frozen between her ribs, she runs forward and bludgeons the beast with the heavy grip of her pistol. 

It does its job in stunning the rifthound. It’s knocked over almost completely to its side, but Clorinde doesn’t give it another chance to recover. 

She tackles it. 

The feeling of the rifthound’s body in her arms is… odd, to say the least. It’s not light, but it doesn’t carry the same weight of flesh and blood of a beast in the woods. There’s a coldness to it, biting through the tips of her fingers.

It’s mighty, too. It roars in outrage and tries to buck Clorinde off of it. Clorinde hooks her arms tighter around it, refusing to let go. She can feel the tears in her muscles.

She looks desperately at Navia, who looks terrified at the scene in front of her.

 “Go!”  she pleads, firm but desperate.

Her heart is beating so fast in her chest that she doesn’t know how it doesn’t manage to rip out of her skin. 

Navia never does what she asks of her. She likes to subvert whatever Clorinde asks, no matter the cost in their little games. She had wrongly assumed that Navia wouldn’t do it outside of their tabletop fantasies. 

Navia charges straight for them, her vision glowing brightly at her shoulder. There’s a desperate scream, but Clorinde can’t tell if it comes from Navia or herself. 

Then there’s a flash of light and the back of Clorinde’s eyes feel as if they’ve been beaten with drumsticks. It stuns her, and she lets go of the beast in her arms. 

Her limbs feel sluggish. She blinks rapidly to get the white light out of her eyes. Her heart thrums alive in her chest. 

Navia is beating the rifthound with her fork, stabbing at it and kicking crystals that appear by her ankles. It would have been funny, had it not been for the dread that shackles her to the sand. And most frighteningly, the rifthound is not defenseless— it cries when it’s beaten, but it claws and strikes back.

Clorinde is horrified to see so much red blossom in Navia’s dress. They look almost like roses. 

Clorinde grabs listlessly for her empty pistol on the floor. Though her legs ache and lock at the knees, she forces as much power as she can into her arm and whips it into the rifthound’s already hurt eye socket. 

It screams, more human than not, more horrifying than it is pitiful, and it collapses with black dust. 

Navia stands there holding her arm. She’s breathing heavy. 

But when she sees Clorinde, mostly unharmed, she gives a weak smile. 

Her eyes roll back to the back of her head right then, and Clorinde is already at her side to catch her. Navia’s weight is unnatural in her arms. 

 “Don’t,”  Clorinde breathes, and her lungs fill with fire. She struggles to even breathe while holding Navia in her arms. “Don’t fall asleep. Keep your eyes open.”

“But I’m s’tired,” Navia whispers. It’s so faint that Clorinde can barely hear it above the gentle lap of the sea. 

Clorinde curses, the noise pathetic on her lips. Her lips quiver as she looks around, desperately. She jostles Navia in her arms, exhaling hard and nearly buckling when she manages to bring Navia on her back. She almost collapses taking her first few steps forward. 

She’s piggy-backed Navia before. This is child’s play, she convinces herself. 

Her chest burns with fatigue. It’s almost like fighting through the smell of smoke, but all that surrounds her is Navia’s quick, short breaths close to her ear and the sounds of her feet thumping the ground with the weight of two. 

She navigates through the woods as fast as she can. She’s babbling to Navia now, repeating the words, “Keep your eyes open,” until she sounds like a broken record. It burns her lungs and drains her faster to be speaking, but she needs Navia awake. She needs Navia here with her. 

They descend down the hill. It’s the most difficult part. By this point, her legs feel like gelatine. They ache so bad that she can hardly feel anything below her waist any more. She has such a tight grip on Navia’s legs around her that her hands are cramping. Her chest hurts. She doesn’t know if it’s her heart or lungs that hurt more. 

And then Clorinde  yells.  

She remembers when Melus had called her a little mouse when they were eleven. He teased that she was too quiet for a place that congregates the likes of the Spina di Rosula. 

But this is not the time for her to be quiet. She yells and yells until there’s nothing in her lungs left and every single one of Navia’s father’s confidants are rushing towards them. 

Navia is handed off to two men who rush her inside a tent. Clorinde’s body doesn’t feel any lighter. 

Callas watches as his daughter slips inside. Clorinde feels another lump in her throat and she screws her eyes shut until her eyelids shake. She can’t look at Callas. She knows how he must feel. How he must hate her for failing to protect his only child. Her only friend. 

It feels like hours before Clorinde moves. People bustle around her, and many try to speak to her to no avail. She’s steered by two strong hands to sit down on a box near the tent. She’s even given a cup of tea, and a blanket to put on her shoulders. A woman helps tend to her cuts and bruises, but they don’t even hurt. 

The shadows around her are cast longer now. The pale orange of the tiles are turning a light blue. 

There are footsteps, and two large boots are standing right where she’s been staring. 

She blinks, then screws her eyes shut again. 

“Clorinde,” says a gravelly voice. 

The hand that clutches her blanket around her shoulder shakes. She untenses her grip to open her eyes and look up, even if every atom in her body screams at her not to do so. 

Callas kneels down to meet Clorinde’s eyes. 

She’s always known Callas to be more apathetic than his daughter. When she first met him, she even found herself a little scared of the way he seemed to carry himself, the way he looked at everyone but Navia. 

She sees Navia in him, now. 

The gentleness. 

It puts her at ease. At least enough to keep her eyes on him. 

“Thank you,” he says gently, putting a large, callused hand on her knee. “You were brave today, Clorinde. And strong.”

Clorinde just shakes her head. Her mouth is so dry. “How is she?” she asks hoarsely. She needs the answer before anything else. 

“She’s okay,” Callas says, and he knows that she doesn’t believe him the moment it slips out of his mouth. He chuckles. “I’m not lying. If she wasn’t okay, I would have split hell open right here. But she is. She just needed a little rest and some time to get her bearings.”

Clorinde blinks. Her eyes sting. Why are they stinging?

“But I saw…” she starts. She can’t bring herself to say,  I saw the blood. Or how she felt the blood run down her hands as she ran. How Navia’s breaths were so small and faint next to her ear. 

“There’s a gash in her leg, but it’s superficial,” Callas explains. “That’s where all the blood was coming from. Some bruises and dinges here and there, but you two have had it worse with that sort of thing.”

Clorinde wants to say,  Can I see her? 

Instead, she goes silent. 

Callas watches her for a moment. He searches her face, then lets go of her knee and exhales slowly. 

“You saved her life,” he says matter-of-factly. 

“I got her hurt,” Clorinde says curtly. 

Callas doesn’t even flinch. “You saved her life,” he says again, like he hadn’t heard her. Clorinde finally knows where Navia had gotten that habit from.

When Clorinde continues to be silent, Callas just pats her on the knee. “I can only pray that there are more people like you out there,” Callas says. “You like to take initiative to protect those who can’t protect themselves. My Navia is the same way. It makes you two perfect for each other.”

Clorinde isn’t even given the chance to mull that over. 

The flaps of the tent open and Navia emerges, her wide eyes searching around with her back turned to them. She looks completely unmarred, save for a little white bandage close to her eyebrow. 

Callas has a small smile on his face when he sees Clorinde stand. 

“Take care of each other, you hear?” he says again. “I know Navia’ll take care of you. So keep the score even.”

“I…” Clorinde lets her eyes drift away from Navia to look at Callas. Her voice is still hoarse and dry, but she manages to quietly say, “Yes. Of course, sir.” 

 I promise with my life, she wishes she could say out loud. 

Callas smiles wider at her. He rises from his kneel. Throwing one last inscrutable look at Clorinde, he calls out Navia’s name.

Navia pivots so fast on her heel that Clorinde is almost afraid she’ll fall. She catches herself at the last moment, and when she regains her balance, her eyes are trained only on Clorinde. Even as her father waves and smiles at her, Navia can’t stop looking at her. 

Clorinde feels as if she can’t breathe. But it’s a comfortable feeling this time, so unlike from hours ago. 

Navia rushes forward, throwing her arms around Clorinde’s neck. Clorinde catches her around the waist, almost protectively. 

When Navia refuses to let go even after a long, stretched moment, Clorinde allows her arms to untense. She still has her limbs hooked around Navia to keep her embraced, but now it snakes around her like the gentle wind. Clorinde closes her eyes and allows herself to be enveloped in the smell of Navia’s faint perfume. It smells like fresh roses and baked sugar. 

She nuzzles herself into the crook of Navia’s neck, and everything is okay. 

“I was so worried about you,” Navia whispers, voice muffled. 

Although it nearly pains her, Clorinde pushes Navia gently to goad her to pull apart. She wants to look at Navia. Just to make sure.

When she confirms that Navia is no longer pale with the flirt of major injury or death, Clorinde inhales as evenly as she can. 

“You charged at a rifthound with a fork and you’re worried about  me, of all people?” Clorinde asks, incredulous. 

Navia laughs. It’s relief and joy wrapped in a single laugh. Clorinde wishes she could join her, but her chest and shoulders still ache. 

And then Navia cups her face with both her hands. It’s gentle and warm, and Clorinde suddenly feels a lump in her throat and the odd way her eyes sting. 

Before Navia could say a word, Callas clears his throat. Navia removes her hands, but her fingertips linger on Clorinde’s skin, marking its surface with her divinity. 

“You should be getting home soon, Clorinde. The sun’s going down,” Callas begins. He has his arms folded over his chest, but he looks neither upset nor concerned. “If you two need a little more time to catch up on your first life-or-death experience, some of my men just got back from fishing. Their boats should still be on the shore.”

Clorinde stares at Callas, mouth agape. He’s not suggesting that they play hooky, is he?

But then Navia wraps her father in a crushing hug, unperturbed by the bandages on some parts of her body, thanks him furiously, and then takes Clorinde’s hand and intertwines it with hers. She tugs Clorinde along, and Clorinde does nothing more than obediently follow. 

Callas is a man of his word. There are fishing boats lined up along the shore, and their picnic blanket, miraculously, is left undisturbed. Spina members greet Navia when they appear, and Navia asks the one closest to them if he could so kindly pack up their food for them in her basket. 

At Clorinde’s questioning look, Navia says, “I wanna finish our picnic… another time. I don’t feel particularly hungry. Do you?”

It’s a resounding  “Absolutely not,”  for Clorinde.

Navia giggles at that, then grabs her hand again and takes her to a fishing boat. She asks for permission to take it for a quick spin, which the owner graciously allows. As always, Clorinde marvels at the natural charm that Navia possesses. She’s always wondered if Navia knows just how charming she can be.

They row together out into the sea. They don’t stray too far from the shore, partially due to the soreness in both their shoulders and mostly due to knowing that Callas wouldn’t hesitate to chew them out for going too far. They do, however, put down their oars once they’re just barely out of earshot from emerging fishermen walking on the shoreline. 

The sky is painted beautifully with milky colors of purple and yellow. The sun is flirting with the horizon. 

They’re not silent for very long. It’s usually that way between them, anyhow. 

“Thank you,” Navia starts. She’s the one avoiding Clorinde’s eye this time, looking down at the water below and letting her fingertips soak in it. “I know I say ‘everyday’s an adventure when we’re together’ all the time but I think we’ve had our fill of adventure for the rest of the month, huh?”

Clorinde chuckles. She watches Navia stir her fingertips in the water to create ripples. Even here, Navia chooses to be gentle. “I should be the one thanking you,” Clorinde says gently. “I’m not confident I would have survived that with all my limbs attached, had it not been for you.”

Navia snorts. “You had everything in the bag. I was the one who froze up.”

 I did too,  Clorinde thinks, the memory of it still seizing her heart,  when I saw you in danger for the first time. 

She vows herself never to freeze like that ever again, when it comes to Navia. Her safety should always be her first priority. Hesitation will only let Navia get hurt. Evident by today. 

“I don’t think either of us would have survived that encounter with surface injuries like we did without being there together,” Clorinde finally says. 

Navia hums in agreement. She presses her cheek to the wooden lip of the boat, still staring at the reflective water that dances on her fingers. 

“Well, we do make a pretty good team when you’re not complaining all the time,” Navia jokes. 

Clorinde exhales amusedly. She closes her eyes and loses herself to the sway of the boat. She’s always loved how gentle the sea can be at times like this. 

“I still mean it, Clorinde,” Navia murmurs. Her gentle voice mixes wonderfully with the lapping of the water at the side of the boat. “Thank you.”

Clorinde doesn’t know what to say to it. 

Navia rises to sit up to look at her. 

“I’ll always be here for you,” Clorinde says to her. She rubs the fabric of her pants, dirt and dried blood caking its surface. “Wherever you need me. Whenever you need me. My duties are to Fontaine as much as they are to you.”

Navia breathes out a gentle laugh. “You’re such a sweetheart, you know that?” she teases. The tease falls flat when the tone of her voice is completely sincere, like the sweet icing of a cake. Clorinde looks away, rubbing the side of her jaw in slight embarrassment.

She sees Navia lean forward out of the corner of her eye. 

For a moment, she thinks Navia wishes to tell her a secret, or that Navia is trying to reach for something behind her. 

So Clorinde turns her head to look at her. 

In the split second it takes for Clorinde to turn her head, Navia goes from having her lips pressed on her cheek, to having her lips pressed right against Clorinde’s own two lips. 

When they pull apart, the audible pecking of their lips startles them both. 

It’s so quick that Clorinde wonders if it had even happened, but her doubts disappear when she can feel the slight tingle in her lips and the way Navia is staring at her, gobsmacked with her lipstick just slightly,  slightly to the point that it’s hard to notice without staring it down, smudged to the right side of her face. 

They sit there and stare at each other in shock. 

“I’m so sorry!” Navia cries quickly. 

Just at the same time as Clorinde says, her voice half an octave higher, “I didn’t mean—”

Then silence.

The boat rocks despite how still they both sit from across each other. The water that laps the wood, which was relaxing ambience to her just moments before, is almost deafening in her ears. 

“It was an accident,” Clorinde placates. Her heart has never beaten this fast in her chest— not even during her most rigorous training sessions with her master. It’s like a rabbit is thumping against the inside of her chest, over and over. “I meant to turn my head to look at you, but then you…”

Clorinde clears her throat. “It’s neither of our faults,” she reiterates.

Navia doesn’t say anything. 

Which is odd, because Navia is never one to say nothing. Even a word or two would be ordinary for her. Rambling even more so. 

Before Clorinde could grow with further concern, Navia nonchalantly says, “I kinda… liked it.”

Clorinde only stares.

“Really?” she says, and she doesn’t understand the hope in her voice. She doesn’t  want to have such hope in her voice. 

“Yeah,” Navia says smoothly.

There’s a pause. It borders on unnatural, until a slow smile approaches Navia’s face. “Not bad for a first kiss?” she asks, teasingly.

Oh.

Right— that was her first kiss. 

Clorinde feels… relieved. Maybe it isn’t in the most conventional circumstances, but at least now she knows that it’s been shared with Navia, a friend who wouldn’t judge her for anything, rather than someone who she would likely form an extremely temporary bond with. 

Then horror sets in like water that leaks through the floor of a boat. 

That was  Navia’s first kiss. 

Her profuse apologies are already making its way to her mouth, but Navia hushes her with a finger between her lips. 

“Slow down, Romeo,” Navia says with a laugh. Huh, they just watched that play last week. “You said it yourself. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

The guilt is still settled like precipice in the pit of her stomach. “But you’ve always wanted a memorable first kiss,” she says sadly. Navia had always raved about romance ever since they met— it feels almost cruel to take something like this from her. It  is cruel. 

“We’re in the middle of the sea on a boat, there’s a nice sunset, and I kissed my best friend,” Navia says matter-of-factly. “There’s nothing more memorable than  that.”  

Well. When she puts it that way. 

“I… suppose,” Clorinde concedes. 

“See? That’s the spirit,” Navia says with a laugh, and she punches Clorinde’s side gently. 

Clorinde expects silence to blanket them in the wake of this… interesting day. 

Instead, Navia asks, “So, do you think I’m a good kisser?”

When Clorinde shoots her a look, Navia puts up her hands and says, “What? Can’t blame a girl for asking. What if I need practice?” 

“Oh. Well, in that case…” Clorinde pretends to think hard, even going as far as to rub her chin and hum.  The sample size is too small— you should kiss me again, Clorinde’s mind whispers for her to say. 

The more rational side of her admonishes the idea. It would have been blasphemous to let it be spoken anywhere but her head.

So instead, she tells Navia, “You have awful technique.” She tries her best to school her features. 

The fishing boat rocks and nearly spills them to the sea when Navia tackles her for the insult. Laughter bubbles out of Clorinde’s mouth, and she can’t find herself wanting to take back what she said, even if their kerfuffle threatens to spill them from the edge of the rocking boat. 

 

Lined up with the rest of the young duelist prospects, a Champion Duelist does a double take when he sees Clorinde next to him. Clorinde stares straight ahead just as she’s been told, pretending not to notice the blatant stare of a respected Champion Duelist. 

It’s only when the Champion Duelist’s eyes drift down to her neck does Clorinde finally break form. 

She hurriedly wipes off the lipstick mark on the side of her neck.

All it takes is one kiss for Navia to feel emboldened to pepper kisses on her face whenever she feels like it. It makes her want to roll her eyes at the thought. 

At least Navia never goes for the lips.

That, Clorinde is sure, would have surely caused bigger trouble.

 


 

The Court of Fontaine is one of the safest places in Teyvat. At least, that’s what everyone tells her, and that’s what Papa had always said to her whenever she clung onto his shirt just a little tighter. How could it not be? There are gardes and gardemeks crawling all over the place, and it’s easy to find Champion Duelists spending their leisure time at dive bars or strolling the streets with sharp pistols at their hips. 

It’s why Navia is never afraid to walk down the street alone at night. The moon follows her, but it’s welcome company compared to the pale, empty streets. 

Her umbrella is tucked under her armpit. There is no sun to block out or rain to speak of, so there’s no use for it. At least right now. She’s certain that she could use it as a quick make-shift hiking stick to get back to Poisson. 

She passes a busker around the corner. Her violin emits a gentle, almost melancholic tune. Navia recognizes it as the theme song for a play about a knight and his lover. She places a few pieces of mora into the violinist’s open case, and she nods and smiles at Navia when she passes. When her mind isn’t so scattered on another day, Navia wouldn’t mind standing closeby to listen for a little while longer. Regrettably, today is not that day. 

She runs through her list of errands in her mind. It wouldn’t be good to head back if she had forgotten to do something. 

Have her dress mended after ripping a hole in it? Check. 

Grab some icing sugar and eggs for tomorrow’s baking plans? Check. 

Check in with that acting troupe? Check. 

Feel someone staring into the back of her head while she goes through her list? Well, it’s not on the list, but it’s definitely a check.

Navia whips around quickly, standing still as she peers into the darkness behind her. There is nothing but the violinist still playing her song, and a stray cat who happens to be cleaning itself on the roof of a building. Even the wind here is still.

So she shrugs, gives one last glance-over around her environment, and continues to walk. 

The violin that had been accompanying her on her walk begins to fade. The gentle tinkle of the fountains along the stretch of these roads becomes her new companion. There are two wide-eyed children staring at her from the windows of their house, and Navia waves at them. 

It’s a few dozen steps before she catches herself at an intersection. To her left, a dark alleyway that leads to a deadend greets her with its dark-mouthed jaw. To her right is an open stretch of pathways, dotted by businesses still open for the night and patrons who laugh and chatter inside them. 

She falters and contemplates. 

Naturally, she inclines her head to the left. Her body leads her there next, and now Navia is humming the long-lost violin song under her breath as she marches on. 

She continues walking deeper and deeper into the maws of the alleyway, unconcerned with the darkness that envelopes her with each step. She continues to hum her song, momentarily getting stuck on the bridge’s lyrics before she remembers and finishes it to perfection. There are trash cans stacked high in the corner of the alleyway, the only splash of color that resides here. 

When she reaches the large wall that denotes the end, Navia pivots sharply on her heel. 

This time, her company has made themselves known. 

A man stands in front of her, holding up a pistol to her face. The pistol is small and rusty around the barrel. Navia wonders if it can even fire right without blowing up in this poor man’s face. 

She finally heeds the situation after the man thrusts the pistol closer to her face in an act of intimidation. 

“Oh— oh, no! Oh, why!” she cries, bringing her arms up in the arm. Her umbrella leans against her thigh. 

“No one has to get hurt,” the man says lowly. Navia is impressed— most muggers have a slight waver to their voice, as if they’re about to cry. This man speaks more evenly, which Navia wishes she could praise. “I’m only here for one thing.”

“Take anything you need, just don’t hurt me!” she cries again, her eyes wide and crazy. It pays to be a seasoned roleplayer, she thinks. 

The man lowers the pistol, just slightly. He waves the tip of it at Navia’s chest. “Take off your necklace and give it here,” he orders, voice still unwavering. 

“You don’t even want my umbrella?” Navia asks him, her voice devastated as she puts her fingertips on her necklace in shock. 

The man only chuckles. It’s condescending, and it makes Navia wince. “I told you, I’m just here for  one thing. Now, take it off before this gets more complicated.” 

Navia sighs. She’s slightly offended that he didn’t want anything to do with her umbrella. He didn’t even look at it! Didn’t he see the craftsmanship in it? Men and their bad tastes, she supposes. 

“Oh, please not my necklace,” she pleads. She takes a step toward him. “This was the last thing my mother left for me before she passed away.”

“Boo-hoo,” the man deadpans. Wow, rude. “I’m sure you can find a replica out there somewhere.”

“Why can’t you?” Navia challenges. 

The mugger is momentarily stunned at her sudden change of tone. “Because I’m the one pointing a gun at you and I need your damn necklace?” he says reproachfully, waving his gun as if to remind her. 

“Need it? Whatever for?” Navia asks, tilting her head. 

“Because—” he sputters. Then his face hardens and he shoves the gun in her face until they’re just a tiny bit over arm’s reach from one another. “Just—  do as I say before I shoot you in the goddamn face!” 

“Alright, alright,” Navia acquiesces with a slight sigh. Her damsel in distress gig falls away with the roll of her eyes, and her fingers reach behind her neck to find the clasp of her necklace. The man watches her with a glint in his eyes. 

Then Navia pauses. 

“Say, is this necklace for you or for a friend of yours?” she asks. “I’d feel a lot better knowing that it’s still being worn by someone out there in the world.”

“I don’t need it to  wear it,”  the man hisses, the grip on his gun going white-knuckled. 

“Ah, is it to sell it then?” Navia asks again, amicably. “There is a wonderful pawn shop run by a nice family just down the street. I’m sure you can give it to them for a good price. This thing doesn’t run cheap, y’know. You’d definitely know if you feel just how  heavy it feels hanging on your neck.”

The man opens and closes his mouth like a fish. His face is turning red with frustration. 

“Hand. It. Over,” he says through gritted teeth. “Now!” 

“The necklace?” Navia asks. 

“Yes, the—” The poor mugger lowers his gun to stare at her in complete disbelief. “Obviously the goddamn—!”

“Oh, oops! I thought you meant  this!”  

Navia rounds her umbrella at him, the tip pointed straight at his chest. Before he could utter another word, she loads it with a single slug shot, then fires straight ahead. 

It causes the poor guy to jump away in an arch over Navia’s head, the sounds of his yells cut off by the crash of trash cans. The lid of a trash can is still spinning and making noises on the ground when Navia closes her umbrella and tucks it back under her arm. Her mugger is unconscious on a bed of trash, his pistol still gripped in his hand. His wrist is limp with it though. 

Navia pats her hands together to rid it of any dirt. She wrinkles her nose at the smell that emits from the opened trash. She sincerely hopes the guy can manage to wash off the smell of rotting fish and soy sauce when he wakes up. 

She grins to herself. That was exhilarating. 

In a considerably better mood, Navia turns back around to make her way back out. 

Her exit is being blocked again. 

“Oh, come  on,”  Navia says with a groan. She slumps her shoulders in exasperation. “Really? Here, too?”

Clorinde sheathes her sword, her head held down. At least she has the grace to look a little guilty. 

She stares at Clorinde for a long moment, and then goes to say, “Are you  still following me?”

To her credit, Clorinde looks away with a mild grimace. She doesn’t apologize though. Both of them know this isn’t something to apologize for, but at least it would have made Clorinde’s actions look less premeditated. 

Still, seeing Clorinde makes her feel… relieved. Not in the common sense that people would find relief at seeing the strongest Champion Duelist of Fontaine right behind them when there’s a mugger unconscious  (ahem,  asleep) in the trash nearby, but in the sense where she’s finally grateful to be talking to someone familiar after wandering alone all day doing such boring tasks. 

It’s enough for her to forgive Clorinde, at least. Well, mostly. 

She walks up to Clorinde, nearly brushing their upper arms together, and leads them out of the alley. Clorinde obediently follows without a fuss.

“I can take care of myself, you know,” Navia says, even though she knows it would do nothing to dispel Clorinde of her thoughts. 

“I know,” Clorinde replies. “But it has never been about that.” 

She doesn’t elaborate. 

Navia sighs, and she knows that she can’t change Clorinde’s mind. After all, they’re both bull-headed individuals— it would be next to impossible to convince Clorinde of anything else once she sets her eye to the target. But honestly, this doesn’t bother her as much as it did just months ago. At least nowadays Clorinde is willing to speak to her, to  interact with her, instead of pretending to be some sort of mute bodyguard. 

She just wishes Clorinde would announce her presence to her at times like this. Honestly, she’s like a cat sneaking up somewhere in a house. 

“Going home?” Clorinde guesses. Her shoulder is almost a perfect inch away from hers. 

Navia hums at that. That  was the idea. 

“Fowl or crepes?” she asks. 

Clorinde glances at her with a small frown. Still, she doesn’t falter in continuing to walk next to Navia. “What for?” she finally says in response. 

“Are you craving fowl or crepes?” Navia reiterates calmly. “I’m a little peckish.” 

Clorinde looks at her for a moment. A slow smile stretches across her features until it reaches her eyes, and Clorinde lets out a small chuckle. She looks down at the ground briefly, watching their feet kick up pebbles and drag through the stones, then says, “Meat would be nice. Crepes are reserved for breakfast.”

Navia knows there are exceptions to those rules. Clorinde had eaten her crepes and pancakes in broad daylight in a few late afternoons in their youth. She graciously bites down her tongue to keep from reminding her. She feels like being the bigger person tonight, especially after confronting such an immature mugger. 

“There’s a restaurant just a few blocks from here. The red-bricked building,” Navia says, excitement coating her words. “I’ve never been, but I hear they serve the  best milkshakes.”

Clorinde gives her a slightly odd, enigmatic look, but then the look on her face relinquishes not even a moment later. “Then lead the way,” she responds, convivial. 

She has her hands folded behind her lower back while they walk and talk. The night air is chilly, but not so much that Navia needs to grit her teeth. Perhaps Clorinde’s tall posture next to her is blocking the wind for her. 

“How did you find me back there, anyway?” Navia asks out of the blue. It’s a fair question to ask— she prides herself in knowing when people have their eyes on her, but she can’t ever seem to sense that with Clorinde. 

“I clocked off work just moments before. I saw you and wanted to join you,” Clorinde explains.

“Then you saw him following me?” Navia guesses.

“I saw him following you,” Clorinde confirms. “I was never worried. If I had been, I would have shot him from the distance I was standing in. I just wanted to see what he wanted from you.”

Navia snorts. “He wanted my necklace! Could you believe that? You’d think a mugger in Fontaine would know how to find better things to steal.”

“Your necklace  is quite shiny,” Clorinde reminds her with a pointed look. There’s a curl to the edges of her lips. 

Navia gasps and shoots Clorinde with an appalled look. “You think it’s gaudy, don’t you?” she whispers harshly, putting her fingertips to the center of her necklace protectively. 

Clorinde laughs, loud enough that a nearby stranger with a mustache eyes them out of the corner of his eyes, then does a double take with eyes as large as teacup saucers when he realizes who, exactly, had laughed so merrily in these streets. 

“I wouldn’t say that,” Clorinde assures, her voice still thick with amusement. “It’s just… hard not to notice.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Navia grumbles. She thinks of something else that scratches at her mind and voices it out loud. “Why do you think he even wanted it? He didn’t look like a poor thief.” 

In fact, she recognized the clothes on him— they were from a reputable fashionista in Fontaine, whose prices definitely do not match someone desperate to wave a gun at a woman in an alleyway. 

Clorinde makes a noise of acknowledgement at the question. She mulls it over, then says, “He could have wanted a clearer shot at your heart with his pistol. Or to plunge a knife into. Injuries to the chest cavity are much harder to recover from than most areas. Death can be abrupt, which he could be looking for if he doesn’t want to leave you as a witness.”

Navia makes a face. “Sometimes I forget you do that,” she lightly admonishes. Clorinde is more of a realist than she could ever allow herself to be. With the nature of her work, it’s nothing to write home about. She shifts her umbrella under her arm so it’s more comfortable for their walk. 

Clorinde gives her a sideways glance. Then she simply raises her eyebrows. “You asked. I answered,” she says. 

 “‘You asked, I answered,’”  Navia parrots in a high-pitched mockery of Clorinde’s voice. Clorinde narrows her eyes at her. “Well, the good news is that I didn’t even give him a chance to try. Wait— does someone know he’s back there? Should we go back?” she asks in slight concern. 

“I informed someone the moment I saw him,” Clorinde appeases. “Now, are you finally going to tell me why you let him corner you in the first place?”

Navia exhales through her nose. “Same reason why you didn’t put a bullet through his head on the spot. I knew I could handle it, and I wanted to see what he wanted,” she says simply. “Maybe he could’ve just wanted to ask me to help him with something.”

Clorinde shakes her head. “You are far too forgiving for your own good sometimes.”

“It’s one of the things you love about me, admit it,” Navia teases, tilting her head and letting it brush against Clorinde’s caped shoulder. 

Clorinde only averts her eyes, lips pressed together in what Navia assumes is very mild (but loving!) annoyance.

It makes Navia’s grin grow wider. “Anyway,” she forges on, mostly for Clorinde’s sake. “What have you been up to all day? I usually see you walking around, but today it feels like you just disappeared off the face of Teyvat.”

“Ah, that.” Clorinde’s sharp eyes watch as a pair of dogs run down the street, followed closely by a frazzled young boy holding two leashes. “There was more to do in my office today than out here. Thankfully, the stack on my desk isn’t nearly as high as it had been weeks ago. It seems like everyone in Fontaine is much too tired to call for a duel for their disputes.”

“Well, when you stared death in the eyes half a year ago, it’s kinda hard to want to go back,” Navia says. She runs a thumb over the smoothness of the umbrella handle under her arm. 

“You could be right,” Clorinde responds agreeably. “I was at least granted a little bit of sun today. There was a scrimmage by some school boys playing hooky near the fountains at noon. Hardly the most exciting thing to tend to, but it at least gave my eyes a break from staring at a dozen forms.”

“They must have peed their pants when they saw you,” Navia snickers. She couldn’t help but imagine it: teenaged boys looking to tussle over some lunch money, and then looking up and seeing not just  a  Champion Duelist, but  the Champion Duelist with eyes like the barrel of a gun staring back at them. Oh, what she would’ve paid to see that. 

Clorinde chuckles at her apparent amusement. “Monsieur Neuvillette took pity on me after that. ‘Champion Duelists shouldn’t be used as errand boys,’ he told me, then granted me the weekend off. Paid, of course.”

“Sometimes I can’t help but think that you’re his favorite,” Navia muses.

“There are no favorites in the eyes of the Iudex,” Clorinde says, but Navia had already guessed she’d say so. 

“If you say so,” Navia says, wholly unconvinced. Clorinde just eyes her with a look, but Navia only gives her an innocent smile back. “What are you going to do on your paid mini-vacation then?” 

Clorinde purses her lips in thought. “I haven’t thought much about it. But I do like the idea of seeing an old friend,” she replies. 

“Oh. Who? Do I know them?” Navia asks curiously. How come she’s never heard of this old friend before? 

“You know  of them,” Clorinde says, a hint of amusement coloring her tone. She doesn’t know why until Clorinde adds, “It’s the geovishap I’ve told you about.”

“Oh!  Oh,”  Navia says, then pales ever so slightly. Her eyes are wide as she asks, “She’s still here? In Fontaine?”

Clorinde shakes her head. “It would be cruel to keep her somewhere so far from her natural environment. I helped her get back to Liyue a few years ago. Mating season just passed. It’s possible she could have hatchlings by now.”

 “Archons,”  Navia marvels, giggling under her breath. “When you said you had a ‘cordial relationship’ I didn’t think you meant you kept in  touch.” 

“We don’t write letters to each other, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Clorinde says wryly.

“Can I try sending her one if you won’t?” Navia jokes. 

Clorinde rolls her eyes, but it’s juxtaposed by the smile on her lips. “Unfortunately, I never had the chance to teach her how to read.”

“Eh, maybe she learned how to out in the wild,” Navia says with a shrug. “What’s her name? I need something to work with and put on the outside of the envelope.”

Clorinde pauses. “Vishap.”

Navia stares at her oddly. “Her name is… Vishap?”

“Yes,” Clorinde says curtly, as if she’s already prepared for this type of reaction from Navia. “I wasn’t a very creative child.”

Navia snorts, then smacks her hand over her mouth before another snort comes out. “Oh,  you think?” 

“What would you have wanted me to name her?” Clorinde shoots back playfully. 

“Oh, I don’t know. Something that isn’t just the literal name of her species?”

“She’s a geovishap. So not quite.”

“Yes, of course, because dropping the prefix is a much better name,” Navia says sardonically. 

“Had I named her Navia Junior, would you have taken me more seriously?” Clorinde counters with a sharp look. 

“As a matter of fact, yes!” Navia retorts with her chin held high. They continue to walk down the street, and then, just as they pass an intersection, she slowly adds, “Actually… wouldn’t she be Navia Senior? Because she’s older than me?”

Clorinde just shakes her head. 

“Just be grateful Master never let me name her the first name I thought of.”

Navia already knows it’s going to be hilariously good. “What was it?”

Clorinde pauses, either for comedic effect or to steel herself from Navia’s judgment. “Geovishap.”


 “Ha!” 


The restaurant is just up ahead. It smells like barbecue and smoke even from down this street, and Navia’s stomach grumbles. Clorinde eyes her, but Navia stares her down with a look to keep her from making a comment. 

Clorinde holds the door open for her. It smells even better inside, and the lights are so dim that it takes a moment for her eyes to adjust. There are a handful of people already eating inside, and the food on each table is accompanied by candles and bright conversations. The waiter that spots them stops and stares until he manages to collect himself. 

“Good evening. For two?” he stammers, scurrying over to them with wringing hands. He looks to Clorinde first, then says, “The usual spot tonight, Mademoiselle?”

Clorinde just curtly nods with a small, polite smile. Navia looks at her with an arched eyebrow, though Clorinde pretends not to acknowledge it. 

They’re seated against the wall with a window to their sides. It gives a nice view of Fontaine from here, and Navia can spot aquabuses in the distance taking people home. The moon shines down at them from between the heavy gray clouds. 

The waiter hands them two menus, then crouches down slightly to Clorinde’s level and informs her that there are new desserts on the menu that may interest her. Clorinde nods, but she says nothing more.

Navia squints at Clorinde across from her. Clorinde being a regular, or at least familiar, with a restaurant in the city is nothing at all suspicious, of course.

It’s the fact that their surroundings are dim, full of warm candles, and full of people giggling with hushed conversations and holding each other’s hands blatantly on top of the table that actually  is suspicious. 

“Alright. Spill,” Navia commands, her detective lens zeroing in on the way Clorinde is conveniently interested in the paintings on the wall. “Who did you take here?”

Clorinde rubs the fabric of their table between her two fingertips as she responds. “Just a few… encounters. In the past,” she says inconspicuously. 

“You mean dates,” Navia deadpans. “You know you say ‘dates,’ right?”

Clorinde winces, and Navia would feel bad had it not been for the odd warm bubbles that feel their way in her stomach. She hadn’t eaten anything bad in the past 24 hours, had she?

“I wouldn’t go further than saying that,” Clorinde explains, still mildly embarrassed. She mildly flips through the menu without looking down at it more than a few times, and Navia doesn’t even bother to look at her own menu. Not yet. 

“Was it like an, uh, speed dating thing?” Navia guesses. Trying to get Clorinde to be more clear with her words is like pulling teeth. 

“Not at all,” Clorinde says rather quickly. “Most of them were colleagues, or people that I know through connections. They ask me first, usually. I wouldn’t take the same person here twice.”

Navia’s eyebrows jump up nearly to her hairline. Oh, wow. “Since when were you such a—?”

“Not because of that,” Clorinde says, giving her a pointed look. “I don’t intend to play with people’s feelings. We engage here out of misunderstandings, usually. They’ll ask me to grab lunch or dinner with them, and by the time we’re sitting down, it’s already too late and I have to clench my teeth through explaining I’m not interested in the way they want me to be.”

Navia really only hears one word. “‘Usually’?” she questions. 

Clorinde sighs. “There’s really nothing that gets past you, is there?”

“Nope,” Navia says with a grin. 

Clorinde looks down at the menu, stares, then sighs again and closes it. She looks back up at Navia and says, “Yes, I had actual dates here. Two. But neither of them worked out, evidently. And no, I won’t tell you their names.”

Navia clamps her mouth shut. She changes course with an apologetic grin. “The food has gotta be heavenly levels of good if you keep coming here,” she says. 

Clorinde smiles noncommittally. “Yes. It is.”

“Alright, then what do you recommend?” Navia asks. 

Clorinde’s smile finally reaches her eyes. “You can leave that to me.”

The waiter finally comes five minutes later, in the middle of their conversation about the best perfumes to layer. Clorinde orders water for herself, then a strawberry milkshake for Navia. She asks for two orders of chicken fricassée next, then asks him to come back to ask if they have room for dessert. 

“Wow,” Navia says, impressed. “You didn’t even look at the menu.”

Clorinde exhales a brief laugh. “I’ve tried nearly every combination of food they can throw at me. In another life, I would have been a food critic that frequents this place.”

“You better not be setting my standards too high for this place,” Navia warns.

Clorinde looks amused. “I know for a nearly unequivocal fact that you’ll like it, so there’s no problems there,” she says, bringing her chair closer to the table, “but if you ask me, it’s nothing like the picnic food you used to make for us.”

To say that Navia is surprised to hear that would be an understatement. “You mean the chicken and ham and cheese I’d bring?” she asks, confused. At Clorinde’s short nod, she says, “Those are just basic picnic foods! We’re in a five star restaurant and you’d prefer to eat  that?” 

She cringes at the thought of fourteen year old Navia’s cooking. She remembers the chicken being too bland, and the cheese choices not pairing too well with the crackers and bread she would bring with it. The only decent thing that she remembers making are her cookies and macarons. Besides that, how could Clorinde look back at that and think,  yum? 

Clorinde shrugs. “I like this place because it’s the closest thing I can get to the authentic, fresh kind of homemade cooking that you used to make,” she confesses. There’s a gentleness to the way she says it, as well as a smudge of embarrassment. “But this restaurant can’t replace what you make. Or what you do.”

Navia melts under her gaze, like the candle wax that burns at their table. 

“You weren’t thinking about  me when you were bringing your dates here then, were you?” she teases gently, because she can’t afford to get sappy at a time like this. 

At Clorinde’s alarmed, surprised look, Navia just laughs. 

“I’m kidding. I know you don’t,” she says with the remnants of her chuckles. “But now we’re back on that train, how’ve you been in the love department? You clearly haven’t brought anyone here in a while.”

It was an almost taboo topic between them, for a while. They used to speak so freely about their crushes and the people that they wanted to pursue when they were more innocent and new to the whole thing. 

But they’re adults now; surely, Clorinde has some interesting stories to tell of her adult love life. At least, ones that don’t make her shudder thinking about Clorinde’s teenaged exes. Why Clorinde had ever thought they were good prospects, she will never know. Oh, the things Navia would do to be in the ring with Clorinde’s exes with the things they’ve done, especially on Clorinde’s supposed special day when the idiot—

Clorinde just gives her a mildly amused look. “I could ask you the same thing.”

At that, Navia just shrugs. She says honestly, “I’d rather focus on work than on a relationship. I don’t think I even have the time to.”

The waiter comes by with their drinks first, as they speak. Clorinde chuckles at Navia’s reaction, then picks up her glass of water. “To that, I completely agree,” she says, holding out her glass to Navia. 

Navia’s milkshake is much larger than her glass of water. Still, she tries her best to clink glasses. It makes them both crack a smile, and Navia, for whatever reason, feels the little warm bubbles in her stomach dissipate with the clink of their drinks. 

But then Navia’s smile slowly fades.

“I’d also, um,” Navia says, slipping into her shyness, “rather just work on this relationship too. Our friendship, I mean.” 

Clorinde looks at her, holding her gaze in place as the candlelight flickers on the side of her cheek. 

“I’d like that very much,” Clorinde says softly. 

Navia feels like her heart is ten times lighter than it had been before. 

Their food arrives not long after. They’re deep into a conversation about their last script at the Tabletop Troupe, about the things they should have done instead or parts of the script that they enjoyed to play through. They talk about better pet names too, about how dogs are better than cats (Navia’s argument), and about how cats are simply more tactful on hunts (Clorinde’s passionate counterargument).

It takes them so long to get through their conversations and eat that the candle on their table has been reduced to the size of her thumb. The wax pools in an odd lump on the bottom in its silver tray. Navia blows it out when she chews on her last bite of the delicious chicken. 

Clorinde, much to Navia’s chagrin, pays for their dinner. 

When they leave the restaurant, Navia immediately hooks an arm around Clorinde’s elbow, like they had done so many times in the past. Clorinde looks over at her in surprise, but she doesn’t shake Navia off. In fact, she steps closer to Navia’s side. Navia is practically giddy in knowing that they still feel like the parts of a puzzle together.  

“Will you walk me home?” Navia asks. 

It’s a surprising request, to both of them. She doesn’t know why she had blurted it out, but she doesn’t want to take it back either. 

Obviously, Clorinde complies. 

Their conversation all the way to Poisson is regular and familiar, just as much as it is challenging and electrifying. Only Clorinde seems to bounce back with whatever Navia throws at her, and Navia is grateful for it. She loves watching Clorinde get more and more zealous when she pushes buttons like this. It’s nice seeing her look so spirited. It’s cute just as much as she finds it funny and attractive. 

Attractive in the sense that it’s objective and new to see. As in attractive, only a little bit. Yeah. 

They arrive at Navia’s door, and Clorinde stands right on the outer edge of the welcome mat like she’s a vampire waiting to be called in. 

It makes Navia suppress the urge to roll her eyes. 

“Well?” Navia asks, trying to keep the giggle out of her voice. “Aren’t you gonna come in?”

At Clorinde’s mute, stunned silence, Navia continues, “What, haven’t your dates invited you inside before?”

Clorinde’s eyes widen just enough for her to notice. It makes her truly giggle this time. 

“We’re not gonna do anything like that,” Navia deadpans. “Plus, you didn’t save me this time, so you aren’t getting any kind of praising cheek kisses from  this gal,” she continues, jabbing a thumb at herself. 

Despite herself, Clorinde chuckles. “If I remember correctly,” Clorinde says, coming up so close to her that Navia stops breathing momentarily, “you saved us that day. Not me.” 

“Humble bragging is worse than bragging, I hope you know that,” Navia mutters, but she opens the door to let Clorinde in anyway. 

Clorinde takes off her hat respectfully when she comes inside, her eyes searching the inside of Navia’s place with shunned silence, and Navia teases, “Cat got your tongue?”

Clorinde just shakes her head. “I just didn’t expect everything to look… the same,” she says, demure even in the way she looks around.

Navia’s lips part. 

She presses them back together, and her chest aches in that familiar kind of way. 

“Would you like to sleep over?” Navia blurts out. “I have a spa appointment in the morning, and I’m pretty sure they offer half-off for any plus-ones.”

Clorinde looks over at her with mild amusement as she replies, “Is it the same one we—?” 

“Yes.” Navia laughs. “I think the same lady still works there. I hope you’re ready to grovel about why you’ve been gone so long.” 

Clorinde exhales a laugh. She’s silent only momentarily, probably to mull over Navia’s request. “I would love to stay,” she starts, the slow way she delivers it making Navia’s smile go small. “But…”

“The bottom drawer still has your clothes. If hygiene’s the reason you’re hesitating,” Navia says. At Clorinde’s raised eyebrows, she feels a slight triumph in realizing that she was right. 

“Your toothbrush is probably hiding somewhere in my cupboards,” she continues before Clorinde can say anything more. “I can look for it right now while you get settled in.”

That was a lie. The first one she’s told Clorinde since their reconcile. 

She still keeps Clorinde’s toothbrush next to hers.

Clorinde smiles at her sincerely, and says, “Then I’d love to stay.” 

 Stay forever,  the back of Navia’s mind begs.  Let me braid your hair like we used to. Let me take out our favorite tabletop game so we can play, the one I polish every weekend. Come lay next to me and let me swing my leg to hook onto yours while we talk about stupid adult responsibilities— the stupid things we were hoping to have now. 

Instead, she says, “Great! I’ll go find your toothbrush.” 

Turns out that Clorinde doesn’t need to save her with her sword in hand, after all. 

Having her here is saving her enough.

 


 

Clorinde dreams of her master. 

A dream of a memory, of when her master had dragged her out in the cold, early morning at the ripe age of nine and three quarters and made her thrust her sword into a tree until the calluses on her hands peeled off. 

Then her master had tended to her hands, sitting her down on a rock as she lectured, “Be wary of who you let into your heart. The affairs of the heart are a dangerous weakness, and they can leave you tender and raw, deeper than the hilt of a sword can. When you can, you shoot them in the chest first.”

Clorinde didn’t question her master. She didn’t say anything at all that day, besides absentmindedly nodding.

Then Clorinde wakes, alone and cold in her bed. 

She washes her face and brushes her teeth. Her hair is combed, new clothes are put on. Today is another day like the rest, even if it’s meant to make her feel different. 

She sits alone at her small table and chews on some leftover venison from last night. Noting in the back of her mind to grab some more firewood for tomorrow, Clorinde puts on her hat and leaves the house. Her jacket is draped over her forearm, in case it gets colder during her trek.

Clorinde finds a log that overlooks a small river bank. She yawns, forcing back the sleepiness from staying up so late last night training her eye with her pistol. She puts on her jacket when a mighty breeze rustles the leaves, then bends down at the hip to stretch. It’s painful and relieving all at once on her muscles. 

She stretches her wrists and forearms next. She sits on the log and stretches them as slowly as possible, grimacing as the familiar ache overtakes her fingers and forearms. 

She balls her fists, and then unballs them. She does it several times, before she opens her palms, face up towards her. 

She looks at the old calluses that correspond with her knuckles. They’re white and old, rising against her pale skin, unopened in a very long time. She may need to file them down sometime this week to prevent any scarring or splitting in the middle of her training. 

She smells roses and baked vanilla in the wind. 

Hands cover her eyes, and Clorinde doesn’t even flinch. 

“Guess who, birthday girl?” a voice teases. 

Clorinde huffs out a laugh. “You know you still can’t sneak up on me, right?”

Navia removes her hands from her face and sits down on the log next to her, pouting. “I really thought I got you that time!” she argues. 

“You got a little closer than last time,” Clorinde says encouragingly. But Navia is still pouting, and she can’t help from having a teasing smile split onto her face. 

“How does it feel to finally be a respected member of adult life?” Navia asks her, brightening from the prior conversation. Her eyes absolutely twinkle. “How does your first day as an eighteen year old feel? Feeling the freedom?”

“Like I told you yesterday, it probably won’t feel any different. And I was right,” Clorinde replies drolly, but she’s smiling. “But  someone was a little adamant in thinking that a single birthday would change everything about myself.”

“Hey, you’re not a kid anymore, but you still have to respect your elders!” Navia contends with a wag of her finger. 

“You’re a single year older,” Clorinde says bluntly. 

“And a month!” Navia feels the need to add. “And four days,” she finishes proudly. 

Clorinde nods sagely. “Yes. My apologies. How could I ever disrespect someone so old?”

Navia snorts loudly, jabbing her hard in the side with her elbow. Clorinde grunts, but she’s quick to snatch up Navia’s wrist before Navia jabs her again. There’s laughter bubbling in her throat. 

“Got any plans for your birthday?” Navia asks her, once the chaos subsides. 

Clorinde had already practiced the answer last night. “Besides eating dinner with you and your father, not much,” she admits. “Though I was given the entire day off.”

“That’s really nice of them,” Navia says happily, clasping her hands together like she was given the best news in the entire world. 

Clorinde doesn’t tell her the entirety of the truth— that she had begged her superiors to let her have this day, working longer, strenuous hours to prove that while she’d like to dedicate 364 days to the justice of Fontaine, she wanted at least one with Navia. 

Navia would have killed her if they didn’t spend her birthday together, like they do every year. 

“I didn’t want to plan anything in advance in case you had to shadow someone today,” Navia begins, swinging her feet, “but now that we have the entire day, what do you think about… having a spa day?”

She blinked rapidly. “A spa day?” Clorinde echoes. 

“Yeah,” Navia says cheerfully. “There’s one near that boutique you like. We can get our nails done, get face masks, even do our hair— the whole shebang.”

It’s not that the idea is unappealing, per se, to Clorinde. She’d never let herself go to a salon, not because she wanted to actively avoid it, but because there wasn’t really a reason for her to. Sometimes, the thought would cross her mind, but it would pop like a bubble the moment she realizes that she simply didn’t have the time to. 

It makes her slightly paranoid; does Navia think she’s not more put together? Why should she even care?

Navia reads the expression on her face. “I just think you deserve to be pampered for once in your life,” Navia says to her. “Answer me honestly: when was the last time you did something for yourself?”

When Clorinde just answers with a blank stare, Navia laughs. 

“I’m surprised you don’t have twigs in your hair after your long hunts,” Navia teases. 

“That’s because I pick them out,” Clorinde says seriously. 

Navia just gives her a pointed look. “So, spa day to welcome your first day as an independent woman. Yay or nay?”

Clorinde doesn’t point out that “independent woman” is something that could have described her for an already good majority of her life. 

“Well, if it’s something that you think we’d like, then I have no objections,” she says thoughtfully. 

Navia grins in response. She punches Clorinde’s arm lightly. “I knew you’d be on board,” she says, proud and happy.

“But you’re sure they won’t mess up my hair?” Clorinde asks with a light frown. She touches her hair gently, looking up to pull out a strand in front of her face. “I quite like the look. There’s that bleached blonde trend that I just can’t imagine on myself.” 

Blonde on Navia is a different story. It’s beautiful and gorgeous and wonderful on her. 

Navia giggles. “I’m sure if you tell them you’d rather keep your  signature look, they’d be more than happy to oblige,” she says, amusement twinkling in her words. “I like it on you too. Very chic.”

Navia reaches out and touches a strand of Clorinde’s hair— the light blue part. She twirls it around her finger, tugging gently on it and marveling at its softness. Clorinde shivers. She’s always liked it whenever Navia plays with her hair like this. She likes how Navia’s hands are so gentle handling her hair, how her nails scratch her scalp in a way that makes her feel like she could sleep forever. 

Not that she’d ever admit that out loud. 

Navia lets go of her hair, and a part of Clorinde whines inside at the loss of touch. She was even starting to lean in towards her. 

“If we leave about now, we’ll have enough time to catch some breakfast, have our spa day,  and eat with the Spina tonight,” Navia lists off happily. 

Clorinde wants to say,  But I already ate, so we can skip having breakfast together.  

Instead, she says, “Alright. Where would you like to eat?”

Navia picks out a nice, small cafe where they serve fluffy pancakes for breakfast. The smell is heavenly when they enter the premises, and Clorinde is glad that she deliberately left some room in her stomach in case of a situation like this. 

They sit down in the corner, away from eavesdroppers. With just the two of them here, they almost seem like a couple on a nice morning date.

She banishes the thought like thinking of sin at church. 

“You said you didn’t have anything planned for today, right?” Navia asks her. 

Clorinde nods, and then Navia immediately says again, “Did your boyfriend at least plan a little something for you guys today then?”

There’s slight venom in her voice. Her eyes look ready to strike.

Clorinde freezes. Ah. 

Navia senses her hesitation before she racks up an excuse in her mind. “What? What’d he do?” she asks, already on the defense. She leans in, her eyes narrowed. 

Navia had never liked him. Not even from the beginning. 

Clorinde is sure that this news would make her start jumping up and down and clap her feet together. 

She clears her throat first before she allows herself to speak. “He sat us down last night for a chat,” she begins to say, worded as carefully as possible. “He thinks we’re both splitting off into different paths. So we decided to part from each other from here on. Amicably. And, of course, mutually.” 

She expects Navia to whoop and holler like Clorinde had announced she would be coming home with a million mora. 

Instead, Navia’s fierce look mitigates into something more gentle, more sorrowful. And dear Celestia, Clorinde would have rather Navia got up on the table and screamed at the top of her lungs in rejoice than look at her like this. 

“Oh, Clorinde,” she says, her voice so soft. “I’m so sorry. Right before your birthday too, that’s—  Archons, that’s a dick move.”

Clorinde doesn’t really think so. Objectively, yes, yes it is. But subjectively? 

It’s the first time she’s actually breathed right around him. 

In truth, she didn’t like him very much anyway— he was brash, cold, and come to think of it now, a little too much like her. The guy would only ever charge her cynicism when they were together, and vice versa.  

Perhaps there is truth in what people say about opposites attract. 

She’s starting to think that she should start preferring to look for someone more sunny, more open, more kind, someone like…

Navia, a gentle smile still on her face, reaches over the table to squeeze her hand. 

No, she shouldn’t. 

She should never allow herself to look at someone who’s too much like her. It would just end up breaking her heart trying to fit in an imposter. 

“At least he was a little nicer to you than your ex-girlfriend from last summer,” she grumbles. “I didn’t like her either.”

At that, Clorinde huffs out an amused laugh. “You say that about everyone I date.”

“And you do the same about every girl  I like or date!” Navia argues. She’s pouting again. 

Navia’s list of ex-lovers is a relatively short one, as is hers, but it’s still not as impressionable. Clorinde never liked how broody and stoic and aloof they all were. All of them, and she means  all of them, were different shades of scowly, overprotective, and reclusive. Most were some sort of law enforcers too, as if that could explain away their egos.

Seriously, what did Navia see in them? She deserves better. 

“Because I know how to read people’s intentions,” Clorinde immediately defends, frowning. 

The way they look at Navia has always put her at unease. She couldn’t describe the feeling, but it’s never been pleasant to feel. 

Navia shakes her head and mutters, “You and Papa would make an unstoppable team.” 

She lifts her chin in pride in knowing that Callas, too, shares her opinion about Navia’s choice in crushes and dates.

Their pancakes arrive before Clorinde can argue further about her point. Navia’s stack of pancakes are topped with a selection of fruits, glazed in syrup, and garnished in icing sugar. Clorinde’s three small pancakes pale in comparison, with only a little bit of syrup pooling at its sides and a complimentary biscuit stuck into the top. 

Navia immediately puts a few strawberries on her plate. Clorinde gives Navia her biscuit as a fair trade.

They eat in comfortable silence. The bustle of the cafe around them is almost deafening, but it gives Clorinde a reason to keep her eyes glued to her pancakes and let her hands move to keep cutting pieces of it. Out of the corner of her eye, Navia is people-watching as she chews, her eyes twinkling with joy while she watches a man play frisbee with his poodle on the grass.

“Papa’s been thinking about letting me stand in for him as President sometime soon,” Navia says quietly.

Clorinde looks up at her in shock. She lets the news settle between them before she swallows. “Oh,” she says dumbly, and she wants to kick herself for it. 

“Is… is that something you want?” Clorinde tries again. 

Navia sighs, rubbing her hands over her face. She suddenly looks so  tired, and Clorinde wishes desperately that she could do something to light the fire back in her eyes. 

“I don’t know,” Navia admits. “I’ve obviously thought about it— for a really, really long time. If you asked me a few years ago if I’d jump the chance at sitting in for Papa, I’d go,  ‘Duh!’ But now I’m older, and I’ve sat in meetings, and read through a bunch of case files, and had to be there during the harder times with Papa, it’s— gods, it isn’t all starlight and glitter like I thought it would be.”

Clorinde sits there, listening silently but attentively. 

“Sorry,” Navia says, her voice still so uncharacteristically quiet. “I didn’t mean to make your birthday feel all weird and sad.”

“I know how you feel,” Clorinde says carefully. She mulls over her words before filters them out of her mouth. “Being a duelist is tough work— mentally, physically, and everything in between. There’s been times in my life where I just started to think that it would be much easier to quit. To sheathe my sword and never look back.” She hasn’t even been given the title yet, at least officially. It’s a frustrating ordeal, but she marches on. 

Navia watches her warily. “Why didn’t you?” she asks softly. 

“Well, you,” she admits, growing a little hot under the collar. Even Navia looks away. 

Clorinde fidgets with her fork. “I admire how determined you are to see things through, and how you never let things get you down no matter the circumstances. It’s commendable. On some days, I wish I had your grit. But having you by my side is the closest thing I can do to having it.”

“Clorinde,” Navia whispers. It sounds so fond.

Clorinde tries not to let her heart ache too much in her chest. 

“Let me do that for you too,” Clorinde says. “If he wants you to stand in for him at meetings, then I’ll sit down next to you and give you my quiet support. If he wants you to come up with a solution for one of your aid crises, then I’ll sit on the edge of your bed and let you pace around and bounce ideas off of me. Whatever you need from me for you to realize that you can do this, I am at your call.”

Navia just blinks at her. 

She swallows visibly, then a slow smile falls onto her lips. Clorinde sends her a smile of her own. 

“You really are something,” Navia says, her voice still thick, “you know that?”

“So I’ve been told once or twice before,” Clorinde teases. 

Navia giggles, her shoulders slumping and her lively demeanor coming back to her full force. It makes Clorinde happy to see. She hides her smile behind her glass of water as she sips. 

With breakfast done over a nice, heated conversation about the best kind of class to pick in their tabletop game, Navia swiftly shoves mora in the waiter’s face before Clorinde has the time to open her wallet. Clorinde shoots her a nasty look, but Navia can’t seem to wipe the grin off of her face. 

She’s still grinning when she grabs Clorinde’s wrist and pulls her up to her feet, dragging her to their beloved spa day. 

Her worries double when the bell jingles and signifies their presence. So many people turn to look at them out of curiosity, and Clorinde feels like she’s just been thrown into a den of wolves. 

The woman who tends them is warm and inviting, however. She tells Clorinde how Navia often likes to talk about her when she gets her hair done (a fact that makes Navia interject with a flush along the strip of her nose) and ushers Clorinde to a tall chair. 

Things are put on her face. Curlers are put in her hair, pulling at her scalp but not enough to make her head feel sore. People file her nails and marvel at the calluses and scars that litter her hands, but the staring is merely out of interest rather than hostility. Navia stares at them with a hard look, warning them with a subtleness, the same way Clorinde would put her hand on the pommel of her sword whenever she catches school boys staring at Navia as they pass. 

The woman doing her hair hums as she strokes the light blue in Clorinde’s hair. 

“This is a wonderful shade. It suits your features,” she comments happily, and Clorinde gives her a young smile in response. “A staple of yours, I assume?”

“Yes,” she admits. “I haven’t changed it since I was ten. I would rather not change it now.”

“Of course,” her hairstylist says. Her tone of voice reminds her of Navia’s impish smile right before she makes a teasing remark. “Did you know this shade of blue is one of Navia’s favorite colors? She likes to polish her nails this color sometimes. Interesting how these coincidences can line up, no?”

Clorinde clamps her mouth shut. She doesn’t say a word, nor does she let go of her breath. 

It makes her hairstylist laugh, loud and full, and Clorinde feels warmth spread across the surface of her face. 

She catches Navia looking at her from across the room. She can’t hear what Navia’s hairstylist is saying to her from here, but she knows Navia isn’t really listening. Instead, she’s smiling gently at Clorinde, big and bright. She’s communicating reassurance with her eyes.

 It makes Clorinde’s heart feel twice as light. 

Clorinde had wrongfully assumed that Navia’s guess of them “spending the majority of the day” here was an exaggeration. By the time they take the cucumbers off of her eyelids and massage some sort of oil onto her face, the sky outside is beginning to turn a bright shade of orange. 

When they leave, Clorinde’s body is positively exhausted. It aches as she walks, but in a way that doesn’t burn her muscles or strike her bones. It’s a… good kind of exhaustion. 

“You seem relaxed,” Navia comments with a giggle. She’s right next to Clorinde, looking as energetic and bouncy as she had been that morning.

“Is that what I’m feeling?” Clorinde muses. She’s sluggish, but in a pleasant way.

“Uh huh,” Navia says with a curl of her lips. Her eyes are still twinkling with joy. “I’m guessing you liked that then?”

Clorinde chooses her words carefully. The last thing she wants is for Navia to be holding this against her for the rest of their lives. “Yes,” she says slowly, flexing her fingers at her side, “it certainly made me feel…”

“Pampered?” Navia guesses, giddy. 

Clorinde exhales through her nose. “Yes.”

“I  knew you’d like it!” Navia exclaims with a hearty laugh. “The next time I go back, I’m taking you with me.”

Clorinde’s chuckle is soft. Then she says, “It’s expensive, but you’re right— it’s worth it.”

“Self care is very important for the body and mind,” Navia says as if she’s reciting it, holding up a finger. Her face is sagacious. “Remember when you told me that your training requires complete harmony with your body and soul? I have a theory that letting yourself be pampered once in a while, albeit with treats or a day off or a full day at a spa, would help with that.”

“Huh.” Clorinde thinks about it as they walk. “That’s not… that bad of an idea,” she admits. 

Navia puts her hands on her hips, proud. “Of course it’s not. If your little smile has anything to say about it.”

Clorinde wipes her smile off immediately, and it makes Navia giggle. It’s hard not to keep smiling when she does. 

“I don’t remember the last time I let myself be at the center of my day like that,” Clorinde confesses. They turn a corner, and she recognizes the aquabus line up ahead. “It’s… different. But nice.”  Especially when it’s with you. 

Navia exhales an amused laugh. “I wanted you to feel like it’s okay to attend to your wants or needs. Celestia knows you don’t ever take care of yourself nearly enough. Just because you’re an adult now and you’re dedicating yourself to the betterment of Fontaine doesn’t mean you have to exclude yourself from that, you know what I mean?”

Clorinde clicks her tongue. Her chest feels so light, walking close to Navia like this. “I don’t know where I’d be without you,” she admits quietly. 

She doesn’t know why she suddenly feels so maudlin— it could be because of the sweet exhaustion of her pampering, or the way Navia is speaking to her like it’s a conviction she so readily believes, or the combination of both.

“Dead in a ditch from overworking yourself maybe,” Navia jokes with a giggle. 

Clorinde knows that it’s not the likely scenario. If she had never met Navia, she would still be able to take care of herself. She would still know how to hold a sword, how to fish when she’s hungry, how to fill her days with training and productivity. She still would have been sharp and cunning, an extension of the blade at her side. 

But if she had never met Navia, her heart would have never felt this gentle. 

She would have been a weapon named Clorinde, rather than be Clorinde and her weapon.

But to Navia’s guess, she simply says, “And I would have become a more well-adjusted young woman who never had to share her brain power with someone as reckless as you.”

 “Hey!”  Navia argues, but she sounds as if on the cusp of laughing.

When her bubbly demeanor subsides and they cross the street, Navia says, “I almost booked us a massage today too. But I think your body would have broken out in hives from feeling relaxed for the first time in nearly two decades.”

“I’ve been relaxed before,” Clorinde argues. 

“Oh, yeah?” Navia challenges. 

“Yes, before the age of nine, I was relaxed all the time,” Clorinde says calmly. “And then I met you.”

Navia gasps, turning to look at her, indignant by the way her nose flares and her mouth gapes. “You’re so  mean!” she exclaims with a slap to Clorinde’s arm, and Clorinde breaks out into a satisfied grin at her reaction. 

“I don’t see it as a bad thing. I just traded my peaceful days with more exciting ones with you,” Clorinde says with a hum, only to mollify Navia, who still looks as if there’s steam coming out of her ears. 

It works. Navia raises her chin proudly and smiles in triumph. “You’re darn right,” she says, and Clorinde presses her lips hard together to keep from snorting. 

“So,” Navia says again after clearing her throat, “where do you rank this birthday with the rest?”

She asks this every year. 

And every year Clorinde responds the same. Surely, Navia knows that. 

She reminisces about her past birthdays as they walk out of the Court of Fontaine. How they roleplayed as a knight and a princess in Clorinde’s backyard for her eleventh birthday, how they played Navia’s favorite tabletop game together when she turned thirteen (and they got married in it: it’s a long story, but it was so that they can get away from an orc for plot purposes, and definitely not because they wanted to), and how for Clorinde’s sixteenth birthday, Navia threw her a party that lasted from dusk to dawn. 

“I think this is the best birthday yet,” Clorinde says confidently, as she usually says every year after the other since turning ten. 

And here Navia would usually smile and nod, happy and pleased with her answer, then they would continue doing whatever they did for the rest of the day. 

Instead, Navia asks, curiosity dripping from her voice, “Well, what made it the best this time?”

Clorinde eyes her silently, and Navia shrugs. “I don’t think we really did anything  special this year. If anything, I feel kinda guilty,” Navia says sheepishly. “It’s your eighteenth birthday. I wanted to plan something special for you, y’know, so it’s memorable, but I kept assuming you wanted to spend it with your boyfriend, or with someone else, or alone because…” She gestures vaguely in the air.

Clorinde understands what she’s trying to say. “Just because we’re older doesn’t mean I want to drift away from you,” she says gently. 

It’s not just Navia who’s been afraid of it— Spina members would always tell them how surprised they are that they’ve been friends for so long, or how near strangers on the street would interject their laughter with their unnecessary anecdotes about how they’ve drifted from friends when they grew up. She notices how hard Navia squeezes her hand sometimes, late into the night. Or how Navia would stare at her when she’d walk home by herself. 

Clorinde understands. Of course she does. She squeezes Navia’s hand just as hard, and she stares when Navia leaves for the day just as long. 

Navia’s silent. She’s pursing her lips, staring at the ground ahead of them. Clorinde could see her thinking hard, the gears in her head turning and turning.

“And besides,” Clorinde continues, entertained at the way Navia jumps and looks at her, “I don’t care if we didn’t do anything with your idea of extravagance in mind. I got to spend my birthday with you. That’s why it’s the best.”

That makes Navia giggle. “We always spend our birthdays together, you goof,” she says, as if amused that Clorinde would forget that minute detail. 

 I know,  Clorinde thinks,  and that makes every new passing year special to me.  

She doesn’t say anything. 

She just lets Navia take her hand. 

When they arrive at Poisson, the sun is already beginning to touch the horizon. Spina members smile and wave when they see her, and many of them shout at her and greet her a wonderful birthday. Clorinde smiles back, albeit with a smaller smile of her own, while Navia helps her by shouting back about how grateful her friend is. Their fingers are still intertwined together while Navia navigates her through the bustle of her place. 

As promised, Callas is home early from work, and he’s cooking some sort of turkey in their oven. Navia rushes over to his side and reprimands her father for not waiting for her to cook it. Clorinde sits down at the table, amused by the pair’s antics and how they argue back and forth about how long they should keep the turkey inside the oven. 

Eventually, Navia wins her father over and takes it out with oven mitts. She places it on the middle of the table, and Callas walks over with large carving tools. Navia slaps her papa’s wrist and makes a motion for him to hand over the tools. Obediently, Callas hands it over.

Clorinde’s amusement must be apparent on her face, because Callas shoots her a look and gruffs out, “You’d do just the same if you were me. Except she’d just have to look at ya.”

Well, Clorinde doesn’t deny that. 

Navia carves up the turkey for them and serves it onto three plates. She gives a bigger, juicier portion to Clorinde. Callas serves Clorinde with some expensive wine that he’d apparently been saving for the occasion. It’s rich and tasty, and Callas laughs when Clorinde nearly drains her entire glass in one go. 

Dinner is eaten over small conversations between the three of them. Callas tells them the story about the man that they were investigating today, making them giggle when he describes how the poor guy tripped and had his pants pulled down by a bush. Navia speaks so fast Callas has to remind her to slow down, and she tries her best to talk about the different flavors of macarons she was testing out yesterday night without tripping over her words. Clorinde listens to the Caspars quietly, but with a smile that rests all too easy on her face. 

Halfway through when the turkey meat runs low, Callas lectures the two of them about the importance of sticking together at night in case of emergencies. Then he goes on a spiel about how, even though they’re both “walking into the arms of adulthood,” they should never be afraid to turn to him for help. 

Clorinde and Navia glance at each other. 

 Is he serious? Clorinde asks with her eyes. 

Navia grimaces and says with her eyes,  I think so.  

They share a small smile that restrain their laughter and turn to look back at Callas with feigned interest.

After the dishes get put away (and the yearly argument of Clorinde trying to insist on helping with the dishes and having both Caspars restrain her back into her seat), Navia excuses herself to grab something. It doesn’t take long for her to come back with a cake the length and width of her entire arm.

Spina di Rosula members are called into their small abode and they pile in, with some opening the windows to peer inside the house without overfilling the kitchen. They sing Clorinde a happy birthday, all the while Navia sits next to her with the sparkles of the birthday candles reflecting in her eyes. Her smile is so big that Clorinde can’t help but reflect it.

“Make a wish!” Navia calls excitedly after the song concludes.

She closes her eyes, blows the candles out, and smiles coyly at the whoops and cheers that shakes the walls. Attention isn’t something that she seeks— but this kind of attention, where Navia’s warm gaze covers her like a blanket and Callas’ hand on her shoulder feels like a rock tethering her to the ocean floor, is something that makes her chest glow with happiness. 

Though she wakes in her bed cold and alone nearly every morning, it’s a good contrast to the way her days are spent, always, with the people that she cares about. 

Spina members are given their fair share of cake once Navia serves her the first portion (and Clorinde serves her the second in kind) and there’s about an hour of chatter around Poisson, everyone happy with Navia’s sweet and tasty cake and the atmosphere full of the celebration of life and joy. 

Once Clorinde and Navia have their fill of cake and conversation with everyone around them, Navia hooks their pinkies together and pulls her closer to her side. She has a shy smile on her face, one that makes Clorinde’s heart beat just a little faster. 

“I have something for you,” she says quietly, just over the noise of laughter and plates clinking. “Can you come with me?”

 I would come with you towards the raging fires of a forest, Clorinde thinks. 

And she says, “Of course.”

Navia gives her a quick side hug before she tells Clorinde to stay for a moment and dashes upstairs. She emerges only a minute later, a wrapped box in her hand. It’s the same color of the streak in Clorinde’s hair, with a yellow bow that reminds Clorinde of the accents on her dress. 

Then Navia takes her hand again, leading them out of the house and just a little ways out of Poisson. 

They’re sitting on the hill, overlooking the moon that winks down at them with stars that dust the sky. 

Navia puts her present into Clorinde’s lap once they settle in. Clorinde gives her a mild look, and Navia criss-crosses her feet, places her hands to lean on her ankles, and bites her lower lip in excitement, nodding her head for her to go on. 

Clorinde unwraps the present with reverence. She slides her nails under the tape and opens the flaps, careful not to ruin the paper. Navia watches her with an amused, fond look.

The small box is plain brown, but it has a lid that she can remove and separate. Clorinde sticks her tongue out and slowly shimmies the lid off with a few fingers. 

Sitting inside the box, covered with fluffy white stuffing to keep it centered and safe, is a pair of blue earrings. 

They look exactly like Navia’s. 

“Now we match,” Navia says proudly, her voice strangely soft against the excitement and pride that covers her face. “You told me you liked my earrings a few years ago, and I kept bugging Papa to tell me where he got them over and over and over until he finally caved. They were… a pretty price, I’ll tell you that. So I saved up over the past year and got it for you the first chance I got.”

Clorinde’s eyes sting. They sting hard. 

She blinks, hard and fast.

“Clorinde? Are you okay?” Navia asks, concern lacing her voice when Clorinde doesn’t respond. She bows her head down to look at Clorinde’s face more properly, and she makes a little gasp. “Are you  crying?”  she asks, a mix of both shock, amusement, and deeper concern. 

 “No, ” Clorinde says immediately, but it sounds muddled with the wavering of her voice. 

She puts down the box on her lap and wipes at her eyes aggressively, curling her lip as if in mild disgust. It makes Navia laugh, but it’s low and gentle. 

“Is that why you dared me to pierce my ears last week?” Clorinde asks her, trying to even out her voice as much as possible.

Because it’s her birthday, or because Navia simply wanted to give her grace, Navia doesn’t comment on the moisture collecting in her eyes or the odd twinge of her voice. She just says, with a little giggle, “Of course I did. You were being so competitive you didn’t even stop and think about why I dared you.”

Clorinde shakes her head fondly. “You could have just gotten me a nice towel for my pistol. Or some macarons,” she says quietly. “You didn’t have to go out of your way and do this for me.”

Navia shrugs. “I wanted you to have something nice. What’s a better way to do that and get you matching earrings that just so happen to look good on you?” she teases. 

“But these are expensive,” she argues.

“And I saved up,” Navia counters. She narrows her eyes at Clorinde. “If you return those, I  will kill you, you know that, right?”

Clorinde laughs wetly. “If I put them on now, will that make you happy?”

Navia nods happily. 

Rolling her eyes and pretending to feel peeved, Clorinde shifts her weight on the grass and tucks her hair behind her ears. She concentrates on feeling the hole on her earlobe, piercing one earring through it. The other side is harder to find, and Navia has to intervene and lean over to help her. Navia’s breath is warm against her cheek, her fingers gentle and caressing her skin with some kind of deep, loving veneration. 

Both earrings are in, and Clorinde moves her head from side to side to feel the weight of them against her ears. They feel nice. They’re not heavy, but they aren’t so light that Clorinde would forget they’re there. She loves them. She loves knowing Navia got them for her, knowing that whenever she’ll look at herself in the mirror, she’ll see Navia too. 

It’s like Navia had gifted her something that just says,  it will always be me and you, in everything we have and do. 

When she adjusts the feeling of having her earrings in, she turns to look at Navia to thank her. Navia is already looking at her. The way she’s staring is… well, it makes her stomach flip. 

“Why are you smiling at me like that?” Clorinde asks her, raising her eyebrows in amusement. 

Navia blinks, as if she’s just now realizing that she  had been staring. 

“Nothing,” Navia says quickly, but her voice is so terribly warm, “just… you look really pretty when you smile like that.”

Poor Clorinde isn’t even given a chance to soak in the compliment completely. Navia jabs her in the side, the atmosphere broken with something more playful. 

“Happy birthday, grandma,” Navia teases. 

“And what do you think that makes you?” Clorinde quips. 

Navia jabs her in the side harder, but it’s worth it. 

There’s a silence that blankets them up on this hill, the wind tickling the sides of Clorinde’s face. It makes her earrings sway, and she already knows it’ll help with finding wind direction when she hunts in the morning. It’s the perfect gift, truly. 

“Say, what did you wish for this year anyway?” Navia asks her curiously. 

“I can’t tell you that,” Clorinde argues. “Telling people what you wish for is bad luck.”

Navia groans. “You used to never believe in that stuff!”

“Last year, I told you that I wished for a less chatty friend and it never came true. Do you remember that?” Clorinde says flatly. 

Navia snorts. “You probably just don’t wanna tell me because it’s embarrassing,” she says lightly. 

Clorinde hums at that. “Or perhaps it’s just painfully plain.”

Sighing, Navia flops backwards onto the grass. Clorinde joins her. “You’re probably right,” Navia says, turning to look at her with a wolfish grin. “You  are a painfully plain person. Maybe you just wished for a new kitchen stove.”

“My stove is incredibly inefficient, a new one would only take half my time in cooking my meat!” Clorinde argues, and Navia laughs so loud that her legs are brought up to her stomach in her joy. 

“Well, whatever you wish for,” Navia says, still giggling and trying desperately to stop laughing, “I hope it comes true, Clorinde.”

Clorinde just smiles at her. “Me too,” she answers softly.

Because if her wish of having to spend every birthday like this together, until their last, comes true, then she’d be the happiest woman alive. 

 


 

It’s just Navia’s luck for her to be cooped up in her office picking up after yesterday’s messy fiasco on her birthday. 

She sighs, shaking her hand out, before hunching back over and writing her report. Her lower back is already aching and her legs are sore from sitting down for so long, but she wants to finish this particular page before granting herself any sort of break. 

It doesn’t help that she feels alone in this tight office. The window lets a breeze in, but it’s cold and biting rather than cozy and inviting. 

Her hand cramps up again, and she twists her face up while she opens and closes her hand in an attempt to get it to stop. 

She almost lets herself let out a sigh. What a way to spend a supposed good day like today. 

“What are you doing cooped up in here?”

Navia lets out a squeak of surprise. Her chair squeaks even louder when she sits up, whipping her head backwards to check for her intruder. 

Clorinde stands in her doorway, leaning against it with a shoulder and her arms crossed over her chest. A corner of her lips is turned up in a half-smile at her antics. Navia nearly wants to throw a stapler at her head. 

“How did you get in here?” she asked incredulously. She turns her chair around to face Clorinde, who’s still watching her with amusement twinkling in her eyes. She thinks of the Spina members stationed outside of her door, tasked with ensuring that no one bothers her during her excursion in finishing her report. “Actually, better question— how did you manage to sneak past everyone?”

Clorinde tilts her head at her in mild confusion. “They saw me, and let me through without another word. I assumed you told them I was welcome to come in. Why? Is there a problem?” Her brow pulls together with a frown. “Are you in danger?”

“What? No,” Navia says quickly, shaking her head. Her heart is finally beginning to return to a normal pace. “They were just meant to— nevermind. What are you doing here, Clorinde?”

“I suppose you don’t know what day it is, do you?” Clorinde says evenly. 

Of course she does. At the mention of it, Navia brightens and manages to beam at her. “My birthday!” she exclaims, and Clorinde’s half-smile turns into a full, genuine smile. 

And then she deflates, looking over her shoulder back at the report wistfully. When she looks back at Clorinde, she says, “I don’t have anything planned, if that’s what you’re here for. We could get some dinner together later if you’d like?”

Clorinde opens her mouth. She closes it momentarily, then finally utters, “Are you busy, then?”

“A little,” Navia admits, almost in shame. “I wanted to get out and do something fun, but…” She sighs hard and slumps back against her chair. “Responsibilities and all that,” she finishes.

“Ah.” Clorinde shifts her weight from foot to foot now, her eyes glued to the ground. 

Navia grows a little suspicious when Clorinde doesn’t say anything else. She doesn’t move either. “Why?” she asks slowly. 

She has a feeling why. But she wants Clorinde to say it. 

Clorinde squirms, and she holds back a laugh. “I wanted to ask if you wanted to do something with me today,” Clorinde says casually, but the terse way her jaw sets on her face makes it clear that she’s forcing herself to bite it out. “I… wanted to spend your birthday together.”

Navia’s smile reaches her lips so swift that it nearly aches. Her heart aches in the same manner. “Aw,  Clorinde,”  she coos. 

Clorinde scowls, but it makes her look less intimidating and a lot cuter. She clears her throat, her eyes darting away from Navia’s large grin. “But I understand if you’re busy today. I don’t want to interfere with anything important,” Clorinde says quickly. “I can come another time instead, if you would… like.”

“Nonsense!” Navia cries. “I’m not busy at all.”

Clorinde frowns. “But you just said—”

“I can do it tomorrow,” Navia says quickly, and yeah, sure, it’ll make her life a tiny, teensy bit harder if she puts it off, but hey, that’s just the game of life. 

And honestly? She had  dreamed of spending today with Clorinde for weeks now. 

Clorinde smiles at her in relief. “Alright. That’s— good,” she says, awkward and so cute. Navia just wants to reach over and pinch her cheeks, but she stays seated in case Clorinde scowls at her one more time for being pesky. Clorinde clears her throat one last time and adds, “I have something planned for us to celebrate.” 

“You planned something?” Navia asks, her eyebrows shooting upwards. She hadn’t expected that. “Clorinde, that’s so sweet!”

Clorinde shoots her a pointed look and Navia shuts her mouth. “I didn’t even tell you what the plan is,” she says flatly, but she sounds mildly amused.

“Whatever you have planned, trust me, I’ll love it,” Navia says with complete seriousness. She stands up and stretches from side to side, groaning with pleasure at the pops and cracks of her spine. “Where do you want to take us?” she asks breathlessly, still out of breath from the best stretch of her life. 

Clorinde rolls her eyes, but there’s still a smile square on her face. “I got us tickets for a play at the Opera Epiclese. Front row seats.”

Navia’s eyes nearly pop out of the sockets. She grabs Clorinde by the shoulders and shakes her, her nails digging into Clorinde’s caped shoulders. Clorinde takes it in stride. “A play?  Front row?  Is it the play about—?”

“Yes,” Clorinde laughs. “You were talking nonstop about their re-showing for months. I pulled some strings to get us the best seats in the house.”

“Oh  Archons,”  Navia says, awed and shocked. “I love you. You know that? I love the hell out of you. Oh  my—!”  She pulls apart from Clorinde to laugh breathlessly, pacing her small room in circles as she bounces up and down on her heels. 

She hadn’t seen a play in forever. That usually isn’t a concern, but the one they’re showing this week is a favorite from her childhood, one that hadn’t been played here in Fontaine in nearly two decades. She’d seen it with Papa, and had always wanted to see it with Clorinde. Now’s her chance. 

She fans herself with her hand, her other hand on her hip to keep her steady. She looks up at the ceiling and continues to fan herself while she exhales hard, and Clorinde is laughing somewhere closeby. She can’t even find it in herself to shoot her a nasty look. Her excitement is rolling off of her in waves. 

And it’s contagious, at least from the way Clorinde can’t stop smiling at her. She likes it when Clorinde smiles at her like that. And it only makes her smile even harder. 

“It starts tonight at seven,” Clorinde says, walking over to her desk. She peers down at the report that Navia has partially written and continues, “If you’d like, I can come back around six and let you finish this in the meantime.”

“And not spend the rest of the day with you?” Navia asks, affronted. “I’ll finish that tomorrow. Besides, I probably wouldn’t be able to concentrate knowing that I have a play to get to,” she admits. 

Clorinde’s smile reflects her amusement. “I don’t have anything else planned, besides the play. I was half expecting you to say you were too busy, in all honesty,” she says sheepishly. 

Navia gives her a dumbfounded look. “So you bought expensive, front row tickets to a play thinking there was a half chance you couldn’t even use them?” she asks plainly. 

Clorinde is puzzled by her reaction. “Yes?” 

“Oh  gods,”  Navia groans, her tone practically pained. Oh this sweet, dumb, chivalrous woman. She rubs her hands over her face. “Do you have any idea how much I want to kiss you right now?” she says jokingly. 

(Mostly.)

Clorinde chuckles at that. “I’m glad to know that my efforts aren’t in vain then,” she says.

“No kidding,” Navia mutters, still giddy from the news.

Then Clorinde’s smile turns softer at the way she’s still pacing around the office. 

“Happy birthday, Navia,” she says again, gentle and warm.

It makes Navia’s chest tighten so hard that she can hardly breathe. Suddenly everything is overwhelming around her, and then Clorinde smiles again, and it’s like she desperately needs to find air and wants to suffocate in the feeling all at once. How can Clorinde say her name like that, a prayer on the tongue, and not expect her to collapse at her feet like an acolyte for a god?

“Do you want to run through a script?” she asks. She needs a change of topic, and quickly. “We can head over to the Tabletop Troupe and finish a quick one right before six, if we’re lucky.”

Clorinde nods her head at that in apparent agreement. “I know a few scripts we can finish in that timeframe,” she says. “Go ahead. I’ll meet you there. I’ll rally a few people who can spare a quick game.”

Navia clasps her hands together in excitement. She grins, thinking about the play once more, and she can’t help it—

She rushes over, her heart beating in her throat, puts a hand on Clorinde’s shoulder and stands on her tip-toes to plant a kiss on her jaw. 

“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she rushes out in a higher voice, and Clorinde is just staring at her, lips slightly parted. “I’ll see you there!”

She pushes Clorinde out of her office, rushing past her to find something quick to throw over her shoulders in case of a chilly night later ahead and walks out the door to find the Tabletop Troupe. She’s practically floating on clouds the entire way. She can’t believe Clorinde got her tickets to her favorite play. She can’t believe Clorinde went out of her way to do something like that, just for her. 

Halfway through, with the Tabletop Troupe building in sight ahead, she falters the longer she thinks about it. 

It’s not the play that she’s excited about, really. Sure, she can’t wait to relive her favorite story of the two tragic lovers— but it’s the fact that Clorinde will be sitting next to her, that Clorinde will be right there, holding her hand during the second act, that Clorinde will rub her thumb over the skin between her thumb and finger like she had before, that— goodness, that Clorinde will be there. With her. 

She pushes open the door, greets the owner, and sits down at a table to wait. And all she can think about is the fact that she can’t stop thinking about Clorinde. 

When was the last time Clorinde had left her mind the last few weeks? 

The last few months?


 Years? 


She pushes the thought aside in favor of asking for a drink. It arrives just in time for the bell to jingle once more, and Clorinde gently guides three others in with her: Freminet, Lynette, and Furina. 

Apparently Freminet and Lynette had some time to spare before needing to tend to something with Lyney at night, which makes their quick game perfect between the lot of them. Furina just wanted to tag along. 

And, much to Navia’s surprise, the trio present her with gifts and ‘happy birthday’s. Furina had remembered on her own, but the siblings’ gazes settle on Clorinde when Navia asks them how they’d manage to remember. Clorinde pretends not to be listening in, but Navia smiles at her and flicks her ear anyway. 

They squeeze onto a long table in the corner of the club, served with drinks and appetizers for their day.

Clorinde winces as she sits down, the sharp twitch of her lip giving her away, only to Navia. Navia gives her an odd look. Clorinde just smiles openly at her, pacifying her with the warmth in her eyes.

As promised, Clorinde jumps into the story without too much preamble: adventurers settle into a small village, which is plagued with withering crops and disappearance of livestock. It’s a standard campaign, but the suspense hooks everyone in, and Clorinde’s talent for keeping them on their toes lasts them through the majority of the afternoon. 

It surprises Navia, too, how easily Clorinde can get along with people when she wants to. She smiles encouragingly at Freminet whenever he stumps himself in trying to think of a solution. When Lynette asks a worker for more pastries, Clorinde smoothly offers to pay, citing that it wouldn’t be right to let her party go hungry when she was the one to invite them. Furina sits close to Clorinde with a teacup at her side, and it’s clear that Furina is having the most fun out of the five of them. 

Sometimes, during her narrations for the next act, Clorinde would look up from her book and search for Navia’s eyes, then smile at her reticently before flickering her eyes back down to what she’s written down. It never fails in making Navia waver. 

Maybe Clorinde found that as a new tactic to distract her and keep her from being anything too pestering. The cheater.

It’s five o’clock when they manage to finish up. There was a curse attached to an artifact in an abandoned church in the village, and they had managed to free it with the power of friendship and, well, other things. It was quick, fun, and most of all— Navia got her to roll her eyes and glare at her a few times throughout the story. It’s the best part of any tabletop game.

Freminet and Lynette are the first to leave. They bid Navia another happy birthday, and Freminet even gives her a small hug. 

Furina smiles at Navia and tells her to “enjoy the day with Clorinde” with a little sparkle in her eyes. 

That leaves only two, and Navia helps Clorinde clean up the table and sort all of their things in the way Clorinde likes it to be organized. The club is getting louder by the minute, filling with night owl players and those clocking off work. Navia quietly hopes they have fun, as a little mini birthday wish. 

“I had a dream about you last night,” Navia says nonchalantly. 

Clorinde falters in picking up the cards. She doesn’t look up, but her eyes peer from over her eyelashes to look at Navia curiously. 

Navia takes her silence as an invitation to continue. “You were pointing your gun at me,” Navia says again, then points at her chest. Just right below her collarbone. “Right here.”

At that, Clorinde startles. She puts down the cards on the table and looks up at her, alarmed and looking so much like a kicked puppy Navia nearly wants to take back what she said. 

“Did I hurt you?” Clorinde asks quietly, her eyes imploring for the truth. 

Navia laughs a little at that. It’s breathless in nature. “Of course not,” Navia assures, and she watches as Clorinde’s shoulders slump in transparent relief. “It was just a little weird, is all.”

“Did I… shoot?” Clorinde asks, hesitant as if afraid to hear the answer. 

“I don’t know,” Navia admits. “I woke up two seconds after you pointed it at me. But even if you did, I mean— it was a dream. So I don’t think it really would have mattered,” she adds with a shrug. 

It really didn’t. If Clorinde had shot her in the head in her dream, it would do nothing to tarnish what she thinks of Clorinde now. Screw all those sayings about dreams being glimpses into the future, or talks about how they seep into subconscious thoughts or desires. 

Clorinde would never do that to her. 

So the dream she had was just exactly that— a very weird dream. 

Still, she hates that Clorinde looks so lost, as if it was her fault that Navia had dreamt what she did.

She reaches over and puts her hand over Clorinde’s and squeezes it. “It was just a weird, silly dream,” Navia assures her, hoping that her eyes convey everything that Clorinde needs to see, “and I know for a  fact you’d never do that to me. I just thought it could be something we’d laugh about.”

And then she snorts at a thought and adds, “Maybe my dream’s just saying you need to get better with hitting your target.”

Clorinde doesn’t share her laughter. Instead, she searches her eyes. It takes her a few seconds, but she finally flutters her eyes closed briefly and nods. 

“Okay. You’re right,” Clorinde says, though if it’s to comfort Navia or herself, she can’t tell. 

Then Clorinde clears her throat. “Do you want me to walk you home so you can change?”

Navia smiles at that. “Of course I do!” She even has some clothes ready for Clorinde to wear in her drawers. 

They pack up their things and head out. Navia wraps her arm around Clorinde’s elbow, chattering away about yesterday’s endeavors. 

There’s something shady going on with a sort of underground trade, and it’s frustrating her to hell and back because she can’t seem to find any leads on the matter. All she knows is that the drug is nearly lethal, and the pictures of black veins in her reports makes her shiver. Clorinde listens with an open ear, nodding along and responding with quick suggestions while Navia bounces ideas off of her.

They’re back home in record time. Navia shoves her into their room and sifts through her closet. She throws a button-down shirt and a waistcoat at Clorinde, as well as a yellow pocket square to complete the look. 

Navia finds a nice cocktail dress, deep in her closet, in a nice, deep blue. She remembers buying it last year and never getting the chance to find a time to wear it. Now seems like a good time to do so. 

Clorinde waits for her outside her door, and her sharp eyes never leave Navia’s. She’s openly staring, and Navia soaks up the attention very, very happily. 

They take an aquabus to the opera house. A little sleepy from eating all the appetizers at the Tabletop Troupe, she rests her head on Clorinde’s shoulder and closes her eyes. She mumbles to Clorinde about waking her when they get there, and Clorinde just chuckles.

When she opens her eyes, just out of curiosity to see how far along they are, she almost startles when she sees a hand in front of her face. She darts her eyes to look at her side, and she realizes that Clorinde is only holding up her hand to shield her eyes from the setting sun’s rays. It’s sweet, and it makes Navia smile to herself before she closes her eyes and tries to go back to sleep. 

Clorinde nudges her gently when they arrive. Navia thanks the Melusine at the front, and she takes Clorinde’s hand and leads them to the Opera Epiclese.

Coming here brings back memories. Some of those memories are with her papa, and some are with Clorinde, and some are with both. It makes her smile despite herself. 

They find their seats, and Navia absolutely  marvels at how close they seem to be to the stage. She’s never been so close like this before. “You could even see a little bit of backstage!” she whispers to Clorinde, pointing at the side of the stage. There’s a few people milling around the edges of the stage. 

Clorinde chuckles at her enthusiasm. “You’ve been up there on trial before and you’re excited about being close to a play?” she asks, slightly nonplussed. 

“That’s different,” Navia says with an indignant puff of breath. “Let me enjoy the perks of having an influential best friend for once.”

At that, Clorinde can’t help but laugh. 

They, along with everyone else around them, hush down when the lights begin to dim. A single person narrates alone on stage, setting up the exposition for the tone of the play. 

It’s just as lovely and tragic as Navia remembers it to be: two lovers falling in love in act one, one of them finding themselves stuck in hell in act two, and the lover failing to save them in act three. 

Clorinde holds her hand when Navia buries her face in Clorinde’s shoulder to keep from crying at one part. Plays don’t usually hit her hard like this, not when she’s known tragedy intimately outside of the stage; this one is different. Clorinde’s warm hand in hers is an anchor, assuring her that everything she sees in front of her isn’t a lone burden. 

The ending is so much sadder than she remembers it to be as a child. 

But then again, she hadn’t known loss when she’d seen it with her father still at her side. Not when she hadn’t known Clorinde yet— hadn’t known what it was like to lose her. 

Clorinde seems to be in tune to what she’s thinking. 

She runs her thumb over the smooth skin of Navia’s hand, and she brings it up delicately up to her lips. She presses the ghost of a kiss on Navia’s knuckle. Gentle enough to feel like the whisper of lips on skin, initially making her doubt if those lips had truly touched, but firm enough to remind her that they really had. 

Clorinde brings their hands back down to her lap, and she looks at Navia instead of the monologuing ending in front of them.

 I’m still here,  she says with her eyes.  I will not make the same mistake as I did before. Their mistake was looking back; mine was not looking at all. 


 I will look back for you, this time around.  


The play ends, and there is a long standing ovation. The actors bow and pay their respects to the rest of their team, and people begin to file out of the opera house. 

“I’ll be right back. Just need a quick bathroom break,” Navia explains. She squeezes Clorinde’s hand one last time and slips out of it, a choice she nearly, almost regrets. 

She feels Clorinde’s eyes staring at her as she walks away. 

As promised, she’s quick. She washes her hands and fixes her hair, then gives herself a bright smile in the mirror. “Looking good!” she tells herself, and her mirror self smiles back.

When she leaves, Clorinde is joined by someone else. 

They’re speaking in hushed tones off to the side, unbothered by everyone else. Clorinde has her arms crossed, a hand to her chin in thought. Her eyes are closed, but she’s nodding to whatever her companion is saying to her.

Navia gets closer. She’s in earshot in less than half a minute. 

“Thank you, again,” Wriothesley says, stiff. Neither of them see her. “I’ll let you know if there’s another problem.”

“Of course. You know how to reach me,” Clorinde replies. Her tone is cordial at best, rigid at most.

Wriothesley looks as if he wants to leave already. Navia can agree. “Before I forget,” he starts, already putting on the jacket that had been hanging from his arm, “I still have those special… teas you requested for your stomach. If you still need them.”

It sets the pit of Navia’s stomach on fire. She wants to snip that Clorinde isn’t that old and needs tummy ache herbs, unlike him, but she bites down on the tip of her tongue and reminds herself to be gracious. 

She joins them with a venomous smile, and Clorinde merely raises her eyebrows at her in surprise. “What a surprise! I haven’t seen  you around in a while,” she tells Wriothesley, fangs barely concealed. “Enjoyed the play?”

Wriothesley gives her a chuckle. It’s almost strained in nature. “I’m not a fan of plays,” he says, tugging on a cufflink. “I was just about to get going. It’s nice seeing you, Miss President.” He nods to Navia. “Clorinde.” He nods again, to Clorinde. Clorinde returns it, just as stiffly. 

He leaves, leaving nothing in his wake but the odd, twisting worm in Navia’s stomach. 

She turns to Clorinde. 

She wants to say,  How about we go back to my place and pretend that never happened? 

Instead, what comes out is a rushed blurt of, “Is there something you want to tell me?”

Clorinde is… startled, to say the least. “What?” she asks, brow pinched. 

Navia already knows she’s in too deep. There’s no point in turning back now. “I mean… do you two have something going on?” she asks slowly. 

Clorinde still looks lost. She peers into Navia’s eyes for a kind of hint at where their conversation is steering, but Navia puts on her best poker face. “He’s an acquaintance. If you could even call him that,” she says, just as slowly as Navia. “We work together. He came to tell me about the intrusion at his office that I was assisting him with.”

Intrusion. At his office.  Right.  

Navia mulls that over. She knows that the right thing to do is to drop it, and to take Clorinde’s arm again and bring them back to the aquabus line before it’s too late into the night and it leaves them stranded here. 

She’s never been one to stop investigating when reprimanded though.

“He’s exactly like the kind of person you used to date, don’t you think?” Navia asks her. “Broody, weird, etcetera. All the works.” She doesn’t know why she keeps pressing. 

Clorinde shrugs. “Well, those relationships didn’t work out for a reason.”

Smooth. But Navia is a relentless individual at heart, even if her chest burns with an uncomfortable kind of tenderness. 

“But he said he doesn’t like plays, but he came  all the way here just to—?” she argues. 

 “Navia,”  Clorinde starts with a chuckle. She says it with a languid husk, the chuckle in her tone melding with the way she speaks her name. It makes Navia clamp up, just like that. “I don’t like to mix my work life with my personal life. Even then, I am not at all keen at the idea of being near him for anything besides work.”

“But—” Navia says weakly.

“And even if I  was,  which I’m  not,” she reiterates again, the look she gives Navia completely withering, “Wriothesley isn’t interested in people like me.”

Navia’s brow furrows. “Huh? ‘People like—?’”

Oh. Oh!

Well. That makes her like him just a tiny bit more. 

Just a tiny bit.

“And if I’m being completely frank,” she says flatly. She tilts her head at Navia. “The Duke is the farthest thing from my mind right now.”

“Oh,” she just says dumbly. “Then what is?” 

Clorinde looks at her with a mix of amusement and… fond regard. “You,” she says softly. She smiles then, and it reaches down to the crinkles in her eyes. “It’s your birthday, if you haven’t forgotten.”

Navia makes a  psh  sound. Her face feels so warm. Why is it warm? Did someone turn up the heater?  “What?  Of course I haven’t!” she says with a slightly forced laugh.

Clorinde just arches an eyebrow at her. 

“Oh, would you look at the time,” she exclaims, pointing at the large clock in the corner. “It’s getting late! We should probably hurry and catch an aquabus before we’re stuck out here, huh?”

Clorinde snorts under her breath, but she nods.

Clorinde holds out her hand, palm up, and gently helps Navia into the aquabus. Navia is grateful for the help. It’s too dark for her to see where she’s stepping. One of these days, she wants to ask if Clorinde has some sort of night vision.

They settle in, and the aquabus begins to move. Navia wastes no time in making conversation.

“Alright, so,” she starts, and Clorinde is already side-eyeing. “If not someone like the Duke, what kind of person  do you like then?” Navia challenges. 

“No one,” Clorinde deadpans. 

Navia presses her knee against Clorinde’s and whines, “Oh, c’mon! You haven’t even thought about it just once? Even in passing?” 

Her smile grows mischievous as she clings onto Clorinde’s arm, leaning her head on Clorinde’s shoulder and looking at her through her eyelashes. 

“Where does the greatest Champion Duelist’s eyes tend to wander, hmm?” she husks quietly. 

Clorinde is quick to look away from her and clear her throat, adamant in continuing not to answer. It makes Navia laugh.

“If you ask me,” she says with a hum, letting go of Clorinde’s arm, “I wouldn’t mind someone tall, dark, and handsome.” 

Clorinde looks unamused at her joke. Navia giggles again. 

“No, but really,” she says, a little more somberly, “as long as she listens to me, and she makes me happy… I don’t care what they look like or how they act, you know?”

Clorinde makes a hum of agreement. “And I truly hope you find that, Navia,” she says, uncharacteristically gentle. “You deserve it more than anyone else I know.”

It makes Navia blink. She had wanted to tease Clorinde as mini revenge for giving her a heart attack after leaving the bathroom, but it seems like Clorinde is five steps ahead of her. Or at least, Clorinde just didn’t seem at all interested in wanting to talk about lovers again. 

Which is fair, really. 

Navia doesn’t think she can stand to ponder about love without going into some very old, but very tender, wounds from the past. 

“I think the night’s still pretty young,” Clorinde says again, aware of the silence that stretches between them. “Would you like to do something else out here? I know Lyney and Lynette have their magic show tonight.”

“What are we, twelve?” Navia teases, but the idea does sound kinda tempting. 

Clorinde just gives her a wry smile. “From how hard you were crying about that play, maybe just one of us.”

Navia goes to jab her in the side, but Clorinde snatches up her wrist and raises her eyebrows at her in ridicule. It makes Navia huff. Darn those reflexes.

“It also isn’t a birthday without a cake,” Clorinde continues. “If you were too busy for the play, I was planning to drop by a bakery for your cake. We could still do that, if you’d like.”

“You know what? I think I have a better idea,” Navia declares. 

“And what would that be?” Clorinde asks, intrigued. 

Navia clasps her hands together in excitement, turning her body to Clorinde. “Let’s bake a cake in my kitchen!” she says happily, putting a hand lightly on Clorinde’s knee. 

“You know my offer to buy you a cake is a mercy, right?” Clorinde says, incredulous. “Don’t you remember the last time you let me help you bake something?”

Of course she does. The black smoke stains are still on her ceiling. 

It’s a charming part of her kitchen though. 

“I’ll be there to supervise you,” Navia says soothingly, but Clorinde still doesn’t look very impressed. “I’ll be there to supervise you  closer,” she corrects. 

Clorinde holds her gaze for a moment, then she drops it with a shake of her head and a small laugh. “I had a little feeling you’d say that,” she admits.

It makes Navia hold her head a little higher, proud of herself for the idea.

They return to Navia’s abode before long. Navia changes out of her dress and puts on a nice shirt and pajamas. Clorinde keeps her current clothes on, citing that she didn’t want to change out again if she somehow managed to get flour all over herself (a very big possibility, Navia knows). 

Navia puts on her apron and ties it tight. She throws her spare at Clorinde and orders her to put it on. Clorinde takes a little longer to tie it, but she’s at the ready for any of Navia’s orders once she manages it. 

Navia has the time of her life bossing Clorinde around her kitchen. 

She makes Clorinde grab all of her ingredients and pile them on the counter in order. She claps when Clorinde manages to crack two eggs without getting any of the shell in the bowl. Clorinde looks mildly stressed while she folds in the ingredients, but it’s all part of the fun. 

Here, it’s just the two of them. No Spina member to bother her, no one looking over her shoulder, no one but them. It’s a quiet life that they lead nowadays, and while Navia misses the bustle around Poisson whenever Clorinde comes over, she’s glad that they can still do things like yell at each other over the sounds of pans crashing and bicker about the amount of frosting needed. 

The cake goes into the oven, and Navia closes the oven door and stands up straight with a proud look on her face. 

“I already know it’s going to taste like heaven,” she says happily. 

Clorinde makes a face. “Are you sure we measured everything correctly?”

In other words,  did you make sure  I  didn’t measure anything wrong?  

Navia laughs and flicks Clorinde’s nose. “I was standing over your shoulder the entire time. It’ll turn out just fine,” she assures. 

“And maybe even edible,” she adds. 

“Well, don’t blame me if it comes out of the oven looking like a rock,” Clorinde says with a sniff.

“If it does, I’ll make you eat the entire thing,” Navia responds. 

“Rude of you not to offer and help,” Clorinde quips back. 

“It’s my birthday! All rules of etiquette don’t apply to me for these wonderful twenty-four hours,” Navia says with a finger raised. 

Clorinde snorts. “Yeah, okay.”

Navia leans on the counter. It already looks like a massacre in her kitchen, and she isn’t looking forward to cleaning everything up, but it already smells  delicious around them. She looks at the clock. It’ll take about half an hour before she could even try and put a toothpick into the cake.

“What are you thinking about?” Clorinde asks her. 

Navia hums. She taps her chin in thought, wondering what to do for the next half hour. 

It comes to her like a lightbulb over the head. “Do you want to dance with me?” she asks. 

The corner of Clorinde’s lips twitch. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 

“Oh, don’t be a party pooper,” Navia argues, but the smile on her face never leaves. “You used to do it with me when we were a little younger.”

“I’m more worried about you,” Clorinde remarks. “You kept stepping on my toes the last time we danced. Sometimes I wonder if I still have the bruises.”

Navia puffs out an indignant breath. “I was a little drunk!”

Clorinde laughs, and the sound renders her a little speechless. She laughs so freely now. She laughs just like she did the last time they were holding each other up from all the wine they drank, dancing and dancing, and laughing like when they’d—

Navia swallows back the memory. 

“Come dance with me?” she asks again. 

A little part of her wishes Clorinde says no.  This is dangerous,  her mind whispers to her.  You know what they say about reenacting things to jog a memory. 

But she doesn’t care. 

Not when Clorinde smiles at her so openly and kindly, bowing slightly and holding out her hand to offer her a dance.

It’s been a long time since either of them had danced. Her papa taught them both how to, thanks to all the Spina affairs full of galas and balls. 

Clorinde’s hand sits at her waist, her other hand clasped in hers. There’s a respectful distance between them, and Navia is glad for it. 

They dance to some imaginary song, one that Navia hums and Clorinde counts off from. Clorinde whispers the timing to her under her breath, their dance slow and steady for Navia to understand the pace. Clorinde smiles and praises her whenever she manages not to step on a few toes, and it makes Navia giddy enough to giggle and press her forehead against Clorinde’s shoulder in embarrassment. 

Clorinde moves them around the kitchen faster. She’s strong, tugging them around and holding her by the waist when Navia nearly slips out of her grip when she dips Navia low without a warning. It makes Navia squeal in alarm as much as with delight, and she steps on Clorinde’s left foot as a small act of revenge. 

The box steps become muscle memory to her, and Navia no longer has to look down at their feet to see where she needs to step. 

She looks at Clorinde instead. She looks at Clorinde’s gentle smile, feels the way that the laughter in her chest doesn’t ever stop, feels how Clorinde squeezes her hand in reassurance, how Clorinde looks at her like she’s holding something so sacred, and she feels  alive.  

She feels like she did when they were younger, out in that field after sneaking out. 

She feels herself begin to fall, an echo from that dance, the whisper in her head. 

Navia has to remind herself to catch it before it falls too fast, too far.

She steps out of Clorinde’s arms, patting Clorinde’s bicep and giving her a big, breathless smile. Clorinde just peers down at her, her gaze inquisitive and lost. Navia doesn’t give her an answer. 

Turning on her heel, she picks up a toothpick and opens the oven, just enough to slip her arm into and puncture the cake. 

It comes out clean, so Navia brings out the finished cake. 

“It certainly  looks edible,” Navia jests, still slightly out of breath from their dance. 

Clorinde doesn’t even seem to be breaking a sweat. “Can I have your piping bag?” she asks, electing to ignore Navia once more. 

It makes Navia blink. “Uh, sure. It’s on your right.”

Clorinde thanks her. She finds the piping bag full of icing, then looks down at the cake. She looks back up at Navia, silently. 

It takes a moment for Navia to understand why. “Oh! Okay, gimme a sec,” she says, then puts her hands over her eyes and turns around. 

She’s tempted more than once to peek behind her and see what Clorinde’s doing. It’s silent in the kitchen, and she’s  dying to know what Clorinde looks like. Is she sticking her tongue out while she pipes out the icing? She remembers Clorinde used to have a habit of doing that as kids. 

“Alright. You can turn around,” Clorinde says after a drawn moment, and she sounds a little apprehensive. 

Navia turns around so quickly she nearly gives herself whiplash. 

On the cake, Clorinde’s handwriting reads  “Happy birthday, Navia”  in yellow icing. 

There are two stick figures underneath it. It looks vaguely like them. At least, their hats were a close indication of it. 

“I was under pressure, so I couldn’t fill in the details,” Clorinde defends. 

Navia giggles. Her chest feels light and springy, and she takes the piping bag from Clorinde’s hands. Silently, she draws a heart right between the two stick figures.

Then she puts some icing on her finger, and then she smudges it on the bridge of Clorinde’s nose.

Clorinde wrinkles her nose, but she doesn’t wipe it off. It makes Navia smile. 

“We don’t have any candles, but you could pretend we do,” Clorinde says sheepishly. She motions to the candleless cake. 

“That’s okay. You could be the candle,” Navia slyly replies. At Clorinde’s blank look, she says, “Get it? ‘Cause you’re the light of my life?”

Clorinde huffs out a sigh, and Navia laughs.

“Don’t blow on me,” Clorinde warns, already reading the mischief in Navia’s face. She points at the cake. 

“Aw, can you sing for me then?” Navia asks with a pout.

“In my head, sure,” Clorinde says easily.

Navia hits her lightly with the side of her hip. “Alright, alright,” she yields with a chuckle. She leans down and tucks her hair behind her ears, then pretends to blow out candles on top of the cake. 

There’s a soft smile on Clorinde’s face. She folds her arms over her chest. 

“What did you wish for?” Clorinde asks. 

“Telling you won’t make it come true,” she reminds her, grinning. 

Clorinde rolls her eyes, but she concedes. It’s not like she could say anything about it, not when it’s the same excuse she uses every year with Navia.

“I hope it’s a good one then, if you’re adamant about keeping it under lock and key,” Clorinde says lightly. 

Navia bobs her head with a smile. “How about we cut into this cake and see if you made something edible?” she jests.

Clorinde lets out a long, suffering sigh that makes Navia laugh. Clorinde joins her not long after, and all Navia can think about is how this is the best birthday she’s had in a long while. 

And she hopes, truly, that her wish that they are never apart again comes true.

 


 

It’s only been a few days since the most stressful day of her life: when she had faced that man in the ring, exposed him as a fraud against the light of justice, and gained both a vision and an official title for it. 

She tells Navia first— well, less telling and more  showing, because as soon as Navia had seen the vision hanging around her chest, she yelled loudly and wrapped her in a tight hug that nearly suffocated her to death. Even more so when Clorinde informed her, through strained breaths, that she’s been given an official Champion Duelist position. 

It’s clear that Navia is immensely proud of her for it, baking her everything that she could ever crave in fifteen different lifetimes. She won’t stop talking about it either, telling anyone and everyone who’s willing to listen that her best friend is about to become the ultimate protector of Fontanian justice at the early, young age of twenty-three.

It’s sweet. And it’s very much like something Navia would do. 

She’s hunched over her desk now, a stack of textbooks on the corner of her desk, and even more textbooks piled up in the corners of her room. She’s reading by the candlelight, the constant flicker of its light making her head hurt. She persists, forcing herself to stare down at the paragraphs about Fontanian law. She has some books opened about sword forms and defense too. She’ll get to those eventually, late into the night. 

Her door opens. Clorinde doesn’t look up, but she lifts a hand in a mild greeting. She’s still reading.  

A hand rests on her shoulder and slowly caresses up and down the curve of it. Clorinde melts into its touch, her shoulders slumping in quiet reprieve. 

Navia’s other hand comes up to touch her earlobe affectionately. Clorinde shivers under its naked touch, but she tries not to let its effect show on her face. Navia leans over to read what she has open on her desk.

“Why didn’t you call me over and let me help you study?” she asks accusingly. 

The hand at her earlobe leaves, and it gives Clorinde enough time to breathe before it’s back, fingernails scratching gently into Clorinde’s scalp and coming to play with the blue streak in her hair, a habit of Navia’s that Clorinde could never seem to mind nor chastise her for. 

As she often does, Clorinde suppresses her shudders. 

She chuckles instead, then says, “It’s boring work. I didn’t want you to burden you with it, then have you fall asleep on me.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Navia replies, affronted. She takes Clorinde’s book and brings it up to her face, squinting at the words written on it. “I could just find another chair and quiz you on this stuff. For the… the… ‘History of Old Fontaine’? Do you really need to know this to be a Champion Duelist?” she asks incredulously, putting it down briefly to look at Clorinde.

“Not at all,” Clorinde says easily, plucking the book out of Navia’s hands and placing it back on her desk. “These are just good things to know and refresh on. A Champion Duelist functions as the fair sword of justice. It would be hard to be so impartial if you’re not up to date on laws, customs, history— things like that.”

Navia shakes her head at her explanation, but her smile is still warm. “You’re right about it being boring, but I still wouldn’t mind helping you out,” she says, sitting down on Clorinde’s bed closeby. It’s a small room, so their knees are still nearly touching. 

“I’ll give you a kiss for every answer you get right,” she jokes, and Clorinde rolls her eyes even as that momentarily makes her heart skip a beat. 

“I thought you were busy today, anyway?” Clorinde muses. “Mr. Caspar told me that you would be sitting in with him at today’s meeting.” 

“Oh. That,” Navia says, and Clorinde can’t seem to get a read on the way that she says it. 

Clorinde puts down her book and turns fully around to look at her. She sees a little pout on Navia’s face, and it’s clear that she’s upset about something. 

“What’s wrong, Nav?” she asks, concern laced in her words. 

Navia just gives her a hefty sigh, and she flops onto Clorinde’s bed backwards. It makes the mattress spring up slightly. She looks back at Clorinde, and Clorinde refuses to look away, even if her hand is still on top of the pages of her book.

“You can’t tell anyone I told you this,” she warns, and Clorinde just gives her a short nod. “I was walking around late last night and I heard Papa’s friends talking about me. Apparently, Papa’s been talking to them about stepping down sooner than later.”

Navia’s words click into place, and Clorinde connects the dots. “So you can finally be the President of the Spina di Rosula?” she guesses. 

Navia’s smile is humorless. “Bingo.” 

Clorinde chews on her lower lip, then looks back at her opened book. She doesn’t hesitate to close it. Looking back at Navia, she says truthfully, “I honestly don’t see it as a bad thing. You’ve been preparing your whole life for this.”

Navia frowns deeply at her; Clorinde winces. That was definitely not the right thing to say, then.

“I know you’re on top of the world right now but that doesn’t mean everyone is,” Navia says hotly. 

Clorinde doesn’t respond. She knows from the way Navia’s looking at her, her eyes fiery and her brow knitted deeply, that Navia’s emotions are just stacking high. 

Navia realizes it too. Her facial features soften and she sits back up, facing Clorinde nearly nose to nose. “Sorry,” she says bashfully, her fingers smoothing over her knee, “I didn’t mean to take it out on you, I’m just—”

“—frustrated, I know,” Clorinde finishes for her. She softens when Navia avoids looking at her in the eyes out of embarrassment. Tilting her head, she says gently, “I still mean it. It’s not a terrible thing for your father to think that you’re capable of taking his position. I’m sure everyone at the Spina feels that way about you too.”

Navia snorts. “You really think they’d trust  me over Papa?”

“Well, of course I do,” Clorinde says fiercely. Navia’s shoulders square in defense, and Clorinde realizes that she’s doing the same. They’re on the cusp of another petty bickering, and honestly— Clorinde can’t afford to let that happen. Not about this. They can argue about what to do for lunch and bicker about who stole whose clothes, but not  this.  She forces herself to take a deep breath in and out, relaxing her body as best as she can.

“Navia,” she says softly, and Navia’s unyielding eyes lock onto hers. “I know that it’s scary, but it’s— don’t you think this is a good thing? That we’re growing up? That we’re getting to do  everything we wanted to do together?”

She remembers how excited ten year old Navia’s eyes were, holding her hand and pointing at the night sky and excitedly chattering to her about how she can’t wait to grow up with her, hand in hand, in everything they do. She even remembers the magic show that Navia takes them to, the weekend after that.

“Well, yeah,” Navia acquiesces, her words breathless as she slumps her shoulders. There’s still a frown on her face. Clorinde can’t have that, now can she? “I just…”

Clorinde leans over and tucks a strand of hair out of Navia’s face. Her fingers linger on the soft curve of Navia’s jaw, Navia’s eyes flutter close, and for a moment her motives for doing so are blurred between the lines of her wants. She wants to comfort her, just as much as she wants to feel the softness of Navia’s skin, to feel closer, to have something that she’s always— 

Clorinde swallows thickly. Her fingers leave Navia’s face and obediently remain on her lap. “I know your heart—”  and sometimes I think I know it more intimately than mine,  “—and Mr. Caspar does too. If he thinks that you can lead the Spina di Rosula, then you  can. I think you can. And I know you think so too.” 

Navia just gives a small hum in acknowledgement to her words. Her blue eyes look so sad, and Clorinde’s heart aches so heavily she feels like she could kneel in front of this woman and promise to give her everything she wants. 

But that’s always been how she’s felt, hasn’t she?

“It’s like learning to ride a bike for the first time. Remember how that felt?” she declares, trying to set a lighter mood. “One second you’re screaming at me to help you get off and the next you’re making me run after you down the hill. It’ll be just like that.”

Navia snorts hard at the memory. She slaps a hand over her mouth as she continues to giggle, and Clorinde gives her a small grin. 

“I said I was sorry about that!” she says with a little laugh. 

Clorinde shrugs. “It was good exercise for me anyway. Except for the part when you made me fish you and your bike out of the fountain.”

 “Ha,  well, I can’t deny that you’ve always been  my hero,” Navia croons, batting her eyelashes at Clorinde. 

Clorinde rolls her eyes and kicks her shin, a light bloom of warmth covering her neck and cheeks. Navia merely peels out a laugh, and her laughter makes everything all worth it. 

Navia’s natural smile is fixed back onto her face, shoulders relaxed and the tension got from her brow. Good. 

“Sometimes I keep forgetting how sweet you can be when you want to,” Navia says, placing her palms onto the edge of Clorinde’s bed and swinging her feet. “Makes me pretty lucky, huh?”

Clorinde objects to the idea. “Perhaps it’s all the sweets you keep giving me for the past few days,” she muses, and it has her desired effect: Navia kicks her shin, just a smidge harder than she had. 

Navia leans over, a soft smile on her face, and plants her lips on Clorinde’s cheek with a hand on her other cheek. “Nah, I just think you’re sweet to your core,” she teases quietly, once she’s pulled away.

Clorinde feels warmth bloom under where Navia’s lips had touched her skin. She wonders if she’s allergic to Navia’s lipstick for that kind of effect. 

Clorinde clears her throat as subtly as she can. “I wouldn’t be a good friend if I hadn’t at least tried to make you feel better,” she says, her voice still slightly strained. 

“Still,” Navia says, her smile melting into something even softer, “thank you, for saying all of that to me. It’s just… scary to think about sometimes. Weren’t you scared the first time you entered the ring? I definitely was for you.”

 I definitely was for you. Clorinde tries not to think about it too hard. 

“Of course I was,” Clorinde replies matter-of-factly. Her fingertips smooth over the cover of her book to pacify herself. “I still am frightened, sometimes. I’m confident in my abilities to duel and to look at things fairly, but… I’m still human. So are you. Fear is natural for us all.”

Sometimes she has nightmares of being forced into the ring and looking up just to see Navia standing there in front of her, sword in hand. There’s a reason why Champion Duelists can be so far and few in between— although they swear themselves to Fontaine, they can’t just shun their hearts away from swearing themselves, too, to those they love. It’s not uncommon for Champion Duelists to face family or friends in court. No one is safe from such detachment. 

Perhaps she’s lucky to have such a miniscule pool of those she loves. 

At least this way, she only has to worry about Navia. No one else. It makes her job a whole lot easier. 

Clorinde clears her throat. “But in any case, I wouldn’t worry too much about becoming president too soon,” she says, logic back in the palm of her hands. “You’re only twenty-four. Even if he thinks you’re fit to lead, I’m sure he’d want you to experience freedom in life before he asks you to settle down.”

“Speaking of,” Navia declares, her eyes sparkling with a newfound mischief, “when are you going to use your new Champion privileges and ask for some time off one of these days? You promised you’d take us to that one archipelago near Mondstadt. I hear it’s great this time of year.”

Clorinde shakes her head fondly. “You and your traveling,” she says, and Navia just smiles sheepishly. “I’ll have my hands tied for a while, I’m afraid. I’ll be sure to let you know once I’m not.”

 “Aw,”  Navia whines, but she doesn’t refute or demand that Clorinde try harder to ask for vacation time. She knows how important this is to Clorinde, and Clorinde is forever thankful for it. “How about tonight? Are you busy-busy, or being-cooped-up-and-reading-boring-books kind of busy?”

Clorinde huffs. “The latter.”

“Then you aren’t busy at all,” Navia says proudly. “Do you wanna do something with me right now? Something a lot more fun than your old books?”

Clorinde contemplates that. It’s true that she’d rather be doing anything else than reading such mind-numbing material, but her duties…

Navia’s eyes widen, her brow scrunches, a small pout on her face as she turns her chin down just slightly to look despicably pitiful. 

Clorinde exhales a long, heavy sigh. “I told you to quit doing that,” she says, exasperated. 

Navia already takes that as her answer. She cheers, a large, bright smile on her face. Suddenly caving in doesn’t seem like such a bad idea in retrospect after all. 

“You won’t regret hanging out with me tonight,” Navia says proudly, shoving a thumb towards her chest. “It’ll help you get your mind off the stress of your responsibilities for a while. Celestia knows we both need it.”

Clorinde hums at that. It’s true, in all frankness. It’s only been a few days since she’s bore the official Champion Duelist title, and she’s already overwhelmed with the amount of things she needs to do. Having Navia by her side had been a godsend— who knows how far she would have delved into these books tonight, destroying her eyesight and brain, had it not been for her.

It amuses her how well they work in that regard. Navia keeps her from delving far too deep into the idea of her obligations, and Clorinde encourages Navia to dip her fingers into hers. It reminds her of the way a shore needs a rock. 

“Where were you thinking we go?” Clorinde asks her suspiciously. 

Navia’s smile slowly fades. She chuckles nervously. “I, um, didn’t think that far ahead.”

It makes Clorinde laugh, but Navia shoots her a dirty look. There’s still a smile on Clorinde’s face. “Throw out some suggestions. I can help filter through them,” Clorinde proposes. 

Navia rubs her chin, humming in thought. “Golfing?”

Clorinde wrinkles her nose and says, “Absolutely not.”

“There’s a trivia night at the local bar.”

“Isn’t it about Natlan?”

“Yeah!”

“Navia, we know next to nothing about them,” she deadpans. 

“Oh. Right.” Navia laughs, abashed, to herself. “There’s a painting class at Café Lutece too.”

“I’m not… artistically gifted.”

“Karaoke?”

“Oh, be more serious.”

Navia’s giggles overlap with her next suggestion. “Stargazing? It’s pretty clear out tonight.”

Clorinde thinks a little harder about that. It  is quite nice out. However, the idea of being out alone with Navia, close together to keep body heat from the chill of the night, pointing out the stars to her, is… 

“It could be a commendable choice,” she says with a small nod. 

 “Ooh, we can go wine tasting!” Navia says in delight, clasping her hands together. “There’s a wine tasting event this week from that bar near the Clementine line. They’re doing it outside, so we can kill two birds with one stone,” she finishes, looking mighty proud of herself.

Clorinde chuckles, resting her cheek on her propped up hand on the table. She just lifts an eyebrow at Navia and says, “I can’t say I ever took you for a wine connoisseur.”

“I’m not,” Navia replies, still in high spirits. “I just like the idea of spending time with you, is all.”

Clorinde’s chest and head feels all fuzzy at that. She’s grateful that she’s sitting. 

“Plus,” Navia continues, saving her from trying to think of something to say, “Papa wouldn’t mind if I was out all night with you. Sometimes I think you’re the only person in Teyvat he’d actually trust leaving me with.”

Clorinde exhales, laughing lightly under her breath. “That’s because I brought you home, half asleep or drunk in my arms, more times than I can count,” she says amusedly. 

Navia doesn’t look ashamed at all of that. “It is pretty nice being bridal carried by you,” she hums. 

Trying to keep from rolling her eyes, Clorinde just says, half-jokingly, “I’ll go if you pay for our drinks.” 

“Done!” Navia says, standing up so abruptly that Clorinde nearly sputters. She hadn’t expected to sway Navia with that. Navia notices her surprise. “What? Did you think I was going to make you pay for everything after I asked  you out? You may have a fancy new promotion, Miss Champion Duelist, but I’m still a gentleman at heart.”

Now Clorinde really can’t help from rolling her eyes this time. She’s smiling though. “Remind me to thank Mr. Caspar for raising you right,” she says playfully. 

“Oh, for the last time, just call him Papa,” Navia responds, exasperated. She’s already tugging Clorinde up to her feet and out of her chair. “Or even just Callas. You’re gonna break his achy breaky little old heart if you keep calling him that.”

Clorinde chuckles at her dramatics. “Mr. Callas it is.”

“You’re  killing him, I tell you,” Navia says flatly, colored unimpressed.

Snorting, Clorinde squeezes Navia’s hand briefly and says, “I’ll just go and get my cape. You go on ahead. I’ll meet you outside.”

Navia smiles at her, wide and excited and so utterly Navia, and Clorinde nearly just wants to leave her cape all together and follow her out the door. 

With her cape fixed onto her shoulders, Navia wraps her arms around her elbow and leads them to where the wine tasting is taking place. 

It’s not before long that they arrive, and there’s a healthy amount of people milling about. As Navia promised, the venue is outside of the regular vineyard building— there’s tables and chairs set up, as well as an open floor on the property’s grass. There are lights strung up along the gazebo that hold towers of wine and barrels of more. Musicians play a gentle tune in the corner, livening up the place with a beat to move to on the dance floor.

It’s a comfortable, young atmosphere. 

Navia and Clorinde take their seats at an empty small table. A waiter comes to greet them just as they push their chairs in, and he’s holding out a fresh bottle of wine for them to look at.

“Would you like to try some as your first taste of the evening?” he asks cordially. “It’s strong dandelion wine imported all the way from a notable vineyard in Mondstadt called Dawn Winery.”

“Ooh, dandelion wine?” Navia remarks. Her excitement is rubbing off everyone in her vicinity. “We’d love to try!”

The waiter nods, pulling out two wine glasses and removing the cork with a small pop. He pours the wine with practiced ease, then pushes the glasses over to them to enjoy. 

“This one is on the house,” he says, a glint in his eyes.

Clorinde’s eyebrows shoot upwards. “Oh, but we insist,” Clorinde argues, and one look at Navia already shows her that her companion is just as shocked. They haven’t even been here for longer than five minutes.

“Nonsense!” the waiter says. He’s already walking away as he calls out, “A lovely couple on a date like you two need a good first glass of wine to celebrate the night.”

Clorinde and Navia clamber to explain themselves, but he’s already gone, serving another couple a few feet away from them.

They look at each other instead, mirroring each other with open mouths and lost expressions. 

And then they just laugh.

It’s not the first time they’ve been mistaken as a couple on a date. It’s almost second nature, at this point, even if it does odd things to the temperature of Clorinde’s skin. It’s a first for them to get something as expensive as dandelion wine for free though. 

So Navia just holds up her glass and tries to make the best of it. “Here’s to our date then I guess,” she says with a little bubbled giggle. 

Clorinde clinks the side of her glass with hers, hiding her wobbly smile behind a sip of the wine. 

As promised, it’s strong, resting on her tongue with a rich, velvety feeling and filling her senses with dark ripe fruit as it goes down her throat. There’s a hint of earthiness to it, which she guesses comes from the dandelions in it. She quite likes it, even if wine isn’t her most preferred option to drink.

Across from her, Navia makes a face. Clorinde’s lips curl up. 

“Don’t like it?” she asks. 

“It’s… not as sweet as I thought,” Navia admits. 

Clorinde chuckles. “Well, we are at a wine tasting. I’m sure there’s bound to be something you’d like.”

Navia hums, swirling the glass. She drinks some more, even if there’s a visible scrunch to her face. “I’ll feel bad if I don’t drink all of this though. It was free,” she explains when Clorinde merely arches her eyebrow. “Unless you want it?” she asks hopefully. 

“I want to leave some room for the other wines,” Clorinde says. “I can’t drink too much. You know how I am with getting drunk.”

Navia puffs out an amused breath. “I honestly still think you can beat someone up in the ring if you’re drunk,” she muses. 

“Maybe. But I’d rather not take that chance,” Clorinde says, chuckling. 

Navia’s voice is softer when she speaks again. “Neither can I.”

Clorinde looks down at her glass of wine, swirling it twice counter-clockwise, then takes a good sip. She pretends to be more interested in the color than the odd, sincere way that Navia is looking at her. She doesn’t think she can survive it without the wine, at least. 

Navia’s mood shifts afterwards, and she stands up from her seat and tugs on Clorinde’s sleeved wrist to pull her up as well. She drags them to the table full of other wines, and they have their fill. The vintner explains to them the property of each wine they glance over, and Clorinde can’t help but sneak glances now and again to watch Navia’s focused, scrunched face as she nods along. 

How enchanting it is, she muses, to love someone this much. 

To adore her with such depth that reciprocity is wholly insignificant.

That standing next to her is more than enough for her; that standing here is what makes it right. 

After a few small tastings of wine, Navia takes both of her wrists and drags her to the open floor. The musicians have struck up a more jolly tune, and Navia’s faintly swaying as they dance to some imaginary, made-up rules of dancing. She keeps stepping on Clorinde’s toes, making Clorinde wince, but her profuse, slightly slurred apologies each time just make her laugh. The moon shines bright from above, shining down onto them like a spotlight on a stage. 

It just feels like Navia and Clorinde, and the world that they embody. 

 Do you love this girl because she’s here, offering you her heart and her friendship?  the little, insecure flutter of her mind cries. The antagonist of her play.  What do you, of all people, know of love? 

Navia laughs when Clorinde twirls her, airy and breathy like a dandelion in the breeze. It buries into her chest and roots itself there, a promise of a flower blooming into her heart. 

It’s true that she can’t claim to know what love is. 

But if love is the way that she can’t look away from Navia’s smile, the feeling of wanting to weep from how beautiful it is so deep and profound in her heart, then this love is all she needs to survive. 

Her limbs are beginning to tire by the fourth song. She wonders how Navia could last this long without needing to rest. She’s grateful when Navia’s push and pull with her begins to slow down, and the sounds of their breaths are beginning to be louder than the music.

Navia begins to slow to a stop, and Clorinde, obedient and so intimately aware of her every whim and want, slows down with her.

Navia’s hands find purchase on Clorinde’s hips, and they sway, slow and steady. They’re breathing hard, and they can’t tear their eyes away from each other. The flush of red on Navia’s face, a mix of exertion from dancing and the effects of wine, makes her look so beautiful under the moonlight. 

Clorinde screws her eyes shut. She’s getting tired. She can feel Navia’s warm arms wrapped around her, how Navia’s hand caresses the strip of skin under her cape and shirt. The way Navia’s hand moves, almost hypnotically, to intertwine her fingers with Clorinde’s. They fit so perfectly together. Clorinde could hold onto her for the rest of her life and be at total peace.

Their foreheads touch. They rest on one another, like pillars that rely on each other to stay standing. She can smell warm, sweet wine as Navia pants.

Clorinde wrenches her eyes open. It’s tough, with how hard her eyelids feel, but she’s glad that she does. Navia looks so beautiful this close. She can count the faint freckles on her face like this, like stars that dot the sky. Her skin is so beautifully pink and radiantly warm. She’s so beautiful. Clorinde can’t stop herself from marveling at Navia’s allure. 

Her mouth opens, just slightly. She exhales, and Navia feels her gentle breath. 

Navia’s eyes look up at her through her eyelashes, an achingly slow movement, and she blinks. Like it’s the first time she’s seeing Clorinde. 

 Come closer,  Navia’s eyes seem to whisper to her.  Be close to me and never let me go.  

Clorinde doesn’t know if it’s the wine that warms her system, or the electricity that now flows through her veins at the way that Navia looks at her, looks  through her— but she exhales again, shaky and heavy, and tilts her head. 

It’s aching how slow she leans in. But it gives her just the shadow of a second to realize that Navia is leaning in just as much as she is, replicating her every move. When Navia closes her eyes, she follows. Both of them tighten their embrace, one protective and the other tender. Neither of them knows who’s mirroring who. 

She feels the whisper of Navia’s lips on hers. It’s electrifying. 

And then Clorinde lets go of Navia, and she steps out of her embrace the same way a leaf snaps away from a branch in the wind. 

Navia’s eyes flutter open. She blinks a few times, as if coming out of a long stupor. She must be drunk, Clorinde reasons, so this is normal. 

“Clorinde—” Navia starts, hushed, her name spoken like a plea for innocence.

“Would you like me to fill your glasses?” a waiter asks them politely, motioning their empty glasses on a lone table near their hips. “We’re starting to clean up.”

“Oh!” Navia says, her voice twice as high, and her face twice as flushed. It’s an odd look, but Clorinde chalks it up to alcohol. “I— I, um… I think we’re too danced out to drink, thank you,” she ends, laughing away whatever she’s feeling. 

Clorinde just watches her. She watches how Navia waves goodbye to the waiter, watches how frazzled she seems, tucking her hair behind her ears and darting her eyes around like a frightened animal in the woods. What has her so wound up? What is she scared of?

Then Navia takes her hand, but she doesn’t look at her. They clean up their table, say goodbye to the vintner who had been serving them all night and the acquaintances they had met on the dance floor, and head back to Navia’s place together. 

The walk back to Poisson is quiet. It’s not at all suffocating, though Clorinde makes sure to watch Navia out of her peripheral vision, noting the way that Navia seems more distracted, how her eyes never focus on one thing for longer than two breaths. One of Navia’s hands is in hers, and the other plays with the hem of her skirt. She’s chewing on the inside of her bottom lip. She’s thinking about something, and Clorinde wishes she has the courage to ask.

Navia insists that she comes inside. She fusses over the opened calluses on Clorinde’s hands and the nicks that she’s suffered on her forearms from a duel that morning. It feels like a feeble excuse, but an excuse for what? Navia doesn’t need an excuse to make Clorinde follow her anywhere. Clorinde has always been obediently hers. 

Clorinde sits on the Caspars’ couch, her forearm resting on a fluffy pillow. Navia is kneeling next to her, her first-aid kit opened on the floor. 

Clorinde winces when Navia accidentally and harshly peels a callus. 

“Sorry,” Navia says quickly. Her brow is furrowed, the deep frown on her face a testament to her distracted concentration. 

Navia’s patched her up before— more times than she could count. Navia isn’t the best nurse in the world, but she isn’t ever this clumsy. Maybe it’s just a case of tipsy hands. 

Clorinde doesn’t say a word as Navia works on her. It astounds her how gentle Navia can be. She wonders if Navia has ever caressed skin this reverently. She wonders if she isn’t the only one in the world to know what it’s like to have Navia’s fingertips fly over their skin, working to heal her, soothe her. 

Then Navia’s soft, warm hands close onto hers. Her fingers curl into Clorinde’s frozen hand, engulfing it in hers. It’s astonishing how much they fit, in all the right ways. Where Clorinde is cold, Navia is warm. Where Clorinde is tough, Navia is soft. It’s like they’re meant to lock their fingers together like this, forever sharing in each other’s touch. 

Navia holds her hand for a little while, an odd look of contemplation and shyness on her face. It surprises Clorinde at how sober she looks for the first time all night. 

Then Navia’s mouth moves, silently at first, until she swallows and her soft voice calls, “Clorinde… I—” 

The door wrenches open, and Callas drops a bag of flour on the floor with an exerted huff. He yells, looking upstairs, not being able to see the pair in front of him first. “Nav! Navia, can you come down? I know you were running out of flour, so I— oh.”

He blinks at the two of them. Navia’s hands have already disappeared from her curled fist. Navia smiles at her father guilelessly. 

“Clorinde,” Callas says. There’s no bite to his words, not even confusion. “Are you staying the night?”

Clorinde’s eyes shift over to Navia, a silent question. Navia nods. 

“I am, if that’s okay,” she says, and Callas is already nodding his head thoughtlessly before most of her words are out of her mouth. “Do you need help with—?”

“Stay there, stay there. You two seem preoccupied,” Callas says with a light chuckle, waving her away before she can rise from the couch. He groans as he pops his back. “And thank you for bringing Navia home. I can tell from the look in her eyes that she’s been drinking. She’s never been easy to handle when she does.”

“You’re telling me,” Clorinde affirms with a light sigh. 

“I can hear you guys, you know!” Navia shouts. 

Clorinde just laughs along with Callas. Navia’s fingertips are absentmindedly stroking the breadth of her forearm. It makes her shiver. It’s like they’re magnets, unable to stay away from each other when they’re already this close.

“I have something else to do outside before I hit the hay. We have leftovers in the fridge if you get hungry, Clorinde,” Callas says genially. His back is turned to them now, his hand on the door, but he’s looking over his shoulder to watch Clorinde. “And once you’re done, come outside and see me.”

He says nothing more and leaves them to their devices. 

Navia and Clorinde share a look. Neither of them are concerned, but there is curiosity sitting in Navia’s eyes. 

“You’re telling me what he says after, right?” she says.

Clorinde snorts. “If he doesn’t make me promise not to tell you, sure. I’m a woman of my words.”

Navia groans and says, “Sometimes I wish you didn’t have a stick up there.”

Laughing, Clorinde shifts her weight on the couch. She’s getting too comfortable sitting here. “You should drink some water,” Clorinde says, features softening. “It’ll keep you from moaning and groaning at me in the morning when the hangover hits.”

Navia sighs. She pats Clorinde’s forearm, letting her rescind it back to her side. She closes the first-aid kit and clicks it shut, rising from her kneel on the floor. “Go see what he wants,” she says lightheartedly. 

Clorinde finds him sitting on a crate just a few steps away from the door. He’s watching the village, peering down at the children playing tag down below and the men helping each other carry boxes full of goods. He’s carving wood with a small knife in his hands.

He makes room for Clorinde on the crate when Clorinde makes her way over. They sit side by side, watching below, and silent. 

It’s Callas who speaks first. “I never got the chance to congratulate you for becoming a Champion Duelist,” he says.

Clorinde blinks. Ah. Is that all? 

“Thank you, sir,” she responds in kind, dipping her chin in thanks. “I couldn’t have done it without the wisdom you’ve given me for most of my life.”

Callas chuckles, as if she had said something profoundly funny. He stops carving, the edge of the knife still pressing into the wood. Clorinde realizes that he’s carving the face of a woman— it looks a little bit like Navia, but the hair is longer. 

He puts down the wood carving and the knife next to him, then turns slightly to face Clorinde. He places a hand on her shoulder. His single eye glitters with something Clorinde had seen on her master before— pride.

The color of his eye looks so much like Navia’s. In this light, it’s as kind as hers too. 

“You’re like a second daughter to me,” he starts, and Clorinde’s throat already forms a lump in the base, “If you ever need anything, you can always turn to us, right here. It’s the least I can do for the way you’ve made a home out of my Navia’s heart.”

Clorinde doesn’t know how to respond.

She wants to say,  I think you have it the other way around.  

But when her mouth opens, all she says is, “Thank you, Mr. Callas.”

The corners of Callas’ lips wrinkle with his smile. He pats Clorinde’s shoulder. “You’re a good kid,” he tells her like it’s a fact. “There’s never been a day where I’m not grateful she found you.”

Clorinde smiles weakly at him, and Callas gives her a few more words of congratulations for her new position, as well as some advice about shady merchants in Fontaine, and sends her off. Clorinde looks back before she comes back into the house, and she sees him still sitting there, working quietly on his wood carving.

Navia is waiting on the couch for her when she returns. 

Clorinde has to force herself to swallow the lump in her throat. “I think I’ll go home tonight,” Clorinde says.

She wants to take the words back immediately, when Navia looks at her like she’d just slapped her. “What? Why? Is everything okay?” Navia’s frown is deep, then it deepens even more with concern and anger. “Oh  Archons, what did he say to you?! I’m gonna give him a piece of my mind—”

Clorinde laughs, holding her hand up to placate her. “He didn’t threaten me with a shovel, if that’s what you think,” she says, entertained by how quickly Navia’s shoulders drop at her words. “I just want to finish reading a chapter tonight. If I finish early tomorrow, I can sleep over, if you’re—?”

“Yes,” Navia says quickly. “But just a warning. Papa’s making the meatloaf tomorrow.”

Clorinde grimaces. “Maybe I’ll just come over after dinner?”

Navia laughs, walking over to her to fix how her cape sits on her shoulders. “I’ll make you some macarons for dessert as compensation,” she says with an apologetic smile. Navia touches her vision, her thumb running over the curve. It sets something alight in Clorinde’s bones. 

“Get home safe?” Navia says gently. 

 Always, for you, Clorinde thinks. 

“What do you take me for?” she jests. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Navia says with a smile and a roll of her eyes. She slaps Clorinde’s chest twice, pushing her out of the door. 

She’s a few good feet away from the Caspars’ abode when she hears a shout from behind. 

She turns around, only to see Navia poking her head and shoulders out of the window upstairs, waving her hat at her. Even from this distance, she can tell Navia has a big grin on her face. 

“Get home safe, Clorinde!” Navia shouts again. “I love you!”

Clorinde laughs, her feet willing her to keep walking, even as her neck is craned backwards. “I love you too!” she shouts back, albeit a little quieter. There are still people walking around her, and they’re already watching the exchange with amused looks. 

“What!” Navia yells. “I can’t hear you!” she yells again, in a way that suggests that she totally can.

Clorinde’s face burns. “I love you too!”


 “What!” 


 “I said I love you!”  Clorinde shouts back, and she notices Spina members muffling their laughs nearby. It makes her face burn brighter, but she can’t seem to wipe the grin off of her face. 

Navia’s bright smile lets her know that it’s all worth it, anyway.

And she knows that when she comes back to these steps the next day, she’ll arrive home yet again.
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2. act II



There’s a nice, handcrafted postcard in her mailbox when Navia wakes that morning. 

The handwriting is undoubtedly from Furina, and she confirms it when she turns over the picture of a cake and reads that Furina is inviting her over for some afternoon tea. 

She makes herself some pancakes for breakfast and eats it alone at her table, rereading the contents of the postcard. She isn’t doing much for the rest of the day, besides doing some more sleuthing later that night about that shady charity, and if she’s being honest, she misses doing relaxing activities like sitting down and eating cake with a friend. Furina must be feeling as lonely as she had been, and she’d be more than happy to remedy that.

So, naturally, Navia whips up some macarons in the oven, places them in a small basket to take with her, and walks over to Furina’s apartment. 

She’s surprised, however, to see that she’s not the only person that Furina had chosen to invite for this afternoon’s tea party. 

Furina’s place is quaint, and she sits on one couch with a coffee table in front of her. She’s laughing, covering her mouth with her hand as she does, and her other hand holds the handle of a petite tea cup. Across from her is another couch, where Clorinde is sipping her tea with a gentle smile on her smile.

Clorinde notices her first. Her eyes shift over to her as she sips, and they widen ever so slightly. She doesn’t say a word. 

Navia has to clear her throat to make her presence known to Furina. For a moment she wonders if Clorinde is only there momentarily, only stopping by to drink some tea and she’d be off her way after ensuring Furina’s health and safety. 

But then Furina claps her hands together in excitement and squeals, “Oh, good! You’re both finally here!”

Furina motions to the spot next to Clorinde, and Navia follows the extension of her hand. She puts the basket of macarons down on the table, right next to the cakes. 

“I brought you some macarons,” Navia says cheerfully, removing the blanket to reveal her goods. “I remember how much you liked them.”

Furina’s grin grows wider, and she claps her hands together a few times. “You have no idea how much I’ve been craving them,” she says, her eyes laser-focused on Navia’s macarons. 

It makes Navia laugh. “You could always ask me to bake you a batch, you know. I’d be more than happy to provide,” she says. 

“Oh, I couldn’t,” Furina replies, but the excitement in her voice suggests that she definitely  could take her up on that offer. 

Clorinde passes her a teacup on a saucer. She pours Navia some tea, then adds a dash of milk and two sugar cubes in it without saying a word. Just exactly how Navia likes it. 

Navia thanks her under her breath and takes a sip. It coats her tongue like a warm hug, and she feels even warmer under the way Clorinde just openly looks at her. In fact, Clorinde’s knees are turned slightly more towards her than Furina, her shoulders and body pointed more favorably to whatever Navia has to say. Furina doesn’t look surprised or offended in the slightest. 

“Clorinde’s just been catching me up on the duels she’s had this past week,” Furina says, leaning over to take another slice of cake. “Can you still believe that people want to duel for something as small as being given the wrong color of a purse by a leatherworker?”

Clorinde chuckles at that. “I admire their tenacity every so often, but it wastes everyone’s time, including their own. I will never understand what goes through a person’s head when they come to the conclusion for a duel.”

Navia takes another sip of her tea and hums. “Say, I’ve always wondered— has someone ever dueled because they wanted your position?”

Clorinde stares at her blankly, then tilts her head. 

“You know how in some of those old timey plays, where people ask to duel knights or aristocrats so that they can basically take their place?” Navia clarifies. “Hasn’t that ever happened to you?”

It’s Furina who snorts at that. “I’ve heard of it happening to a few Champion Duelists in my time. I’ve even found the time to watch a few,” she says, shaking her head, “but no one’s ever asked to wager against Clorinde.” 

Navia’s brow furrows. “Why not?” 

“If it’s not my vision that drives them away, the rumors do. And while I don’t like to endorse baseless hearsays, I can admit that some of them can be helpful,” Clorinde says with a light smile. She takes another sip of her tea, closing her eyes to enjoy the flavor. While her eyes are closed, Navia takes an empty plate and puts a slice of cake on it, then slides it in front of Clorinde. 

“Rumors? About what?” Navia presses.

Furina huffs out a laugh. “Oh, just that Clorinde soaks her weapons in the blood of her enemies, or that she summons a ritual every night to help her in duels, things like that,” she says mildly, as if it isn’t the most disturbing (and untrue!) thing that Navia has ever heard in her life. 

She’s read a few things in the paper about Clorinde during their… separation, but they were mostly things like “Champion Duelist litters once again!” rather than the mere idea that Clorinde would try and summon a demon to help her in battle. 

Navia wrinkles her nose and says, “There’s no way people believe that. Do they?” She looks at Clorinde for proof.

Clorinde just shrugs. Navia looks to Furina to help her. 

“Clorinde is a pretty scary person if you don’t know her,” Furina admits. “Even though she’s been here with me for years, it was hard not to entertain those rumors in my head. I don’t believe them anymore, obviously— but that’s only because we’ve been having these tea parties more often recently.”

Navia’s eyebrows shoot upwards in surprise. She rounds onto Clorinde. “You already had tea with her?” she asks, taken aback. She’d assumed that this was her first tea party with Furina, just as it is for her right now. Clorinde would have told her in the past about these. Right? 

“Of course,” Clorinde says. “I make time for Furina’s tea parties at least once a week. Her company, paired with her treats, makes for a great leisure activity.” 

“How come you never told me?” Navia asks suspiciously. 

Clorinde seems mildly lost at the slight edge to her voice. “I didn’t think you’d like to know about these kinds of affairs,” she says, puzzled. 

“Well, yeah, but I’ve never been invited with you before. I just think it’s… surprising, that’s all,” Navia replies. She tries to quell the weird feeling in her stomach. 

Furina looks back and forth between them. Though Furina can be slightly more easy to read nowadays, there’s something behind her eyes that she can’t seem to analyze. 

“There’s no need to be jealous, Navia,” Furina says evenly, placing down her plate of half-eaten cake. “Clorinde talks about you so much during our get-togethers that I hear your name on repeat in my dreams.” 

Navia squeaks out a “I’m not jealous!” at the same time as Clorinde half-shouts “I hardly speak about Navia with you!”

“A—  anyway,”  Navia says, coughing into her fist and trying fruitlessly to subdue the tingly warmth across her face, “what’s the— what’s the weirdest reason for a duel you’ve ever seen, Furina?” It’s the only topic that could come into her mind fast enough. It makes her wince.

Furina taps her chin and looks at the corner of the room to think. She snaps her fingers. “There was some guy who wanted to duel a Champion Duelist because—  and get this—  he thought the Champion Duelist slept with his wife,” she says excitedly, like she’s rambling off the synopsis of a play. 

“Why would he think  that?”  Navia asks, mouth agape. She’s oddly invested. 

“I can’t remember much about the frivolous details, but the Champion Duelist was close with his wife,” Furina answers with a shrug. She’s adding more sugar into her tea. “They were best friends, if I recall— the Duelist and the wife, I mean. They became estranged when the woman married that other guy, but when they reconciled, the husband jumped the gun and called for a duel under the grounds of adultery.”

“Oh, that’s horrible,” Navia says pitifully. It would have made a good play, in all honesty. She would have watched it for the tragedy. “What happened in the end?”

Furina’s lips curl at her into a smile, but it’s more cat-like than human. “The Champion Duelist killed him in the duel. The husband was too stubborn for his own good. Then the Champion Duelist married his best friend— who was a widow for the whole of a day, might I add.” She snorts. “I spoke to him at their wedding, and apparently the duel opened his eyes to his mortality and made him realize that he couldn’t live without her all along.”

Okay. Well. Maybe she’d skip out on the play after all. 

“Your cake is especially delicious today, Furina,” Clorinde says quickly. They turn their attention to her, and Navia feels like she can breathe again. 

“Oh, thank you!” Furina croons. “I’ve been tweaking the recipe all week.”

Navia remembers that Furina had asked her for help the other day to bake better cakes— now she knows why. She also remembers the fact that she had given Furina the recipe to Clorinde’s favorite flavor of cake, only because it was the first recipe to pop into her mind.  

The corners of Furina’s lips twitch when she catches Navia staring at her, but she changes the topic anyway. 

Furina asks them innocent questions next, about their days, things they’re into these days, the like. It’s an easy conversation for Navia. Clorinde seems to be used to the flow of conversation as well, piping in wherever she’s needed. 

Navia always responds in kind, telling Furina about the Spina’s newest scandals they’ve quenched and whatnot. She asks Furina about what she’s been up to as well, and she’s pleased to learn that Furina had picked up a crocheting hobby. Apparently, she’s invited Clorinde to join her in crocheting, but she’s declined. Interesting. 

Their tea party together is relaxed and casual, and Navia can see why Clorinde likes them so much. She can’t help but wonder why she hadn’t been invited until now— but she’s grateful for the invitation nonetheless. Maybe Furina just needed some warming up. 

But still. It bothers a little that Clorinde never said anything about this. Clorinde tells her everything, even if it sounds mundane in nature. Once, when they were seventeen, Clorinde had told her about her field trip to Liyue, even going down to the minute details of what every book spine in their book shops looked like. 

When had Clorinde wanted to close off from her? Haven’t they reconciled? Shouldn’t they have gone past this stage where they dance around one another and just act like how they used to before? Had how they acted before been all that open with how they felt, anyway?

Or maybe she’s just making an issue out of nothing. 

The clock in Furina’s room tells her that they’ve been there for a good two hours. She doesn’t want to eat up more of Furina’s time, so she puts down her drained tea cup and says, “This was really great! If you ever have another tea party, would you keep me in mind?”

“Oh, of course,” Furina says with a happy nod of her head. “I’ll invite you again if you promise to bring another one of your yummy desserts.”

“It’s a deal,” Navia declares, a grin on her face. She’s glowing with pride that someone like Furina could love her desserts so much. She’d always thought Clorinde’s love for her food had been a fluke. 

At the thought of Clorinde, she turns to her side, intending to ask Clorinde if she had any plans for the rest of the day, or if she’d like to walk with her down the street to buy some oranges, or even— but Clorinde is already looking at her.

She’s looking at her with such fondness that Navia feels that warm tickle in her stomach again, and the ache in her chest. 

She gathers her thoughts, eventually. 

“What did  you think of my macarons, Clorinde?” she asks. 

Clorinde’s response is instant. “They’re wonderful, as they always are,” she says easily. 

“Yeah?” Navia challenges, shifting in her seat to face Clorinde a little better. “How come you didn’t eat more than one then?”

Clorinde stiffens, and she raises an eyebrow at Navia in an attempt to look innocent. At least, Navia thinks so. “I knew Furina had been deprived of them longer than I’d been, so I thought it would be rude to take the opportunity from her,” she explains. The edge to her tone implies that she knows what game Navia is trying to poke at her. 

“Is there another dessert you’d like me to make, so I can put macarons aside for Furina?” she asks sweetly.

“Anything that you make is good with me,” Clorinde says. She narrows her eyes in warning at Navia.

“Are you sure?” Navia asks. “Because you can’t make the same excuse twice about letting Furina eat everything. You could always just tell me if my baking isn’t on par with you anymore.” She pretends to inject some sadness into her words.

Clorinde looks utterly exasperated. “So just because I didn’t want to eat more than one today, you think I hate your food?”

“Yuh-huh.” Navia points a look at her. “You never do that.”

“I just wasn’t hungry this morning,” Clorinde says, a little too quickly. 

Navia squints her eyes at her.  Aha.  “You were already full, weren’t you?” she asks vindictively. 

Clorinde throws up her hands. “Yes! I ate Furina’s cake before you got here, ate some more because you handed me another plate, and got full. Is that such a bad thing?”

“It’s not,” Navia says, and for a split second Clorinde gets to relax. “Unless you deliberately make an excuse about not eating my macarons. If you were getting tired of them, you could have just said so,” she continues with an indignant sniff of her nose. 

“I love your macarons!” Clorinde argues, her eyes wide with alarm at Navia’s crossed arms and pointed, high chin. “I’ll eat an entire plate of them next time to prove it to you, if I have to. I’ve been eating them for nearly twenty years— I don’t think it’s even  possible for me to get sick of them.”

Navia pretends to scowl. She knows the playfulness in her eyes gives her away, but she enjoys watching Clorinde squirm. “What am I, some sort of catering service to you?”

“What? No,” Clorinde says, equal parts frustrated, exasperated, and stunned. “You offered!” she sputters. 

Navia opens her mouth to retort, but Furina’s giggles cuts her off. Both women turn to look at Furina, and once Furina’s laughter subsides, she says, “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t expecting Clorinde, of all people, to act so… wrapped around your finger.” 

Clorinde rebuffs with a huffed  “I’m not!”  while Navia sing-songs, “Oh, you should see what she looks like when I don’t let her have some of my cookie batter.”

“I think it’s sweet of her,” Furina coos.

“Isn’t it?” Navia agrees with a small laugh. 

Clorinde sighs heavily, pinching the bridge of her nose. “You two never fail to astound me,” she says flatly.

“Thank you!” Furina and Navia both say. 

Clorinde wipes her hands on her pants and stands. Even looking as disgruntled as she does, she holds out her hand for Navia to take. She helps Navia up with ease, and Navia likes how light she feels in Clorinde’s care. Would it be rude if she asked Clorinde to give her a piggyback ride back to Poisson right now? Eh, maybe she shouldn’t push it today. But she’ll definitely consider it for tomorrow.

Furina looks back and forth between the two of them. She looks to be deep in thought. Of what, Navia can’t tell.

“Well, as fun as this has been, I better let go of you two before it gets dark,” Furina says, quite evenly. 

Navia bobs her head in agreement, a small smile still on her face. 

Before she could bid goodbye, Furina looks straight at Clorinde and continues, “I know you told me you were going to get them yourself at the clinic tonight, but if you need more bandages, I still have a few spares in my chest. Or you can go down the hall and fetch them yourself, knowing you. You know where they are.”

It takes only a moment for that to register to Navia. It’s all too easy for her mind to soak up the insinuation and connect the dots. A seasoned detective’s work. 

Wriothesley had also said something about her stomach the other week. And she’d chalked up Clorinde’s subtle winces whenever she moved as muscle soreness. When was the last time Clorinde changed in front of her, proportional the amount of times they’ve started to sleep in the same bed together again?

She turns to Clorinde, and asks, as levelly as she can, “Bandages? For what?” 

To Clorinde’s credit, she only peers over Navia’s shoulder as if she wants to disappear into the couch cushions. She grimaces slightly when she responds. “It’s nothing to worry about, Navia,” she says placatingly. Her smooth cadence would have done just that and unwound her, but not today.

Navia’s annoyance flares for a moment. “Nothing to—?” She turns to Furina, who looks at her with an acted expression of,  Who, me? Oops, did I say something?  

“What happened?” she nearly demands. 

“A duel gone array a few weeks ago,” Furina says with a sigh. “Clorinde came out victorious, obviously. But not before the idiot thought it would be a good idea to pretend to surrender and attack Clorinde when she offered her hand to help him up. He was given 600 years in prison for that, I assure you.”

Oh, she didn’t give a poodle’s goddamn ass about how long that man is rotting in prison.

She rounds on Clorinde, her nose flaring. Clorinde is actively avoiding her eye. Furina is watching the exchange silently, the look in her eyes unveiling the erudition beyond her years. 

“Walk home with me,” she says quietly, her tone dangerously even. Clorinde just nods, stiff and acquiescent. 

Furina looks back and forth between them. “I’ll walk you guys out,” she says, almost chipper. 

Navia matches her happy demeanor, even as she fumes inside, smiling at her and curtsying with a giggle when Furina bows to them at the door. 

Furina even shoots a sidelong glance at Clorinde, inscrutable to Navia but makes Clorinde wince and glance away. 

They walk back to Navia’s place in silence. 

Even when they come inside, they’re quiet. The click of the door rounding shut is louder than the sound of their shoes on her floor. 

It’s until Navia locks the door and pulls all the blinds down and rounds on Clorinde to stare at her for a few moments that she finally speaks. 

“Take off your shirt,” she demands. 

Clorinde does as she wishes, just as she always had. Always will. Always could. 

Navia puts her hands on Clorinde’s shoulders and steers her to the corner of the couch, pushing her down to make her sit. Clorinde is looking everywhere but into Navia’s burning eyes. The sharpness in Clorinde’s gaze, which had always been so present, even from when she was nine years old, is dull. 

Clorinde’s slips out of her cape and dress shirt, a move that clearly pains her. Even when Navia’s hands move up silently to help her, Clorinde just shakes her head. She’s left in her bra, eventually. 

She had seen Clorinde stripped down like this before— at sleepovers, when they go to spring baths, when they play in the mud and need to shower off. She knows Clorinde’s body and the flush of her skin in the sun, the moles that dot her shoulder blades, and the scars from young accidents more intimately than her own. 

She does not know the angry red scar that covers half of Clorinde’s abdomen. It cuts down from right below her breast, down to her hip in a diagonal cut. It’s like someone had tried to spill her guts open, a premeditated action to cause the most pain.

It’s healed partially, but it’s still red and angry and Navia has to blink back tears. She knows for a fact that Clorinde had struggled to bandage and care for this wound. Clorinde had never needed to know much about first aid, not to this painful degree. And if she ever needed the help, she would turn to Navia.

Had she ever been hurt like this before, in the three years they didn’t speak? Did she ever consider knocking on Navia’s door to ask for help, even in the aftermath of everything between them? Why didn’t she consider it  now?  

She had never been afraid of seeing Clorinde like this, minus the calluses and little scars that dot her body from her clumsy or inconsequential accidents. Clorinde is careful. Clorinde is  strong.  To see her like this, it’s— 

Navia blinks again, pivots on her heel, and walks out the door. 

Clorinde doesn’t move, but she could feel her kindled stare squarely in the back of her head. 

Navia stomps around in Poisson, shouting for the closest Spina members to her. She barks orders at them, one by one: she asks one for water, the other for bandages, another to bring her first-aid kit, and a few to fetch some fruits and pasta for food and energy.

She rounds back inside after they get her what she needs. Clorinde is still sitting on the couch when she returns, and she’s finally looking at Navia.

Navia sits on a stool by her side after she washes her hands. It’s eerily silent in her house, no longer plagued by the sounds of their continued bickering that’s so constant when it’s just the two of them here. 

She puts a clean rag on the wound first, gentle but steadfast. Clorinde doesn’t even flinch, even as she continues to clean it with more than just water. She feels Clorinde’s warm breath close to her as she works. 

Navia has to stitch where she assumes the sword had entered first. It’s not as deep as it could have been, but it would have been dangerous to keep it this open. She warns Clorinde that it will hurt, but Clorinde just nods. She wonders if Clorinde sees this as another punishment— another way to whip herself for a mistake. It makes her want to shake Clorinde viciously as much as it makes her want to put her hands in her face and sob. 

Her eyes concentrated on stitching the wound closed, Clorinde finally breaks the ice between them. 

“I told you that you would make a good president,” Clorinde says in an attempt to lift her spirits. 

It works, just a little, but enough. She glances up and smiles, strained, at Clorinde, running the flat of her palm against Clorinde’s unmarred skin at her side. It comforts her to know that there are still parts of Clorinde that aren’t tarnished by her upbringing. To know that at least  some part of Clorinde is free from the burdens of her duty. 

“And I told you you’d make a good duelist,” Navia says. “A clumsy one, maybe. But a good one.” 

Clorinde opens her mouth, and Navia suspects that she’s about to give her the reason for her clumsiness in that duel, but then she doesn’t. Neither does Navia care. 

They’re both silent, so silent that she can nearly hear Clorinde grit her teeth each time her hands run down the stitched wound to wash the blood away.

Idly, she thinks of how much easier it is for her to patch Clorinde up like this. In more ways than one, Clorinde is right— being the President allowed her to learn firsthand how to help her members with their wounds. If she had tried to stitch Clorinde up just a few years ago, she’s not confident she would have done such a pretty job.

And it makes her think about Clorinde, all those years ago, always holding her face in her hands when she’s sad and telling her just how good of a president she’d make one day. 

It guilts her enough to plunge her stomach hard. Clorinde had always done such a good job in encouraging her— had she ever done the same? Had she ever been there for Clorinde to help her when she had doubts about herself? 

Her eyes water, and Navia has to look up at the ceiling briefly to keep the tears from falling. The last thing she ever wanted was for Clorinde to think of herself as a puppet for others to command. 

With the wound finally closed and clean, she helps Clorinde put on a loose and clean dress shirt. Clorinde can’t refuse the help when Navia is staring down at her with ice in her eyes.

Clorinde has her elbows on her knees as she leans forward on the chair, her head turned away from Navia. 

“Why didn’t you just tell me?” Navia says quietly. 

Clorinde is looking at the picture of them on the wall: sixteen and seventeen, arms around each other, holding a large carp that they managed to fish out of the sea together. They’re smiling so wide that their happiness is contagious from the picture alone. 

Navia remembers taking that picture. Clorinde had dropped the fish on her, and they tackled each other on the sand. They were laughing until the sun went down. 

“I was scared of how you’d act,” Clorinde admits. 

Navia’s tone is clipped and edged with venom. “If you think I’d be anything but angry with you for hiding something like this from me, I don’t know what to tell you.”

This isn’t about the fact that Clorinde had gotten hurt. 

It’s the fact that Clorinde had intentionally hid it from her, telling everyone  but her. Weren’t they a team? Haven’t they already gone through this, and realized that there’s no separating Clorinde from Navia, nor Navia from Clorinde?

Clorinde inhales deeply through her nose. She exhales hard, a slow and measured move. Navia watches her steel herself, her arms folded over her chest. Her clock ticks in the corner, unbearably loud against their palpable silence. How did such a nice day end up like this?

“I’m sorry,” Clorinde starts quietly. At least she knows where to begin. “It wasn’t my intention to upset you. It was the opposite, in fact. I thought if you never found out, you’d have one less burden to carry. I’m sorry.”

 “‘Burden?’”  Navia whispers harshly. Her anger simmers under her skin, making it hard for her to breathe properly. She exhales, shaky and hard, and has to turn away from Clorinde to massage her lumped throat. She closes her eyes and lets the clock tick down the seconds. 

She lets it tick seven times before she says, her voice low against the tide of her anger, “You didn’t tell me because you thought it was a  burden  for me to be worried about you? Do you know how absolutely— how  horrible that sounds?”

She looks back at Clorinde, who looks back at her, lost and imploring. It doesn’t soften Navia’s resolve; in truth, it hardens it. 

“I thought you’d figure out by now that I was never angry at you for what happened with my father,” she says again, a tremor in her hands forcing her to hide it by gripping her forearms, hard. Her fingernails dig harshly into her skin. “I was angry because you left me here,  alone,  to deal with the grief. You— you ran because you thought it was the best decision to make and you didn’t even stop to ask how I felt, how much I  needed you.” 

Clorinde opens and closes her mouth like a fish. It’s clear that she hadn’t expected the conversation to round back to this— but the way her eyes never leave hers shows that she’s beginning to understand why. 

“You’re doing it again. You’re making decisions for me like you think you know me better than I know myself,” Navia says, hushed. Her arms are still hugged close to her chest, the only comfort that she could give herself. “You don’t even realize it, do you?”

Clorinde swallows. Her eyes subtly move, back and forth, between Navia’s eyes. “I thought it was for the best,” she starts softly. “I just didn’t want you to worry. I didn’t want you to be hurt by own actions, and—”

 “You’re my best friend!”  Navia shouts and it cracks, cracking so hard that her voice becomes hoarse.  “Twenty years—  almost twenty years I spent knowing you better than my own soul, and you think I’d  want you to walk on eggshells around me?” 

And three of those years she had spent in purgatory, haunted by Clorinde’s memories.

“I made a promise to your father that I would never—” Clorinde starts.

“And what good are you doing about that now? Hmm?” Navia says hotly. She doesn’t care that the room feels like it’s fifty degrees hotter, or how her fingernails dig so harshly into her skin that all she can feel is its bite. “You want to keep me safe, Clorinde? Do that by treating me like your goddamn  friend.” 

It almost vindicates her to see the fire return in Clorinde’s eyes. For Clorinde to stand up, nose flaring, walking closer to her with thunder in her steps. 

 Yes,  Navia’s mind hisses.  Be angry at me. Give me a reason to throw the sand back into your eyes. 

Clorinde’s exhale is tremulous. “I did it  because you’re my friend,” she says, her words so level that Navia nearly misses the simmering heat underneath it. “You’ve lost everyone close to you, Navia; I won’t let myself become a martyr in your eyes if I could help it.”

Navia scoffs hard. She’s angry, just as much as she is upset. She wants to scream as much as she wants to cry. They’ve never fought this harshly against one another before— not even when they were twelve and Clorinde broke her favorite mech toy that Papa gave her, not even when they were fifteen and Clorinde kept avoiding her after she started dating her first girlfriend. 

What’s happening to them? She wonders if this rift between them is even fixable, if Clorinde wants to be this stubborn. 

“Like you haven’t lost people yourself?” she asks softly. “I never pitied you for that because  Archons, all I ever felt was admiration for you for how stupidly strong you seemed to be after everything you’ve gone through— but now? I see that you’ve always been wrecked, Clorinde.”

Clorinde flinches. She knew her words had cut deep. 

Navia almost wants to take it back. But she needs Clorinde to hear it. 

“I’m not mad about who you are. I don’t care about that. I  know you— I know what I’m risking to be your friend,” Navia whispers. How many times had she woken in the morning, afraid that she’ll step out and be told that Clorinde had been killed in a duel? “I just hate that you’ve always acted like I’d get hurt just by knowing you, or that I’m better off without you. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. You’re my best friend.” 


 You’re half of my soul.  



 You make who I am.  



 I can only know myself when I know you. 


Clorinde looks at her, wide-eyed and lost. 

“I’ve seen firsthand how idiotically little you think about yourself, and trust me, I  hate that you do,” Navia says fiercely. “I know I can’t patch up that part of you, but at least let me be here. I want you to be able to go to me and ask for help. I want you to lean on me. I want you to at least know that there’s someone out there who wouldn’t leave you.”

 Because I never wanted to leave you in the first place,  the spiteful part of Navia’s head whispers.  You left me here, but I’ll chase after you again if it’s what you want me to do. 


 At least just give me the choice to do that. 


Clorinde swallows and balls and unballs her fist. She knows she’s getting through to her. She knows from the way that Clorinde looks helpless and shattered, like Navia had punched a hole through her chest and squeezed her heart until it broke. 

“Navia, I’m sorry,” Clorinde says, wavering and quiet. But she’s sincere. “I won’t do it again. I’m so sorry.”

It’s all that she needs to say. 

Navia’s shoulders slump, and most of the anger disappears with a shaky exhale. The brunt of it is still lodged in her chest. 

“Just…” Navia starts, suddenly exhausted. “Come sit down with me. Please.”

Clorinde nods, obedient as ever. 

Clorinde ends up sitting down on one end of the couch, and Navia joins. Navia brings her knees up to her chest, leaning her body against her friend. She’s enveloped in warmth almost immediately, even more so when Clorinde wraps her arms around her, securing her in place. 

They don’t say anything to each other. They don’t have to. The clock ticks in the corner and helps Navia calm the rapid pounding in her chest. Clorinde’s fingertips running up and down her arm and the way Navia can close her eyes and listen to her heartbeat is all that she needs. All that they need. 

All she ever wanted was for Clorinde to feel safe. To feel loved and wanted and  worth it, like Clorinde had always done for her. 

There is no Navia without Clorinde. No Clorinde without Navia. There is Clorinde in every part of who she is. How could someone ever assume that it’s possible to try and take that away? It would be like trying to rip Navia’s entire soul apart. 

Clorind presses her lips against Navia’s hairline, soft and warm and a promise of safety.

Navia only blinks back her tears. 

“All those books you read about defense theory and you can’t even defend yourself from some nobody in the ring,” Navia says, annoyed but only on the surface. She’s grateful that her voice doesn’t wobble anymore. 

“Most of my study material was on Fontanian law itself,” Clorinde volunteers. 

Navia rolls her eyes, and she laughs wetly.

“If you want to make it up to me, then stay here tonight,” Navia says quietly. “I want to keep an eye on you.” 

She feels Clorinde shift a little next to her. “I don’t need—”


 “Clorinde.”  


Clorinde shuts her mouth. It makes Navia laugh for the first time in the last hour.

It takes a great effort for Navia to rise from the couch. Even Clorinde seems to protest slightly at leaving her arms, but she just looks at Navia silently, her eyes following her from crossing the living room to upstairs, where she reemerges with some cards and expensive dandelion wine that she keeps in her closet. It’s from Dawn Winery, if she remembers correctly. She doesn’t even remember why she has it— she’s certain that this isn’t as sweet as she likes it. 

She puts it on the coffee table and pours two glasses for them. Clorinde takes the cards and shuffles them, her agile fingers flitting across the cards entertaining Navia. 

They’re halfway through a quick game of go-fish when the alcohol starts to kick in. They’re laughing and giggling, and Navia leans on Clorinde and buries her face into her collarbone whenever she laughs particularly hard. 

She loves how Clorinde smells. She loves how strong Clorinde feels against her. She loves knowing that Clorinde is  here.  

And being in this room with Clorinde again like this is making buried emotions stir in the pit of her belly. Ones that she had questioned long ago when they were younger. Ones that made her wonder what it’s like to hold Clorinde close to her, to kiss her not for practice but because she can, because she’s the only one who can. Is it the alcohol in her system that makes her chest ache this hard? Is she confusing her feelings, after finally having Clorinde to herself, for something more selfish?

She swallows it all down with another gulp of her wine. 

She has her friend again. That’s all that matters now. She couldn’t possibly ask for more than this, not when it would risk everything she already has. 

“What would you like to do tomorrow?” Clorinde asks her. Her voice is smooth, and it lulls Navia to near sleep. “I can take the whole day off tomorrow, for you. There are a few scripts that we haven’t played through yet. And I think there’s a rock concert at the Epiclese tomorrow night.”

“How about we stay here tomorrow instead?” Navia suggests. “It’s been a while since we played, just the two of us.” 

When Clorinde smiles at her, Navia feels like the only girl in the world who matters. 

“That sounds perfect,” she replies, her eyes soft with affection. 

Navia ducks her head away from Clorinde’s gaze, a smile of her own blossoming onto her face. This time, maybe, just maybe, they’ll finally make it out of this together. 

 


 

Clorinde is twenty-three, nearly on the cusp of twenty-four, when she gets assigned as a lead bodyguard at the Palais Mermonia. Her incharge had praised her enormously, citing that very, very soon, she will even have the honor of protecting their beloved, flamboyant archon. 

By that, he means tomorrow. 

The idea excites her as much as it unnerves her. She doesn’t think she really deserves the role, especially not when her seniors glance at her when she walks past with jealousy that Clorinde knows is justified. But she’s also just doing her job, as all Champion Duelists should. 

When she recounts it to Navia, as they walk down the streets of Fontaine to get the list of groceries Callas needs for dinner, it’s obvious that her first line of action is to refute Clorinde’s thoughts. 

“You’re the best Champion Duelist in the entirety of Fontaine!” Navia insists. Her tote bag full of bread and cheese swings at her elbow, and she has her umbrella under her other arm. Clorinde is holding onto a bag of oysters and mussels in a fist. 

“Just because I have a clean record doesn’t mean it makes me the best,” Clorinde says with a huff. “It’s a little… embarrassing, in all honesty. I’m commanding forty-year-old men and women, if not older, as if I have complete jurisdiction with our forces.”

“‘Clean record,’” Navia parrots with a snort. “You mean you’re  undefeated.  If you ask me, those are valid grounds to pick someone to watch over an archon.”

Frowning, Clorinde says, “I’ve only been a Champion Duelist for a year. I don’t think that means much.”

“You have the highest rate of surrenders too,” Navia points out. 

“Maybe Fontanians are just losing their grit recently,” she says, and Navia nudges her in the side as a reprimand.  

“Just take the win, will you?” Navia groans. “You’re the  Vanquisher of Phantoms, Vigil of the Long Night!  I don’t think there’s anyone else in Fontaine who has that kind of presence. It makes sense that you’re the top contender for protecting  the Archon of Justice.”

Clorinde glances at Navia next to her, amused at the way she’s remembered her sobriquet on the streets. Navia is grinning back at her. 

“I don’t even see why they need someone to watch over our god. It feels juvenile,” Clorinde remarks. If she was Focalors, she would feel at least a tiny bit coddled for being told that there would be someone to bodyguard them. 

Navia hums. “It could be a company thing. I’d feel better if there was someone to talk to while I’m doing my godly duties.”

“You’d feel better talking to anyone at any given time,” Clorinde says matter-of-factly. It makes Navia giggle. A large clock in the distance rings out a bell, and Clorinde’s eyes shift over to it to stare. She grimaces; she has about twenty-three hours left until she needs to meet their archon, as her new bodyguard. 

Navia notices the curl of her lip. “Nervous?” she asks. There’s no judgment in the way she asks. 

Clorinde exhales through her nose, then nods. There’s no use in lying to Navia— she both knows what Navia would do if she did. 

“A little bit more than I thought,” she admits softly. 

Navia smiles warmly at her. She looks down and hooks Clorinde’s pinky with hers, then squeezes it. “You’ll do great,” she says, and Clorinde finds nothing but sincerity in her words. 

Clorinde inhales, nods, then exhales hard. It feels like someone had taken their foot off her chest. She can breathe a little bit easier, just from looking at Navia. From being with Navia.

“C’mon,” Navia says, intertwining their hands together and tugging her into another direction. “Let’s get back to Papa and get ready for tonight, yeah?”

“Ready?” Clorinde tilts her head in confusion. “Get ready for what?”

Navia just looks back at her. Her lips come up in a secretive, playful smile, and goodness, while it’s as bright as the sun, Clorinde just can’t seem to look away. 

When they arrive back at Navia’s place, her father is nowhere to be seen. 

“Huh,” Navia says, putting her hands on her hips and looking around the room. There’s a small frown situated on her face now. “He’s usually home by now,” she mutters, mostly to herself. 

Callas has been coming home late for the past few weeks. It’s a fact that Clorinde had noticed by the third day. It doesn’t concern her, and she hopes that it doesn’t concern Navia either. She puts his requested bag of seafood on the table, so that it’s the first thing that he sees when he gets home from whatever’s keeping him. 

She puts a hand on Navia’s shoulder and squeezes it gently. 

“I’m sure that work’s just been busy. He comes back before midnight, anyway,” she says. She feels the tension in Navia’s body slump in her hands. Navia puts her hand on top of Clorinde’s, almost subconsciously. 

Navia sighs. “Me and my workaholic father and workaholic best friend, huh?” she jokes. 

Clorinde gives her a small laugh at that. She washes her hands in the sink so that they don’t smell like seafood for the rest of the day. “I’m never too busy for you,” she says to Navia, because it’s completely true. 

“Makes me a lucky gal,” Navia teases from behind, her voice soft. She’s poking her head over Clorinde’s shoulder to watch her wash her hands, her hands on Clorinde’s hips. 

It’s cute how clingy Navia’s been for the past few months. Ever since they danced at that winery, things have been a little… shifted. Clorinde can’t describe  how, or why, but it’s— it’s nice. 

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going tonight, or are you going to make me follow you in the dark?” Clorinde finally asks, drying her hands on Navia’s homemade rag next to the sink. 

Navia hums at that, her eyes still planted on Clorinde when Clorinde twirls around to face her. She has her hands behind her back, looking as if trying to stop herself from bouncing on her heels. “Do you want to follow me in the dark, or do you want me to ruin the surprise?” she teases.

 I would follow you everywhere you go, wherever you are,  Clorinde thinks.  Don’t you know that? 

Instead, she says, “Well, I still have bruises from tripping on that tree root after you kept insisting it was a safe biking route. Fess up.”

Navia pouts at her, but she does as asked. “I got you tickets to an opera tonight,” she says proudly, then pulls a face that makes Clorinde want to pull at her cheeks.  “Man, can you believe how expensive operas can be? It was like offering up a leg and an arm for two tickets in the front.”

Clorinde’s chest explodes like a match to an already open flame. “You got me tickets to an opera?” she asks, almost numbly.

Navia just smiles at her. “You sure all that shooting practice isn’t messing with your hearing?” she teases.

“No, I—” Clorinde swallows the sudden lump in her throat. “You don’t like operas. Why would you do that?” She remembers very vividly a few years ago, when Callas asked the two of them if they’d like to go with him to an open opera night, and Navia had just stuck out her tongue in mild disgust.

“I don’t,” Navia says with a shrug. “But I like you— like being with you,” she says, and the last few syllables of her sentence is stumbled, and her eyes go wide. 

Clorinde brushes off how startled Navia looks. “Why would you do that for me?” she asks. 

Navia looks at her like she asked something strange. She tilts her head at Clorinde, then says, “Because I like seeing you happy. And like I said— I like being with you, Clorinde.”

And then Navia takes a step forward, and suddenly she can’t breathe— she can’t breathe even when Navia just puts her hands on her chest, her nimble fingers straightening out her bow and vision for her. 

It’s times like this Clorinde feels the compel of her heart. The way that deep, buried part of her heart starts to crawl into her throat, like a toothache that’s been present all along suddenly striking deeper to make their presence known. 

What she wouldn’t give to scoop up Navia’s cheeks and kiss her until they’re both breathless.

But just as she had ever since she was nine, Clorinde swallows it down. It’s become second nature to her at this point, to stomp those weeds down just as they pop up. She has no right to indulge in these things, even in thought. 

“I’ll just go get my umbrella, and then we’ll go and take an aquabus there, ‘kay?” Navia says with a hum. 

Clorinde just nods mutely. She can’t trust herself to speak when it’s like this between them. The charge of something that neither of them can hold, and one that Clorinde is trying desperately not to drown in. 

The walk to their aquabus line is peaceful and typical. It’s not as chilly out today as it was yesterday, but the gentle breeze still makes Navia’s hat flutter in the wind. Navia would hold onto her hat when it would, a grin on her face at the feeling of wind being playful, and Clorinde would feel nothing but warmth that spreads throughout her chest like a good cup of peppermint tea with the Caspars.

Navia tells her about the fact that her father is making her sit in meetings with him more and more— but unlike before, she seems more relaxed about it, telling her like it’s something commonplace during her day, rather than something to dread. She even tells her about the person that she caught with her father, selling laced foods underground. Navia sounds so comfortable, the square in her shoulders so confident and shining with poise. It makes pride bloom in Clorinde’s chest as she rambles on. 

Clorinde muses to herself about how they’re growing up so fast. Selfishly, she wishes that in the future, she would continue to be a respected duelist in Fontaine, while she gets to brag that her best friend, Navia, is the renowned and esteemed President of the Spina di Rosula. 

They would make an unstoppable team. It’s a fact that she holds in the cup of her hands, a fact that comforts her during tough nights when her mind can’t seem to stop wandering vile, whispered tales of what if’s. 

They’re sitting and waiting for the aquabus when a child comes to crawl on Clorinde’s lap. It startles the pair of them, who had been in a deep and passionate conversation about their last game. 

Clorinde holds him tight to keep him from falling. 

“What are you doing here, mister?” she asks the child gently. “What’s your name?”

“Aurele!” he says proudly, and he goes to suck on his thumb. Clorinde laughs, a small smile on her face. Toddlers have always been such a mystery to her. How they act is unpredictable, and it always keeps her on her toes. She likes that.

“Where’s your mother, Aurele?” she asks, still amused. 

Aurele scrunches up his face, thinking deep and hard. “She’s with my baby brother,” he starts, slowly. 

“Where?” she asks again. She keeps her tone gentle.

“I don’t know,” Aurele says. “Can I stay here with you? Do you know how the aquabus works?”

Clorinde hums at him. “Boats can sail wherever there’s water,” she explains to him. She doesn’t answer his first question to keep from breaking his heart. 

“Really?”

“Yes,” she says with a small laugh. “Are you and your mother waiting for the aquabus, Aurele?”

Aurele bobs his head twice. 

“How about Miss Navia and I stay with you until your mother comes back so you can wait with her after?” Clorinde asks him, her eyes flickering briefly over to Navia next to her. “I’m sure your mother would be very happy if you waited with her instead of with us. I would be too.”

Aurele puffs out his chest and nods again, his eyes twinkling. 

It makes Clorinde chuckle. Out of the corner of her eye, she can see Navia staring at her. 

She looks over at Navia while she bounces Aurele on her knee. She tilts her head when Navia doesn’t look away. The smile on Navia’s face is doing odd things to her stomach. 

 What?  Clorinde mouths to her. 

Navia’s smile just brightens further. The twinkle in her eyes looks like diamonds. Navia just shakes her head, and she keeps watching Aurele and Clorinde with that same peculiar smile. 

Eventually, Aurele’s mother comes back, looking flushed with a baby in her arms. She apologizes over and over to Navia and Clorinde, but Clorinde merely hands over her child and laughs, trying to satiate her apologies with reassurances of her own. Aurele waves at Clorinde when they leave, and Clorinde waves back, even as Navia still can’t keep her eyes off of her. 

It doesn’t bother her to have Navia’s eyes on her like this. It charges her veins with something new and exciting, wounding her up like a slingshot ready to release.

The aquabus arrives for them a few minutes later. Clorinde takes Navia’s hand and guides her gently inside, and she’s surprised to see that besides the Melusine, they’re the only ones on this particular route. Meanwhile, Navia looks absolutely thrilled. She doesn’t understand why, but she’s come to learn that Navia tells her these things in time, so she doesn’t ask. Not yet, anyway. 

They settle into their seats, the pink Melusine goes on a spiel about keeping their hands inside the aquabus (in which Navia puts her hand in hers, “to make sure you don’t put your hand out,” she had teased) and though they have the entirety of the aquabus to spread out, Navia and Clorinde are pressed up against each other, knee to knee, thigh to thigh, arm in arm.

It reminds her of that play they watched when they were younger. About the myth of lovers who used to be four arms, four legs, and one person— until they split and were cursed to find each other among a sea of separated soulmates. 

There’s no doubt in her mind that Navia shares a soul with her. 

How could she not? There is no ending in Navia in her, and there is no end to her in Navia.

Sometimes, she just wishes…

“What’s on your mind?” Navia asks her quietly. Her breath tickles close to Clorinde’s face. 

Clorinde makes a small noise in the back of her throat. She could tell Navia about what’s really on her mind, about how she can’t ever stop thinking about Navia, about how Navia is at the center of her world— but she doubts it would be something that can go over well. 

So instead, she tells her of the other thing on her mind.

“There’s a chance I’ll be asked to leave Fontaine and assist in international matters, if our god doesn’t feel the need to have me around,” she says off-handedly. 

She doesn’t expect the way Navia’s gentle smile begins to fade into something more doleful. The color drains from her eyes, and Clorinde turns her head to regard her with a frown. She’d expected Navia to protest, or to joke with her about writing letters— not something like this. 

“It’s not a guarantee,” Clorinde says quickly, and she doesn’t understand why she feels such a need to wipe that look off Navia’s face as fast as she can. “It was just a possibility that I’ve been told. Fontaine needs better diplomatic relations, especially with… Regardless, it wouldn’t be a long expedition.”

“How long?” Navia asks her, voice so quiet. Clorinde can hardly hear her over the rush of water from the aquabus.

Clorinde licks her lips and looks at the mountains that stretch in front of them. They used to play on those mountains as children. 

“Three years, give or take,” Clorinde says.

“Three years,” Navia echoes. Then she laughs airily, as if Clorinde had something so hilariously funny. “You think three years is short?” she teases, but there’s a strain in her voice. 

Clorinde finds herself smiling at that. It does sound a little ridiculous, doesn’t it? Three years without Navia would feel like a lifetime with her, wasted. She would rather cut her own arm off— the one that she uses for sword fighting, even.

“I’d write you letters,” Clorinde volunteers. 

Navia chortles with a laugh, leaning her head against Clorinde’s shoulder and squeezing her bicep. “So you’re saying tomorrow you’ll either be serving our archon, or you’ll be gone for three years?” she asks, almost sadly. 

Clorinde frowns as she digests Navia’s words. It  is sad. She knows Navia’s sad because she would be too, had it been Navia in her place. 

“A  possibility I’ll be gone for three years,” she corrects. “And you know I wouldn’t leave you for that long without a word. Don’t you?” 

She could already see it now: writing Navia letters everyday, working the poor messenger to death from how often she and Navia would exchange them back and forth, back and forth. Even if she was stationed all the way out in Snezhnaya, there would be no separating from how close and dear Navia is to her everyday life. 

She leans her cheek on top of Navia’s head, watching the scenery in front of them together. Out of the corner of her eye, she can see the Melusine pretending to look the other way. 

They’re silent for a long while, and Clorinde closes her eyes to let the rush of the aquabus lull her into a meditative state. Navia’s hair tickles her cheek. She can feel Navia breathing next to her body, and it makes her feel like she has everything she could ever want in the world, right in this moment. 

“Clorinde?” Navia whispers.

Clorinde stirs, opening her eyes to blink her grogginess away. She almost fell asleep for a moment there. 

“Yes?” she says, her voice slightly strained from her languor.

She hears Navia clear her throat. She feels the way Navia’s chest hiccups when she does so. “I was… going to tell you when we got there, but…” Navia trails off, and Clorinde blinks the rest of her fatigue away. 

She shifts and removes her cheek from Navia’s head, releasing Navia so that she could look Clorinde in the eyes. 

Navia’s hands are still gripped around her arm, almost in a vice. Like if she wasn’t holding onto Clorinde, Clorinde would bolt the other way.

“What is it, Navia?” Clorinde whispers, just as soft. 

She feels Navia’s hands melt in her arm right after that. Navia’s hands let go of her, just briefly, as if distracted by something, until they hold her again, as if remembering that Clorinde is her only tie to safety. 

“What would you do if you had a crush on someone?” Navia asks her, the spread of pink on her nose and ears giving away her embarrassment. She’s looking straight at Clorinde though, refusing to break their eye contact.

Clorinde inclines her head. What an odd thing to ask. Navia has had her fair share of crushes and relationships— Clorinde would know, for she’s been there to comfort Navia after every bad breakup or confession, or to listen to her rant about a particularly bad one. She’s almost twenty-four, and Navia nearly twenty-five; what could possibly possess Navia to think about such an… innocent kind of question?

“I think I have— no, I  know I have— a crush on someone,” Navia says in response to Clorinde’s silently questioning eyes. “And I… don’t know what to do about it.”

Clorinde feels the flow of the water beneath her feet. It grounds her, in an odd kind of way.

She wants to ask,  Who? Who has your heart this time? 

But it would have been selfish to. 

So she says, “You’ve had plenty of crushes in the past. What makes her so different?”

Navia looks away. She feels that broil in her stomach again, the one that appears every time Navia looks like this— pink in the face, stammering her words, her eyes shifting around, her hands wringing in her lap. It’s jealousy. She knows it like the back of her hand, an intimate friend nearly as close to her as Navia. 

She hates it. She hates how it lingers on her shoulder, mocking her. 

But she’s fought this beast before, more times than she could ever count on her fingers, so she manages to squash it down enough to say, once more, “I’m not— I’m not judging you, Navia. I’m just… curious.”

“Because this one is different,” Navia replies, but she’s still not looking at Clorinde. The pink in her face deepens to something close to red.

For a moment, she wonders if it’s—

She squashes the thought just as fast as it has bolted into her mind. 

She had given up on the prospect of Navia even remotely viewing her like that a long time ago, and it’s a fact that she’s long accepted.

“How is she different?” Clorinde asks. She intends for it to sound patient and gentle, but instead it comes off close like a prying demand.

“Can you just answer the question?” Navia says, exasperated and strained. 

Clorinde doesn’t budge. She just stares at Navia, imploring her to help her make sense of her words. It’s not often that she doesn’t understand what Navia means, but now is one of those rare, unusual times.

Navia huffs. “It’s different because I really, really like this person,” she continues, red-faced. Navia is squinting at the mountains, like she wants to look at everything except Clorinde. Then her voice softens, and the turning of Clorinde’s chest rears its ugly head. “For… for a long time actually. I just— think that I haven’t really bothered to let myself think about it, until recently.”

Clorinde swallows the spiky lump in her throat. “Why now?”

 Why are you telling me this now?  she wants to plead. 

But she knows the answer to why. She’s Navia’s best friend— of course Navia would tell her about this. Of course Navia would go to her at every turn, telling her about how she wishes to hold someone who isn’t her, how her dreams are full of someone who isn’t Clorinde. 

“Because I’ve thought about this person as a dear, special friend for the longest time and I…” Navia closes her eyes, a soft smile on her face, and it becomes the stake driven into Clorinde’s heart. “I can’t help it, Clorinde. My heart skips a beat whenever I’m with her, everything feels brighter when I’m by her side, and I— I’ve kept trying to convince myself that it was nothing more than friendship but… 

 “L’amour est aveugle, don’t you agree?” Navia finishes softly. 

Clorinde blinks. She blinks twice, and she still can’t keep the pounding of her heart at bay. She feels like she’s drowning, but her head is just right above, with Navia holding her hand out to her. 

“Are you saying you’re blind to her flaws?” Clorinde tries to joke, but it’s strained. 

Navia doesn’t seem to notice. She laughs, loud and so free. “I know her flaws,” Navia says firmly. “I know what’s in her heart and in her mind, and I want her to be cherished. I just hate that I’ve fooled myself into thinking that just because she’s close to me, I can’t ask if I can hold her even closer to me.  That’s what made me blind.”

Clorinde’s next words are flat in her ears. “You love her.” It’s a statement. A fact. Rather than a question.

“I love her,” Navia says, ever so softly. Her face is so… gosh, what Clorinde wouldn’t do to have her look at her like that. “What do I do, Clorinde? What would you do?”

Clorinde chews on her bottom lip and looks away to think. She looks at the ground of the still-moving aquabus. Navia’s two questions require two different answers. What Navia can do should never be what Clorinde would do. Clorinde’s been doing it for the past decade, and it obviously hasn’t worked out in her favor at all.

“You should just tell her,” Clorinde finally says, lifting her head to look at Navia. “Life is short. If you like her that much, then you should take the chance.”

She’s a hypocrite, through and through. Still, she sets her face firmly and stares at Navia. 

Navia just stares back at her. 

“And,” Clorinde adds, her voice turning gentle. “The worst that they can do is say no, Navia.”

Even as she says it, she can’t believe it. There’s no woman in Fontaine who’d turn Navia down. 

“I… guess…” Navia says hesitantly. She’s chewing on her lower lip, looking back and forth between Clorinde and the ocean that stretches in front of them. 

Clorinde truly has never seen her like this before. The pit in her stomach opens and threatens to swallow her whole. Maybe throwing herself down this ocean isn’t such a bad idea after all.

“You could always practice with me,” Clorinde finds herself saying. Navia snaps her head to look over at her so fast that she worries Navia is going to suffer whiplash. Clorinde finds a small smile stretching onto her face at Navia’s wide-eyed look. “You look like you’re going to explode if you don’t calm yourself about it. Practice with me. Pretend I’m her so you can calm down when you’re actually with her.”

“Are— are you sure?” Navia’s voice is an octave higher. Maybe even two. 

“Yes,” Clorinde says with a laugh. 

Even if her heart feels as if it’s covered in rose thorns, she’d kick herself if she didn’t at least try and make Navia feel better from this. It’s clear from the way Navia is fidgeting in her lap and still avoiding her eyes that this mystery woman has taken a hold of her, and what else could a good friend do than assure her that there’s no one in Teyvat who could possibly look at her and not see someone so beautifully wonderful?

“Alright,” Navia says, though she still sounds half convinced. 

Clorinde turns her body to face her. She even morphs her face, pretending to look inquisitive, like perhaps she and Navia had just returned to her front doorstep after an obvious date. It’s a wonderful perk of being a Game Master.

“Alright,” Navia says again, more confidently. 

Clorinde nods her head. She braces herself for the gut punch.

“Clorinde,” Navia starts, and Clorinde’s heart does a flip involuntarily at how  sweet  Navia says her name, “I’ve loved you my whole life. Yesterday, I loved you; tomorrow, I’ll love you even more. I want to be with you, more than what we are now. A— and I know, I  know,  that we’ve been doing this dance for so long that it feels like we can’t step out of it but…  Archons. There’s no one but you for me. I’m so sorry it took that long for me to realize. But I know now, and I just wanted you to know. That’s… that’s all.”

Her words, which had started off so strong and self-assured in the beginning, dwindle down until Navia looks as if she wants to bolt or disappear between the cushions of the aquabus seats.

Clorinde blinks. 

She blinks again.

Then Clorinde says, “That’s a wonderful way to say it, Navia. Now, you can tell her yourself just like you said it to me.” 

Navia turns to look at her, slowly and agonizingly. 

Her mouth is agape. She’s just staring at Clorinde. 

The Melusine is giving her a nasty look out of the corner of her eye, for some reason. 

Clorinde, confused, just stares back and angles her head slightly to the side in a silent question. What?

Then Navia’s face changes until she looks like she wants to laugh and angrily swear, all at the same time. 


 What? 


Is she missing something?

Navia hadn’t stumbled through that confession at all. She thought it was great! In fact, if someone— if Navia— had confessed to her like this, she would have at least felt flattered. There would be no reason at all for Navia to act like it’s the end of the world. 

Then the aquabus stops abruptly, and Navia nearly falls into her lap. Clorinde holds onto her tightly, and she feels Navia shaking in her arms. 

She’s worried for a majority of a second, until Navia looks up at her and she sees how brightly Navia is smiling. She’s been laughing— hard, it seems. 

Clorinde helps her get out of the aquabus, just as she always does. This time, she has her arm wrapped around Navia’s waist, rather than holding her hand. It feels more secure this way after the aquabus had shown them to be more abrupt, she tries to reason with herself. It doesn’t even look like Navia cares particularly much.

She’s right to do so, as well. 

Navia stumbles when her foot gets caught on the ledge, and she falls straight into Clorinde’s chest, smothered in— ahem.

Clorinde’s arm around her waist tightens, and Navia looks up at her, face so perfectly pink and wonderfully light with her twinkling eyes and giant smile.

The proximity makes Clorinde’s face burn, and they only laugh together. 

 “Ahem,”  the Melusine coughs behind them. She looks unamused by their antics.

Quickly, Clorinde and Navia step out of the aquabus and find their footing on dry concrete. They walk to the Fountain of Lucine, hand in hand, and Clorinde is struck by just how  natural it feels to be doing this with Navia. They’re holding hands so they don’t get lost in the crowds, she assures herself. That’s why.

Clorinde turns while Navia is staring down at the water of the fountain.

“Are you going to tell me who it is?” Clorinde asks her. She knows it’s self-destructive to ask and to know, but— 

To her surprise, Navia just laughs. It’s such a contagious thing to hear. The corners of her eyes crinkle with the force of her smile. 

And then Navia pivots gracefully on her heel, she stands on her tip-toes, her hand on one side of Clorinde’s cheek to hold her steady, and plants a lingering kiss on her other cheek. It’s so close to the corner of her lips. 

“You’ll figure it out eventually,” Navia just murmurs against the shell of her ear. She sounds like she’s grinning from ear to ear. 

Inside the opera house, and throughout the performance of the opera singer, they link pinkies under the arm rests. 

Today is perfect, Clorinde thinks. 

And if Navia’s mysterious crush ends up rejecting her, well— that’s their loss. 

Maybe one day she’ll fess up and tell Navia about how she feels. Not for the end goal of getting to be the one to hold Navia’s heart like this, no, because that would be much too optimistic, but for Clorinde’s own sake, for Navia to finally know what’s written in bold ink on her heart. 

One day, in the future. Just not now, not when she’s relishing in the youthful delight of their days, when they have so much time.

 


 

“Ah, Clorinde!” Navia says cheerfully. “I was wondering when you’d stop by.”

She was just wiping down her countertops when Clorinde had knocked on her door and came in. Clorinde smiles at her in greeting, then she takes off her hat and places it gingerly on the little coat hanger by Navia’s door. 

“Had a good afternoon?” Clorinde asks her, mildly amused at Navia’s ensemble: flour caked all over her apron, her hair up in a bun to keep the strands out of her face. Clorinde sniffs the air, and Navia giggles behind her hand at the way Clorinde immediately lights up. 

“Are you making éclairs?” she asks again, more excitedly. 

“Sure am!” Navia says with a smile. She puts the rag she just used to wipe the countertops over her shoulder and regards her friend. “How’s  your day been? You certainly look like you could use a dessert or two.”

Clorinde huffs. “Do you remember the man put on trial last week for stealing a five-year-old’s bike?”

Navia hums in lieu of an answer. 

“He asked for a duel,” Clorinde says flatly, walking over to Navia’s chair to sit down with a great exhale. “He said something about how he ‘did nothing wrong, and it was finders keepers!’ as if the child hadn’t been crying next to his bike when he went to steal it.”

Chuckling, Navia leans a hand on her countertop. “You didn’t kill him, did you?”

“Fortunately— or unfortunately, depending on how you think of it— he surrendered the moment he saw me,” Clorinde says. 

Navia smirks at the answer. “I suppose that’s a bad thing?”

Clorinde throws her hands up.  “You  try spending your whole afternoon polishing your sword and getting your cape dry-cleaned only for your appointment to last half a second,” she says, exasperated. 

It makes Navia laugh. “Well, I’m grateful for it,” she declares. “You’re here with me early. Which means I can make you taste test my baking.”

Clorinde tilts her head at her. “I don’t think it’s even possible for you to make something that doesn’t taste good.”

“I don’t just want it to taste good, Clorinde, I want to make it taste  perfect,”  she says, insulted. 

“Of course,” Clorinde only responds, a grin on her face. 

It makes Navia shake her head with a small smile. She washes her hands in the sink, and she feels Clorinde’s eyes on her the entire time. She’s missed this domesticity. It makes her feel like they’re nineteen again, baking in the kitchen together while Papa is out fishing with his crew. It makes her a little sad to know that she has to be out of the house again soon, all by her lonesome. Unless…

“Are you doing something tonight?” Navia asks without looking up. 

She can feel Clorinde’s inquisitive stare on her. “Not at all,” Clorinde says. 

She knows that Clorinde is waiting for her to ask something of her. She knows from the way that Clorinde sounds so open, so ready to do whatever Navia wants or asks of her. It makes her chest feel warm. 

Navia turns off the sink and looks at her friend. She smiles sheepishly as she asks, “Can I ask you for a favor?”

Neither of them are surprised when Clorinde just says, “Of course. What do you need?”

It’s the same response Navia would have given her, if Clorinde had asked her for anything at all. 

Navia clears her throat to ready herself for her spiel. “There’s a masquerade ball at some aristocrat’s place tonight,” she starts, fingers fidgeting with the rag on her shoulder, “and I’m attending. Undercover, of course. They say it’s a charity for some kind of endangered sea life in Fontaine, but I’ve been looking into them and—”

“—you think they’re a front for that drug trade that you’ve been looking into for the past few months,” Clorinde finishes for her. Similar to Vacher’s distribution of drugs, Navia thinks that there’s another version or copy-cat of it on the market, except it’s used more of a fast-acting, dangerous tranquilizer than a means to euphoria. At least no one’s turning into oceanids this time around. She thinks. 

At Navia’s quietly raised eyebrows, Clorinde just says, “What? I pay attention to all of your babbling.”

That makes Navia snort. “So when I asked you if you liked my cheesecake or my flan better, and you answered with ‘what did you say, I couldn’t hear you,’ you were just  pretending you couldn’t hear me?”

Clorinde pauses at that. “I plead only innocence.”

Navia grins, then clasps her hands together and rubs them in both anticipation and nervousness. “Anyway, I wanted to ask if you’d like to come with me as my plus-one,” she says, slightly hesitant. “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to! It’s just that it would be a little easier if I had someone else with me, especially since I’d look less suspicious than if I went alone.”

Before her last sentence has finished flying out of her mouth, Clorinde has already said, “Of course, I’ll come.”

“You will?” Navia says with an owlish blink. 

“Yes,” Clorinde affirms. “If you want me to come along, then I will. Whatever you need.”

It warms Navia’s heart as much as it makes a small laugh bubble out of her throat. “Thank you, thank you!” she says with a squeal, walking over to Clorinde to wrap her arms around Clorinde’s neck. She pecks kisses all over Clorinde’s forehead, and to her credit, Clorinde just holds onto her wrist and chuckles. 

“I even have the perfect dress for you to try on!” she says in excitement, pulling away from Clorinde’s face to look at her. “We’ll be matching gowns the entire time we’re there. I even have matching masquerade masks for us.”

Clorinde looks utterly amused. “You knew I was going to say ‘yes’ the whole time, weren’t you?”

Navia grins at her and says, “In what world would you have said no to me?”

Clorinde just grumbles. 

She plants one last kiss to Clorinde’s temple then runs upstairs to grab Clorinde’s dress. She didn’t have the funds nor time to find something custom-made in a boutique, so she found a dress in the back of her closet and refurbished it as best as she could to adhere to Clorinde’s style and size. It’s already been laid out on her bed, so it’s easy to grab and toss over her forearm and rummage through her closet to find the masks next.

Clorinde is standing when she comes back downstairs. She holds the mask that Navia hands to her delicately, turning it over in her hands and running her thumb over the smooth craftsmanship. It makes Navia proud to see how astounded she looks. 

Clorinde doesn’t speak for a good moment until she turns the mask over to let it face her. 

She says, “Sun and moon. You can be very on the nose sometimes, you know that?”

Nodding her head with a smile, Navia just answers, “It’s the only thing that I could think of that can cover up most of our faces. Plus, I doubt you’d wanna wear a wolf mask or something of the sort.”

Clorinde just rolls her eyes, and Navia laughs. 

“Here. I’ll take out the éclairs from the oven and you can try this on. If it doesn’t fit, I should have Papa’s old suit upstairs,” she says as she hands the dress over to Clorinde, the last part mostly to herself. She taps her chin in thought, trying to imagine Clorinde in Callas’ worn out suit. She’d need to shorten a few parts of it, but it would look quite… dashing, on Clorinde. 

“Are we eating before we leave?” Clorinde asks. Navia doesn’t miss the hope in her voice. 

“No, I’m packing all of these up so I can save it for tomorrow,” Navia says flatly. At Clorinde’s frankly baffled look, she giggles and says, “Yes, we’ll eat before we leave! I’m not a monster.”

Clorinde brightens at that. “Consider that as payment for my services tonight then,” she says, and Navia snickers, a joke on the tip of her tongue, but she holds it in when she’s only met with Clorinde’s adorably proud face. 

She excuses herself to try on the dress that Navia had given her. Navia turns on a foot and hums as she puts on some mittens. She gets to work assembling the rest of her baked goods, humming a vague song that she slightly remembers tidbits of. She thinks, faintly, that she must have heard it from an opera. 

By the time her éclairs are assembled and stacked on a plate, the creak of her door announces Clorinde’s presence. 

“How does this look?” Clorinde asks. 

Navia, with a smile still on her face, looks up from putting the last éclair on the tower. Her smile freezes. Her mouth goes dry. 

Purple and a sharp silhouette look very, very good on someone like Clorinde. 

She’s beautiful, Navia marvels. She’s always known that Clorinde is a beautiful, gorgeous, and handsome woman. 

But to see her like this,  knowing that people will see her like this— it makes something blood simmer and rush to her ears.

Clorinde is still looking at her expectantly for an answer. 

So, Navia says truthfully, “You look beautiful, Clorinde.”

Clorinde’s smile is reserved. It makes Navia want to reach over and tug her into a kiss. The thought alone makes her heady, and she has to blink it away. 

They sit at her table and eat her éclairs and some leftovers that Navia had tucked away. Clorinde eats it all gratefully, and it makes Navia laugh to know that her great appetite hasn’t ever faded with time. In fact, she likes to think that growing up made Clorinde crave even more. 

When the sun begins to set over the horizon, Navia gets dressed and lets Clorinde take her hand.

The address isn’t too far away, thankfully. It’s a gated building, and a scrawny man answers through the little slit in the doorway and peers down at them. Navia answers with the password  (“Pain au chocolat,” which had made Clorinde purse her lips in trying not to laugh) and they’re let through by security.

The room they’re ushered into is huge. There are easily over fifty people inside alone, and each one wears a mask on their faces. They blend in easily with Navia’s handcrafted masquerade masks.

Navia makes a move towards the corner of the room, where she can see an archway for the garden. She figures that it could be easier to eavesdrop on conversations there, but they’re stopped by a person wearing a silver mask with black feathers protruding from the sides. Out of her peripheral vision, she notices that those carrying trays of food and drinks are wearing the exact same kind of mask.

“What are your names?” the man asks, not unkindly. “I have to ensure that every guests’ name is written down in our guestbook. For… archiving purposes.”

Navia blanks out. Rats! She’s prepared everything from backstories to fake stories to tell with groups of people here, everything  except names. 

“O— oh!” she squeaks, her eyes darting around the room. “I’m, uh… Clementine.”

“And your last name?” he asks again.

While her mind dives around for an answer, she feels a warm hand rest on the small of her back. 

“D’Aubigny,” Clorinde says smoothly, her thumb stroking the skin on Navia’s back. Navia passively remembers that her mole resides right under where Clorinde’s thumb is. “Please, just put down our last name. This is my wife.”

The man nods his head shortly. “Of course, Mme. D’Aubigny,” he says with a polite smile. 

His hands still behind his back, he nods to Clorinde first, then to Navia, who’s still trying to get her turmoil in control. “Enjoy the masquerade ball. Donations can be made to your immediate right, and they are appreciated greatly,” he says once more, then disappears into the sea of maskers. 

Navia exhales hard when she can no longer see him. Clorinde’s hand still on her back, Navia walks them out of the way of the entrance and towards the garden again. She turns her head to regard Clorinde once her heart rate is beginning to slow.

“Very nice improv there,” Navia praises with a smile.

Clorinde seems to preen under her compliment. It’s cute. “Well, I’ve dealt with your shenanigans as your Game Master for most of our life. It comes naturally to me now,” she says proudly.

Then Navia’s smile turns mischievous. “Just one thing though.”

“Hmm?”

Navia leans in closer to Clorinde’s ear and whispers, “I don’t think everyone is going to manage to overlook the fact that you just said we’re married, but neither of us have rings.”

Clorinde freezes at that. 

“Ah,” she says simply. Clorinde licks her lips then adds, “Then we’ll just have to do some more improvising. We can be good at that.”

It makes Navia burst into a fit of laughter. 

The garden isn’t as crowded as the main room of the property, but it’s exactly what she’s looking for. Her eyes scan for a moment before she calls over an attendant with drinks, then takes two from his silver platter. She hands one to Clorinde, who takes a sniff of it. 

“Are you sure this is safe to drink?” Clorinde says quietly to her. 

“I doubt they’d want to drug every single person in this room,” Navia whispers back to her. They’re walking around the garden, sticking close to the hedges, Clorinde’s arm wrapped around her waist in the inconspicuous way all wives do. To prove it to Clorinde, Navia takes a sip; it tastes a little bit like licorice.

Clorinde mirrors the sip that she takes. Navia can’t read her expression as well under her silver moon mask. It’s an unfortunate thing to realize, but at least they won’t be in these masks for too long.

“Just keep walking with me,” Navia says, her words close to the shell of Clorinde’s ear. She can feel Clorinde’s arm tighten slightly around her at the feeling. “We have to blend in and not act like we’re intentionally eavesdropping on everyone. So talk to me about whatever you want. And… and keep holding me like that.”

She’s not entirely certain where the last request comes from. Clorinde doesn’t  have to hold her like this to make themselves seem unobtrusive. 

Still, Clorinde’s arm never pulls away from her. Obedient as ever. 

Only a few seconds of silence stretches between them. It’s clear that Clorinde is thinking of something to say, something to use as small talk, until she finally finds it. 

“Do you remember when you knocked on my door the week after your fourteenth birthday?” she asks quietly. “You were holding your father’s hammer in your hand and a toolbox that you stole from Melus. You wanted me to help you make a treehouse.”

Navia smiles despite herself at the memory. Her hand grips onto Clorinde just a little tighter. “I do remember,” she says with a laugh under her breath. “We spent the entire day looking for wood and asking around for nails. I remember you kept insisting on doing all the hard labor for me,” she adds, shooting Clorinde a sly smile. 

She had huffed back then, arguing with Clorinde under the impression that Clorinde was taking the hammer from her out of a place of peremptory; now, she understands that Clorinde had merely wanted to be considerate. It’s a long-standing pattern that she can see clearly now. Clorinde, always making decisions based on the virtues she holds, even if it isn’t something Navia would agree with. She’s stubborn, but so is Navia. 

Clorinde is looking back at her, her purple eyes so light with joy. She wishes she could lift Clorinde’s mask up right now and see the smile that must be stretching on her face. She needs to see Clorinde smile as much as a flower needs the afternoon sunlight.

“Silver found us up in the trees with a half finished treehouse,” Clorinde recounts. She puts her hand over Navia’s knuckles. “He ran to call Mr. Callas. Instead of lecturing us, he took the hammer from me and taught us how to make it better.”

Navia’s giggle is unrestrained. “And it still ended up collapsing on itself overnight,” she muses. “Papa was so embarrassed about it he made us never speak about it again.”

Laughing softly, Clorinde says, “Do you want to try again?”

She hears laughter somewhere over the hedges. There are clinks of glass all around them, paired with idle conversations that murmur around her like the buzz of flies. She can still hear the gentle melody of the piano from indoors out here, but its volume is dim. 

She blinks, and she finally understands what Clorinde has asked. “Are you asking me to build another tree house?” she asks. 

Clorinde answers, “Why not?”

She could think of a dozen reasons why not. Most of them have the core “they aren’t fourteen anymore” excuse lodged in her throat. 

But why does that matter?

They aren’t kids anymore, but they still have each other. And really, there isn’t anyone in Fontaine who could make her laugh as breezily as she did as a child as Clorinde can. No one in Fontaine can make her feel as free as she did when they would play on Mont Automnequi, unburdened by the deaths marked on graves near her home nor the weight of the eyes from the Spina di Rosula, except Clorinde. 

Clorinde is offering her a hand. A hammer and a nail, while she holds the plank in place. She’s asking to rebuild something, together. 

Navia reaches for the idea like a child reaching for candy.

Laughing under her breath, Navia tells her, “I think the children of Poisson would love to have a treehouse to play in near the hills. I hope you brushed up on your treebuilding skills though. I certainly haven’t.”

Clorinde ribs her gently at that. “But that would be the fun part. The spontaneity, I mean,” she declares. “Imagine the joy on their faces when we manage to get it all done. It’ll take a while, but it could be something fun for us to tackle together. Like a fulfilling and productive side project.”

Navia laughs. Clorinde’s joy is rubbing off on her. What’s making her act like this? She finds that she really doesn’t care, not when Clorinde is holding her close, not when Clorinde’s eyes are so full of the radiance and fierceness as they possessed when they first met.

“You always did have a way of making impossible things seem possible,” Navia says with a hum. “We could get started tomorrow, if you’re not busy. I can ask around for some treehouse schematics and someone with experience to make sure we aren’t doing anything wrong. The last thing we need on our minds is the Steambird talking about our poor failed treehouse.”

“It won’t come to that,” Clorinde assures. “We’ve learned from the last time. It will be the talk of your town.”

“You think so?” Navia says with an amused curl of her lips. She tilts her head at Clorinde. “Are you  sure you’re not just trying to prove that you’re a better treehouse builder than me?”

“Well, if it turns out that I can make a better treehouse than you while simply trying to make some children smile, then that’s just the cherry on top,” Clorinde says with her chin held high, and Navia pinches her in the side with a small laugh. 

They wane into silence when they hear a conversation next to them. Two men with posh accents, talking in hushed tones about a shipment coming in through the docks tomorrow at midnight. It seems like their natural conversation really had helped them in blending in with the rest of the innocent party. Almost too well, Navia thinks. She had nearly forgotten why they were there in the first place. 

After a quick exchange of looks, they slip away quietly when they’ve heard enough, heading back into the ballroom. 

Navia does a double take when she sees someone along the wall of the ballroom. She can’t make out his face from the mask that he wears, but his outfit looks familiar. She stares at him for a moment, before Clorinde tugs on her gently to ask for her attention back. 

“Do you want me to come with you tomorrow?” Clorinde asks, her lips pressed close to Navia’s cheek. Her eyes are sweeping the floor, looking for anyone sticking out like a sore thumb.

Navia shakes her head. “I’ll take a few Spina members with me and organize a sting,” she says, just as quietly back. Her hands are still wrapped around Clorinde’s upper arm as they walk through the ballroom, making their way to the refreshment table. 

Clorinde glances at her. It’s clear that she still wants to insist on coming. 

It makes Navia sigh, but she can still feel a light smile on her face. “I don’t want to keep you from work too long,” she says, squeezing Clorinde’s hard bicep to placate her. “You asking to be here tonight is all that I need.”

They stop in front of the punch bowl. There’s no one else in this corner of the room except them. Clorinde turns to look at her, and Navia can read her eyes just as plainly as she can with a book. The clarity startles her momentarily. Clorinde had closed herself off from her for so long that it’s felt so… reviving, finally, to be able to read like she used to. 

 I would go wherever you are,  speaks Clorinde’s silent plea.  Don’t stray from me again. Please. 

It makes her heart ache. She gives Clorinde a smile, one that she hopes that she can see even a tiny part of from under her mask. She hopes that it reaches her eyes, at the very least. “I’ll scope the docks out tomorrow morning. If I need more people to come along, you’ll be the first I come to,” she promises. 

It’s obvious from the way Clorinde’s shoulders slump and how she nods stiffly that she hopes that Navia’s words ring true. Her loyalty is like a sweet wine resting on her tongue. 

She tugs on Clorinde’s arm, her eyes glancing at the slightly ajar door that a man with a silver mask had just disappeared through. It’s possible that they could find some more evidence here before they leave. 

So Clorinde nods again, and they leave the punch bowl (and Navia mourns, because it probably tasted really good) and make their way to the door. 

They stop a good few feet away from it. Clorinde looks around the room to see if anyone is watching them. Navia is looking on the other side of the room where Clorinde is blind to. They squeeze each other’s hand in an affirmative when they find nothing out of the sorts. 

They slip easily through the crack of the door. They’re greeted with a long hallway, and the air here is stale and cold.

There are three doors down this hallway. The only one on the left is animated with chatter and frantic clanking, so it’s safe to assume that it’s the kitchen where the waitstaff resides. The two on the right are closed tightly shut. Obviously Navia wants to go there first.

She pulls Clorinde along with her, ducking from the opened door of the kitchen on the left and making it through without trouble. She pulls out a small barrette from her pocket, sticking out her tongue as she flexes it in her fingers to mold it into something like a key. Clorinde is watching over her shoulder, her warm breath tickling the back of Navia’s neck. She tries not to think about it. Trying not to think about it is more work than actually trying to stick the barrette into the keyhole. 

It takes only a few seconds of wiggling the barrette inside until they both hear a subtle click. Clorinde puts her hand on Navia’s shoulder, a silent praise that makes Navia’s chest glow, and they slip through the door as quietly as they can. 

It’s an office. A grand one that feels like the inside of a mausoleum, and the air certainly reflects that. 

Clorinde hovers over the bookcase in the corner. She swipes her fingertip over the dust and tilts her head at it, and Navia snorts behind her hand before having to pry her eyes away from what Clorinde is doing. She checks the desk first, her hands flying over the smooth surface of oak until she finds a slight notch in it. 

She pulls on the underside of the desk, is met with resistance, and a clank of something inside as well. There’s a hidden compartment under this desk. It makes her smirk.

With a forceful tug of the desk and her vision glowing warm in her dress pocket, she manages to break the compartment free. 

She rifles through the papers she finds inside. Most of the things that her eyes glance through are mundane in nature: estate documents, financial records, letters from friends, household records, genealogical records, the likes. 

The more that she finds, the more guilty she feels. What if they broke into the office of some well-meaning aristocrat? Well, aristocrat and well-meaning don’t often share in the same sentence, but still. It would mean that they’d basically broken into an innocent person’s private chambers.

She puts the papers down. The corner of an envelope piques her curiosity once more. 

She places all the papers back into the compartment and takes out the marked envelope. There’s a black seal on the front of this. It makes her snicker, and Clorinde comes over to see what she’s laughing about.

 “Black wax?”  she asks incredulously, showing it to Clorinde. “Dramatic much?”

Clorinde chuckles under her breath at the sight. “I haven’t seen someone use the color black for a letter since… the last play I watched,” she muses with a finger on her chin.

“Should I open it?” Navia asks her. “It feels kinda rude to open a letter.”

Clorinde levels her with a look. “We broke into this man’s office, you looked through all of his personal records, and now you draw the line at opening a letter?” She sounds incredulous, but there’s amusement mixed into it.

Navia hits her lightly on the arm with the letter. “I was just looking for support!” she argues, mumbling under her breath while she puts her nail underneath the flap of the envelope.

Clorinde, still laughing under her breath, looks over her shoulder to read the letter with her. Navia nearly steps out and turns around. Clorinde’s proximity and the gentle blow of her breath along her shoulder is getting  too distracted for a high stakes situation like this. 

It’s a brief letter. 

It also affirms that what’s being shipped on the docks tomorrow night is something that Navia really, really needs to look into.

She folds the envelope and clears her throat, hoping that it would help Clorinde in realizing how close they were in proximity. It does, and Clorinde takes a step back from her. It allows her to breathe, but the back of her mind wants nothing more than to pull Clorinde back by the waist and— 

Dear Celestia, she needs to get a hold of herself.

“I would feel more comfortable if I was there tomorrow,” Clorinde says quietly, but not waveringly. 

Navia glances at her in surprise. She’s grateful for it, though. It’s not often that Clorinde would voice her wishes out like this with her without some prodding. Tucking the envelope into her pocket, she says, “I won’t stop you from going. If anything, it’s… it’ll be nice to have you with me.” 

Even if nothing happens there and there isn’t a shipment after all, it would be nice to have Clorinde with her. They could talk through the night, or not talk at all, and she’d be happy. She knows from the way Clorinde is staring at her that Clorinde is thinking the exact same thing. 

“Thank you,” Clorinde just says. 

That makes a giggle come out of Navia. “You’re helping  me out, silly. I think I should be the one thanking you.”

“I know that,” Clorinde argues. It’s weak, and vulnerable, and it makes Navia soften in all the right ways.

“Clorinde,” she says softly, placing a gentle touch on Clorinde’s arm. She relishes in the way Clorinde starts by looking at the floor at her feet, then up at her eyes in surprise. “I—”

There’s footsteps outside of the door.

It comes closer with every beat of her heart, and there’s whistling that accompanies it. It’s almost funny how startled they both look at each other, eyes wide and panic written all over them, but Navia isn’t afforded any time to laugh about it. At least right now. 

Cursing under her breath, Navia looks around for somewhere to hide, her fingernails digging into Clorinde’s arm. 

“We can go under the desk!” she hisses, pointing at the very small, very cramped space under the desk. “Granted, we both have to ball up, and we’re probably stack on top of one another, or— or figure out a way to swing our knees over each other, but—”

Clorinde whispers, “Can I kiss you?”

Her stomach drops.

Navia rounds onto Clorinde, letting go of her arm like Clorinde had shocked her. Well, she did  shock her, but not— shock, as in—

Archons, even her mind is scrambled. 

“What?” she finds her mouth saying. At least it takes on the shape of the word. 

Clorinde takes a step towards her. Their breathing is ragged and labored, until Clorinde puts her hands gently on Navia’s arms, and their breathing becomes synced. Clorinde’s eyes are looking back and forth between hers, a short flicker of pendulating movement. 

The heavy stomps outside the door are getting much, much closer. 

“Can I kiss you?” Clorinde repeats. 

“I—” Navia feels like she’s being pulled apart. “Y— y—  yes—  but—”

“Then my apologies.”

Clorinde’s hushed breath against her face is the last thing she feels before her brain flickers off. 

She’s pulled in by the waist, wrapped close by Clorinde’s arm and kept there in place by the crook of her elbow, and she’s kissed so deeply that Navia  can literally see stars.  

She exhales hard, and Clorinde mirrors the action. Then they take a deep breath in together, and their lips collide again, deeper, hungrier, in a way that Navia didn’t even think was possible. 

Faintly, she feels Clorinde lifting her up and placing her on top of the desk. She hears the sounds of crashing, likely caused by Clorinde tearing things off the desk to make her more comfortable. Her arms wrap around Clorinde’s neck. She knows that Clorinde is somehow still holding onto her thread of restraint; she knows from the way Clorinde’s hands never seem to stray under her dress even as they flirt with the seams, how Clorinde’s knee rests with such blatant promise between her legs but never  presses,  even when Navia tries to arch her back and coax her to fucking  try. 

They fit there. They fit like puzzle pieces, with Clorinde’s hands gripping her waist, fingernails  digging into the fabrics of her gown until she can feel the pledge of its sting into her skin. Their lips connect over and over again, and she feels so lightheaded that she barely makes sense of the saliva that bridges between them, the one that disappears when they kiss again, reappears when they take a moment to breathe against each other until they go back for more. 

The door opens. Light is filtered through the office.

They keep kissing. Their hands are still on each other. If anything, Clorinde just seems to grip onto her tighter, an action that whispers,  Don’t stop.  

“Ladies,” a deep, unamused voice calls. 

Navia pulls apart from her so fast that Clorinde is nearly sent backwards. Clorinde, who looks only half as dazed as Navia feels, looks up and peers over her shoulder. Her lips are swollen and red and smudged with Navia’s lipstick, and makes her core feel warmer than it had been before. She would cross her legs to temper herself had Clorinde not been slotted right in between them.

“Oh,” Clorinde says, and it’s flat and uninterested. “I’m— sorry, we got a little… caught up here. Is something wrong?”

Navia loves the way her voice sounds so hoarse. So husky. The aftermath of what sin they’d just caused. 

“This is my office,” the man says flatly. He has a confident stature, and he looks at them with some mix of vague insult and amusement.

“Ah, I see,” Clorinde says, her voice still rough. She straightens, but her hands are still on Navia. Navia is obediently silent, for the first time in a long while. “Our apologies. We had too much to drink, clearly; we wanted to find a way to find privacy as fast as we can and… we can’t express our regrets enough that it had to be your personal residence.”

There’s a terse pause of silence while Navia breathes, trying to set her heartbeat into a much quieter set of pace. 

Then the man smiles at them, albeit humorlessly, and says, “I understand. My wife and I have had our own fair share of… troubles. I’ll let you two—” he clears his throat, “—situate yourselves before you get back to the party. My only request is that you take this affair elsewhere.”

“Of course. Thank you for your understanding,” Clorinde says with a stiff nod.

He closes the door again, and Navia swears that she hears him chuckle under his breath. 

They’re still breathing hard and looking at the door, as if waiting for him to come back with his sword drawn. 

When he doesn’t, they look back at each other. They’re still panting, but it’s beginning to slow down.

Clorinde’s hands are still on her. 

It’s a fact that burns through her skin, branding her forever.

Clorinde removes herself one by one, first from the hands, then takes a step back from Navia. Her eyes are focused on Navia, but they’re blocking out any kind of emotion that Navia can read. Her mask is crooked, and she fixes it back on her face before she reaches over and adjusts the mask on Navia’s face too.

Clorinde’s pupils are dilated. She wonders if her eyes look just as affected in front of Clorinde.

Navia swallows visibly. “Quick thinking,” she says. 

Clorinde only nods. 

They say nothing more as Navia hops down from the desk, nor do they say anything to each other when Navia fixes her shoulder straps, or when Clorinde wipes at her mouth. They say nothing at all. 

Navia is still dazed and lightheaded when they get back to the dance floor.

Clorinde’s hand on her back feels as if it’s the only thing holding her up. 

Even after the affairs of the night, Clorinde doesn’t seem to want to stray far from her. It’s evident in the way that her hand never leaves the strip of skin on the small of her back, how she wraps a protective arm around her waist when people come up to them, how her eyes never seem to stop peering into hers, indiscernible but so… sharp.  

Everything about their night feels like a low hanging fruit. 

She can’t stop thinking about it. It’s like a dam has broken, and every single fantasy, every single  want,  that she had ever held in her heart is flooding out in a rush, and it’s all that she can think about at the moment. 

She wants nothing more than to sneak out of this party, to drag Clorinde to some inconspicuous corner where she can kiss her hard, her hand behind Clorinde’s neck to pull her in. She wants them to kiss again in private, but somewhere where the thrill of getting caught will always spark in the back of their heads.

She wants to whine when Clorinde drags her hand slowly down the slit of her dress. She wants Clorinde to kiss her so ardently along the column of her throat, then for her to grab onto Clorinde and suck on her pulse point, to feel Clorinde moan hoarsely against the feeling. She wants Clorinde to chuckle darkly against her neck, giving her relief, and let fire dance up her thighs, a fire that dances closer to the relief she wants, needs. 

Oh, what she wouldn’t give to feed into that fire, to return it tenfold, to bring Clorinde home and have her writhing underneath her while her hand drags down Clorinde’s toned stomach, her hand beckoning Clorinde close to her, the fire of their needs so  warm and high and—

Navia blinks back to reality when Clorinde calls her name. Not in the way her fantasies had, but laced in the subtle concern that makes Clorinde, well, Clorinde. 

“What’s wrong?” Clorinde asks, once Navia is facing her.

Navia’s mouth is dry. How can Clorinde stand here in front of her like it’s easy, when Navia is so close to collapse? 

“Navia?” Clorinde asks again, and this time, her concern is palpable. 

Navia can’t take it anymore. She wants to touch that fire. She wants to feel what the sun feels like on her skin.

She takes Clorinde by the hand, taking them outside to the garden, making a beeline straight for an unreserved corner of the hedges, where no one else can see them.

Clorinde doesn’t say a word as she’s tugged along. Of course she doesn’t. 

They face each other in this dark corner, the moonlight that shines from above the only thing that lets Navia see her through the shadows. Clorinde’s bright, purple eyes peer into hers. A silent question.

Navia swallows, then her hand brushes over a strand of Clorinde’s hair. Clorinde closes her eyes and leans into her touch. She takes Clorinde’s mask off with reverent delicacy.

She takes off her own. She lets both masks fall to the floor, and she just barely finds the restraint to keep from stomping on the two of them. Clorinde opens her eyes and stares back at her, still silently questioning. 

“I wanted to see you,” Navia whispers.

It feels like a drug injected into her veins when Clorinde smiles at her. The turn of her lips is so addictive to see. She wants to trace her fingertips along the curve of Clorinde’s gentle jaw. She wants nothing more than to run the pad of her thumb over Clorinde’s parted lips. The want is making her so dizzy that she nearly sways in the wind. 

She doesn’t even realize that she’s breathing hard until Clorinde silently wraps her arm around her waist, protective and keeping her standing. 

They’re so close together now that Navia can’t breathe, can’t move. 

“What do you need?” Clorinde asks again, quieter, gentler.  Guttural,  like she had in that office. She could have asked,  What’s wrong? But they both know that Navia’s needs seem to triumph over the wrongs. 

“Clorinde,” Navia whispers in a plea, and she feels Clorinde practically  shudder.  

A wind blows gently against Navia’s hair. It tickles her, and Clorinde’s warm breath that blows against her neck is a welcome touch. 

“Don’t say my name like that,” Clorinde murmurs. 

She says it so plainly that Navia nearly apologizes, until she detects the waver in Clorinde’s voice. The… light-headedness in it.

To know that Clorinde is just as affected as she is lights the fire back in her body. Her need to touch the sun is so palpable that Navia feels like she could melt at any moment.

So she breathes out, once more, wanton and wanting, “Clorinde.”  

And Clorinde presses her body closer to hers, and Navia really can’t breathe anymore. The thrum in her body is electrifying, and now a slight tremor presents itself under her skin. 

She feels Clorinde’s lips touch hers just barely, just a light touch like a hummingbird to a flower. 

She had wanted this for so long— so, so long. 

It feels like punching through the weakness in a dam, releasing every frustrated emotion that she had kept bottled up. 

And then Clorinde pulls away. Swallows.

She says quietly, “I’m sorry.” 

Hadn’t she done this before, a long time ago, at that winery? And a dozen different times, when Navia had tried to reach out like this? Why hadn’t Navia learned back then? Why hadn’t she learned that Clorinde is a fire not to touch, only to admire and be warm against? 

But of course, there had been that time, long ago, when touching fire was a promise for something good, the only thing to quell the quiet yearn in her heart. But then… 

This dance they shared, that they share now, it’s so much like before that Navia’s head splits in half with such strong déjà vu. She should’ve known to be so naive and believe that things could end differently. Back then, she’d thought this dance was something captivating— they were young, and batting her eyelashes and making Clorinde chase her felt so good, especially when she had thought that had time. 

Now, it’s just… it makes her sad. She’s not a young girl anymore. They are both broken beyond relief by the idea that time isn’t always kind, nor patient.

So Navia swallows down her emotions and says, just as quietly, “It’s okay.”

Clorinde looks at her. There’s that indiscernible look in her eyes again. She has her walls up,  again, and that thought punches through Navia more than the subtle rejection. 

“Navia—” Clorinde starts. 

Navia doesn’t want to hear it. No excuse can mend the hole in her heart. “It’s okay,” Navia says again, and she smiles. It strains against her cheeks, but she keeps smiling anyway. “I promise it’s okay.”

Clorinde frowns. She hates it. 

“Please, Navia—” she pleads, her fingertips slipping onto Navia’s wrist, and Navia can’t take it anymore. 

She wrenches her hand away from Clorinde. She hates how hurt Clorinde looks. That she caused it.

“It’s okay,” she says again. It’s become her mantra at this point. “Let’s… let’s just enjoy the rest of the party we’re crashing, hmm?”

She smiles again at Clorinde. She  hates that Clorinde can see right through it. 

She feels Clorinde’s eyes on her for the entire night, still. Even when Navia tries not to look back at her, even when Navia has her entire back turned to her.

Navia doesn’t look at Clorinde for the rest of the night. 

She’s reached her hand out to the sun, and the wax has melted away and hardened on the ground.

She’s been a greedy fool for ever reaching for it.

 


 

To tell the truth, Clorinde doesn’t know what they are. It’s like they’re constantly dancing around a fire, and reaching out too far between them can cause a burn. 

They hold hands even if they don’t need to, they always sleep over at one person’s house and then the next person’s the next day, they only laugh when people ask what they are to each other, Navia runs to her and kisses her so close to her lips when they’ve been separated for longer than they wish to be, and most damningly, when bachelors and bachelorettes of Fontaine come to her asking her out, Clorinde finds herself hesitating. 

Because saying, “I’m taken,” wouldn’t be super factually correct, but it’s correct in all the ways that matter. Her heart has always been taken up by this wonderful girl who smiles at her and gives her macarons, and she’s been a fool for trying to deny it. 

There are times where Clorinde finds herself tracing marveling words on Navia’s bare strip of skin when she’s sleeping at night and Clorinde can’t find the reprieve of sleep. So long they’ve spent their life like this, so close together that she doesn’t know where Navia ends and where she begins. 

And yet, there’s this… thing, between them. This  one thing. 

She knows the easiest way to do this is to just ask, especially when they’re no longer kids and are becoming new, mature members of society, evident by the fact that she’d been sworn in as Furina de Fontaine’s bodyguard only recently and Navia’s becoming better and better everyday at bossing people around— 

But whenever she faces Navia and Navia looks at her, bright-eyed and with a smile so sunny, Clorinde no longer finds the words. 

She convinces herself each time when she goes home that it’s fine. 

They have time.

She can try again tomorrow— and if the question never comes, she can try again, and again, and again.

They have time. They always do. 

Clorinde is brushing her horse, her saddle already situated on and her bow already stowed away in the bag, when she feels a presence near her. 

 “Hey, you,” Navia says, her voice soft and reserved only for her.

Clorinde turns her head to see Navia next to her, that damningly bright smile greeting her and making her heart flip straight into her throat. She keeps her face neutral, or at least as neutrally as she can when staring into the face of a sun like Navia. 

“Hi,” Clorinde says in return, and she wants to duck her head away from how stupidly high her voice sounds. She purses her lips and tends to her horse again.

“Whatcha doing?” Navia drawls. She’s looking back and forth between Clorinde and the horse. “And since when did you get a horse?”

Clorinde laughs at the incredulity in her voice. “I’m borrowing him from Monsieur Neuvillette. His name is Zéphyr,” she says blithely, taking Navia’s hand and placing it gently on the horse’s strong hind leg. Navia marvels, her fingers spreading out against his mighty coat, and it makes Clorinde smile. 

“Are you going to tell me  why you’re borrowing him from Monsieur Neuvillette?” Navia asks, more amused than exasperated. 

“I have the rest of the day off. I don’t want to spend it going stir-crazy alone at home, so I’m going deeper into the woods to hunt. Wildfowls are rampant out there this time of year,” she explains, tucking the hairbrush away in the saddlebag. She turns to regard Navia. “What are you doing here, anyway? I thought Mr. Callas asked you to handle a conference for him today? And where are Silver and Melus?”

“So many questions,” Navia complains, but there’s still a smile on her face. She clasps her hands in front of her and fidgets with them as she speaks. “Papa’s still out, doing Archons know what. Silver and Melus are handling the conference for me. They insisted.”

“Really?” Clorinde doesn’t mean to sound so surprised, but she can’t help it. Silver and Melus are always the first people to get Navia to get up and do things with them. 

Navia looks painfully amused at her reaction. “They told me to come find you today instead,” she says, each word coming out softer and quieter than the last. She steps a little closer, just enough to intertwine her fingers with one of Clorinde’s arms. Her other hand comes up to drag a fingernail along Clorinde’s arm, and it makes her shiver. 

“It’s been so long since we hung out,” Navia says with a little whine. “ It’s like you’re avoiding me.”

That makes Clorinde chuckle. “Rest assured, I’m not avoiding you. Even if that  is the most sensible choice after you nearly ripped my cape during our last game,” she says with a half-meaningful glare, in which Navia only grins back at. “I’ve just been a little busy. Today is one of those rare times I get to breathe, it seems. I would have come down to Poisson to ask you to come along, but I wasn’t so sure you had the time.”

“Well, guess who has the time now?” Navia exclaims. She squeezes Clorinde’s hand. “Can I come along with you?”

The corner of Clorinde’s lips twitch in a barely concealed smile. “To hunt? Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure,” Navia says, affronted. 

Clorinde just laughs. “Well, if you’re certain, then I don’t see why not,” she replies, then slips out of Navia’s hand. 

She helps Navia to sit up on Zéphyr, who merely whips his tail at Navia’s face in greeting. It makes Navia giggle, and Clorinde pulls herself up on the saddle with a hefty grunt. Navia wraps her arms around Clorinde’s waist, her breath warm against the back of her neck. 

Clorinde gently squeezes Zéphyr’s sides with her legs. With a small whinny, he launches forward, and Navia squeaks and clutches Clorinde tighter. It’s a little harder to breathe this way, but Clorinde can’t help but laugh. 

Their ride to the outer edges of Fontaine is a gentle one, and Clorinde enjoys the scenery as much as she enjoys having Navia resting her chin on her shoulder and whispering to her ear about random things that pop into Navia’s head. 

When they pass a particular dirt road and enter the woods, Clorinde’s confidence begins to wane. There’s a question on her mind that plagues her more and more each day, the same way a sickness virus attacks her immune system. 

It’s only been a few months since that day on the aquabus. She wonders if Navia had ever told her mysterious crush that she liked her. 

Sometimes, she finds herself wondering if it had been her. Is it so hard to believe that Navia could see her in that way? It is, but it’s still something that makes her wonder from time to time. 

Especially when Navia’s stares have begun to become more blatant, how she would only look away if Clorinde stares back at her inquisitively, and only then would she look away with a soft, shy smile still plastered on her face. 

Especially when Navia’s “I love you”s in her ear sound softer, and yet sound more  fierce at the same time. 

Especially when Navia acts as if she can’t help but be drawn in by Clorinde, never drifting far from her. 

Birds of a feather, they seem to be, and closer than they had ever been before. 

It scares her as much as it makes her want to scream at the top of her lungs as Zéphyr rides the trail, the wind whipping in her hair. 

They find a nice spot along the trees. Clorinde leaves Zéphyr there and pets his muzzle, calming him down with a few gentle words, all the while she can feel Navia staring into the back of her head with such intensity that Clorinde nearly falls to her knees in front of her. She takes a bow out of the saddleback, as well as a quiver with just enough arrows to keep them satisfied for the afternoon. 

She hands the bow to Navia. Navia’s eyes grow wide, and she begins to stammer.

It just makes Clorinde laugh, her laughter carried by the winds around them. She takes Navia’s umbrella to hold it for her as she carries the bow. “You’ll do just fine,” Clorinde assures. “I’ll even help you. How does that sound?”

Navia pauses. She seems to be thinking the same thing that Clorinde is: how “helping” her will include having Clorinde being pressed up against her body, her fingers gentle across her skin to lift her elbows up in the right position, Clorinde whispering in her ear about where to look.

The thought makes Clorinde look away in embarrassment. 

Navia just quickly says, “Yeah. Yeah, that sounds nice.”

They walk down a small path, one that’s nearly been entirely covered by weeds and branches that have managed to fall off. The tweets of birds around them gives Clorinde a sense of belonging, knowing that she’s deep in the woods of her prey. It’s safe here too. She’s been here long enough to know that there are no predators here but herself, and she still looks around these parts just in case. Just for Navia.

Navia smiles at her, mirth in her eyes, whenever Clorinde kneels to feel the dirt or looks around to point out some tracks. Clorinde just sticks her tongue out at her in an act of defiance, which Navia always returns.

It feels like they’re twelve again; except this time around, their smiles at one another carry heavily with the weight of words they keep to themselves. 

Over a decade of love and trust, accumulated in a secret that Clorinde hides in her heart. Soon, she tells herself, she’ll declare her love— she’ll let Navia know. Nothing will ever come between them again. 

“Are we close to anything yet?” Navia asks her in a low whisper, perhaps to keep from scaring any kind of wildlife away. 

“Besides squirrels and the occasional boar, not yet,” Clorinde says patiently. She holds her hand out and helps Navia step over a log. 

“Why can’t we get a boar instead?” Navia muses.

“Because it’ll be much too heavy for Zéphyr to carry back,” Clorinde answers easily. Mostly, she knows that there’s a chance the boar could retaliate and attack Navia. It’s a small chance, especially when she’s right here with a gun at her hip, but it’s a small chance that she’s not willing to take. 

Navia hums at her answer and grabs fistfuls of her skirt to hike them over a small stream of water, and Clorinde presses her lips together to keep from laughing. Navia shoots her a look that shuns her from saying anything more.

“Do you want to play ‘I spy’?” Navia suddenly asks.

Clorinde glances at her. “We haven’t played that since we were twelve,” she muses, though Navia notices that she hadn’t said ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

Navia elbows her in the rib gently, fluttering her eyelashes at her. “C’mon. It’ll pass the time quicker. Humor me please?” she pleads.

Though she rolls her eyes at Navia’s insistence, Clorinde naturally says, “Alright. You go first.”

“I spy…” Navia hums as she looks around. Her thumb rubs over the smooth wood of the bow that she carries in one hand. “I spy with my little eye… something orange and round!”

That one is painfully easy. Clorinde points at a tree to their right and says, “Bulle fruit. Over there.”

Navia takes it in stride. “I spy with my little eye something that’s— blue and round!”

That one actually makes Clorinde laugh. She points to the bank of the ocean near them, and a little farther away, is a flower. “Romaritime flowers,” she declares with pride. Navia grins at her as her form of praise at Clorinde’s sharp eye. 

Romaritime flowers mean loyalty and unswerving oaths. 

It’s a fact that she thinks about in the back of her head, but she doesn’t dare to say out loud. 

“I spy with my little eye something that’s pink with green around it!” 

Even at Navia’s slightly cryptic wording, Clorinde finds it in two and a half seconds. She points down the field in front of them. “Rainbow roses,” she says. 

Rainbow roses mean attachment and romance. 

What is Navia getting at?

Navia claps her hands together with a big smile. At least, the best as she can with a bow in her hand. At least the bow is a lot lighter than her umbrella, and Clorinde is already starting to feel winded at carrying this thing around. 

“One more,” Navia begs.

Clorinde only laughs, then motions for her to continue. 

“I spy with my little eye…” Navia is looking ahead, humming under her breath. Then she eyes Clorinde, watching her with that little smile of hers, and her smile becomes a little shy. 

“Someone really pretty,” Navia finishes, bashfully. 

Clorinde feels warmth spread across her neck and face. Odd, considering how chilly it is out here. She clears her throat anyway. 

“You, then?” she says, just as awkwardly as Navia had asked. 

At least it makes Navia laugh. It makes her laugh too, even if the warmth is starting to spread all the way to the tips of her ears and down to her chest. 

They continue their little game for a while longer. Clorinde finds the things that Navia is looking for with flying colors, minus the time it took her a little longer to find the lumidouce bells. They were conveniently hidden behind a bush that can only be seen from Navia’s side of the trail, and although Clorinde had cried out for the injustice of Navia’s cheating, it just made Navia giggle. 

Parting and the wish for reunion. That’s what it means. She wonders if Navia knows that little fact about those flowers, but she keeps it to herself regardless.

Finally, they find a group of wildfowl underneath the shade of a tree a good twenty feet away from them. They hide behind a bush, and Clorinde hands her an arrow to nock into the string. Clorinde chuckles when Navia lifts the bow uncertainly. She comes to her aid immediately, standing right behind her.

Leaning close to Navia’s ear, she whispers, “Stand with your feet shoulder-width apart. Keep your shoulders relaxed and level. Here.”

She takes hold of Navia’s elbow and her wrist, moving them until the head of the arrow will aim true against the biggest bird. She feels Navia shudder at her touch. She smiles, despite herself.

“Let go,” she murmurs, intentionally bringing her lips close enough to the shell of Navia’s ear to make it flutter there. 

At her behest, Navia lets go. It thunks against one of the wildfowl, and the rest scurry off into the skies in fright. It’s a quick, painless death; Navia still grimaces at the noise it had made, but she turns to Clorinde, smiling at her and expecting her well-needed praise. 

“See? What did I tell you,” Clorinde declares, her hands falling away from Navia’s limbs. “You did amazing, Navia.”

Navia preens at her compliment, beaming wide at her and holding the bow down and in front of her, swaying slightly from side to side. 

“Thanks,” she says, shy but with a bright smile.

Clorinde’s heart fluttering in her chest, she tells Navia to wait where she is. She grabs the bird by the feet, teasing Navia by pretending to toss it at her. It makes Navia shriek, and she laughs hard when Navia tries to hit her over the head with the bow. Clorinde dodges it with ease, and Navia just pouts. 

They return to Zéphyr, who is happily munching on the apples that Clorinde tosses to the ground in front of him. Clorinde wraps the bird in paper that she had brought with her, mostly for Navia’s benefit. 

Clorinde helps Navia clamor up Zéphyr. Navia holds out her hand and pulls Clorinde up next, but Navia underestimates her own strength and pulls Clorinde’s face right up to hers. 

It makes them both laugh after a moment of stunned silence. Navia just nuzzles the tip of her nose and gently pats her chest, and Clorinde has to act like it hadn’t stuck lightning right into her very nerves.

Clorinde nudges Zéphyr to get going. They ride back to Fontaine with Navia’s arms still wrapped around her waist, and it still makes her feel as alive as it did on the way here. 

Zéphyr accidentally sticks too close to a tree. A freed branch tangles in Navia’s hair, and Navia just yelps as her ribbon is freed and her hair comes loose. Clorinde turns back to look at her to ensure her safety, and the sight of Navia with her hair down in the wind makes her heart thump erratically in her chest like a deer staring down a wolf. 

She has to force herself to turn back around, gulping almost audibly. She calls to Navia behind her, “Are you okay?”

“Yes, thanks for  looking,”  Navia grunts, squeezing Clorinde’s waist chidingly. Clorinde hears her giggle right after. “That was my favorite ribbon,” she says again mournfully. 

Clorinde considers it for a moment. She holds the reins in one hand and reaches to the back of her head. She pulls at her ribbon with one quick tug, and her hair comes loose. She waves it behind her without looking at Navia. 

“Take it,” Clorinde says. “I can get another when we get home.”

“But—” Navia starts, and Clorinde already knows what she’s going to say.  But you don’t like it when anything about you is out of the ordinary. But you don’t like it when your hair is loose. But you don’t like it when— 

Clorinde already has a rebuttal ready:  I don’t like it, but I like you more.  

But then Navia just falls silent, and she takes Clorinde’s ribbon from her hand. It makes Clorinde wonder if she had accidentally said her thoughts out loud. She wouldn’t have taken it back, anyway. 

The sky above them is quickly turning into a mute gray as they continue riding down the path. It makes her frown, but she continues to look ahead after noting the odd color. 

It seems that she isn’t the only one who notices. 

“The sky was so clear this morning,” Navia remarks, and Clorinde knows she’s frowning without having to look back and look at her. 

Clorinde shrugs. “Fontanian weather can certainly be… bizarre,” she starts, shifting in her seat on her saddle. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much. As long as it doesn’t storm in the next half hour, we should be fine.”

Navia just squeezes her waist and presses her cheek against Clorinde’s shoulder. 

Idly, Clorinde wonders what it would be like to do this all time. To hunt, once a week, with Navia on the back of her horse, with Navia by her side. To be next to Navia while she works on reports at her desk. To hold Navia while she cries about the stresses of her day. To have Navia wash away the blood from her hands after a long duel and caress her face in her guiltless hands. 

The more she thinks about it, the more she realizes that there isn’t any other way she can imagine her future turning out.

She just can’t imagine her life without Navia. 

After the second detour, Navia detaches her cheek from her shoulder in alarm. “I thought we were heading back to your house?” she asks. “This is—”

“—the way to  your house,” Clorinde confirms. 

It takes a half second pause for Navia to digest it. “But you said you were bringing us home?” she asks, dumbfounded. 

Clorinde looks behind her with a small smile. “I am,” she says quietly. 

When she looks back ahead, Navia’s arms around her waist simply hold her tighter.

The abode for the Spina di Rosula is almost eerily quiet when they arrive. It makes Clorinde frown, but her relief is palpable when Melus and Silver, along with a few other members, emerge to greet them. A child comes to pet Zéphyr, and Clorinde picks her up to let her touch his gentle nose. 

Navia disappears for a moment to find her father. Clorinde lets the children ask her questions about hunting and what Zéphyr likes to eat for breakfast in the meanwhile. 

When Navia returns, Clorinde rises from her seat on the tree stump to greet her. “Is he back yet?” she asks her. 

Navia shakes her head and presses her lips together. She hands Clorinde a spare ribbon to tie her hair with, which Clorinde does so as she speaks.

“He’s not usually gone for this long,” she says, mostly to herself. She’s looking off into the distance, as if trying to conjure the thought of her father into her mind.

Clorinde reaches over to squeeze her hand. Her thumb runs over Navia’s soft skin, and she no longer knows if the action is to soothe Navia or herself, or both. 

“He’ll be back tonight,” she assures. She brings Navia’s knuckles up to her lips and presses a gentle kiss there. She likes seeing the spread of pink on Navia’s cheeks. “I can wait here with you, if you would like.”

“You have a duel early in the morning tomorrow,” Navia argues, and Clorinde is surprised to hear that it’s insistent. “I can tidy up around here while I wait for him. You should be heading back and— and cooking that fowl or whatever it is you want to do with it.”

She sounds flustered at the end, and Clorinde laughs. She’s still holding Navia’s hand. “I  was going to cook it to have something to eat for the day,” she admits. “I could wait a little bit longer if it means that you felt better.”

Navia gapes at her, as if just realizing something. “Oh Archons! You haven’t even eaten today yet, have you?”

Clorinde just raises her eyebrows. “I just said that, didn’t I?”

Navia scoffs, taking her hand away from Clorinde’s grip to cross her arms over her chest. “You’re in  big trouble with me,” she says levelly. 

Exasperated but amused, Clorinde exhales with a sigh. “The fowl was going to be my dinner. I promise you that I wasn’t going to go without eating for the whole day.”

“One meal a day isn’t healthy, Clorinde,” Navia argues. “Why didn’t you say anything? I could have stopped by your place and dropped off an onion soup, or—”

“Like you’re one to talk,” Clorinde says with a roll of her eyes. “I think the only reason you saw the sunlight yesterday was because I dragged you out of your office to keep from staring at your father’s reports.”

“I thought it would have been a nice gesture to do it for him!” Navia contends with a tight pinch of her brow. “And that’s besides the point. We’re talking about  your unhealthy habits, not mine.”

“I see no reason why bringing up both is a problem,” Clorinde says easily. 

Navia looks like she’s half a second away from stomping her foot in frustration. It’s painfully adorable. A smile reaches her face involuntarily. 

Navia opens her mouth to retort, but Silver and Melus begin to snicker right behind her. 

“Like an old married couple,” Silver drawls to Melus, and Melus nods his head.

Navia rounds on them, her face turning a bright shade of red. She’s already stammering, and Silver and Melus at least have the decency to hold their hands up in surrender. 

Clorinde calms her by putting a hand on her shoulder. Navia relaxes immediately, and she notes the way Silver and Melus eye each other in an  I told you so kind of manner. For her sake and Navia’s, she pretends not to notice. 

“I’ll go home and cook up my dinner so you don’t haunt me in my dreams tonight,” Clorinde says. “But I’ll stay for a little while to help you with what you need here.”

“That sounds… good,” Navia mumbles. Clorinde huffs out a quick laugh. 

“I would advise against that,” Melus suddenly says. Clorinde looks over to him in silent question, and he continues, with a hand on his chin, “It looks like there’s a storm coming tonight, if not quicker. I’m sure it will comfort Demoiselle and all of us here if you take our boat back to the Court of Fontaine now rather than later.”

Navia nods her head at that. She looks focused, as if the thought of Clorinde walking home through a storm is a thought that she can’t stop thinking hard about.

Clorinde understands. She does, because she knows she would be just as concerned if it was Navia. “I’ll go home, then,” she says. Awkwardly, she shifts from foot to foot then asks, “And can horses…?”

“Yes,” Silver says, amused. “Zéphyr can fit on the boat.”

She thanks them with a wry smile, and Navia laughs against her shoulder. Their hands intertwine without either of them really thinking about it. Like a magnet pulled close to another when in each other’s vicinity. 

Clorinde takes Zéphyr from the care of a Spina member, and she thanks her quickly before letting Navia lead her to a boat on their docks. 

Zéphyr is loaded onto the boat first. Navia holds onto her wrists to keep her on land for a little while longer. Clorinde is quietly thankful for the interruption.

“Get home safe,” Navia whispers to her, and her big eyes are imploring. 

Clorinde gives her a reassuring smile. “You won’t lose me to a storm,” she says with a small chuckle, but she holds Navia’s face in her hands nonetheless. “I can swim, you know.”

“Will you swim back to me?” Navia teases.

“Always,” Clorinde says firmly, serious in the face of Navia’s jokes. She lets go of Navia’s face, and she already misses the warmth cupped in her hands. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Are we still going to Café Lutece after my duel?”

Navia bobs her head up and down in an affirmative with a smile. 

Then her smile turns a little sly, and she places a hand on Clorinde’s cheek. Her finger twirls a strand of Clorinde’s hair while it’s there, and it distracts Clorinde enough to be surprised when Navia leans over and places a kiss, right on the corner of her lips. 

Navia pulls away to look at her, her shy smile on her dusted pink face. 

“That’s for giving me your ribbon,” Navia says, words just as shy as her smile. 

Clorinde doesn’t know what to say. 

“I love you,” Navia says again. 

It’s lightning to her heart. 

“And I love you,” Clorinde says back, as they always had since they were ten.

There’s a slight change under the circumstances they say it. It’s on the tip of Clorinde’s tongue. 

Her ride home is quiet. It always is, when Navia isn’t there to chatter endlessly in her ear and keep her company. Her company is with her horse instead, and she pets his mane gently while they look towards the dark skies of Fontaine. It’s still relatively early in the day, so she knows that at least she’ll have the light of the sun to guide her back home in a storm. And Navia’s smile. 

She can’t stop thinking about Navia’s big smile when she managed to hunt her first animal. How Navia looked at her the entire time as they trekked down the hill, how she desperately wanted,  needed, to have kissed her in between those trees.

Kissing Navia had always been a persistent thought in the back of her head. Being with Navia less so, not when she knows she can hardly entertain the thought without pangs in her chest. 

Is it so wrong for her to think about it now? 

They’ve been friends for over a decade at this point. Their bond is strong, and it makes her afraid of the changes between them. It’s a fear that will never go away, but it’s a fear that’s beginning to wane under Navia’s smile, Navia’s newfound attitude towards her and only her. It makes her feel selfish to be thinking about Navia this way, but she supposes it’s only human to want and to desire. 

Would it be so bad if she tries and shoot first?

Tell Navia that forbidden piece of knowledge she’s locked away in her heart since they met on that mountain?

How she’s loved her,  will love her, more than a best friend ever could, more than soulmates can?

She collapses on her chair when she gets home. She tosses her bow and quiver haphazardly on a table, her wrapped piece of meat for the night outside on a tree stump for her to clean for dinner. Zéphyr is in a stable near her house for the night. She’ll return him to Neuvillette tomorrow morning after her duel, as promised. 

Clorinde rubs the sides of her temple, staring at her ceiling. She’s tired from her day, but not enough to stop the rapid pounding in her heart. 

She decides that a distraction would help. She comes outside and chops some firewood to place in her fireplace, in case the storm turns the night chilly. She cleans up the fowl and removes the feathers and organs from it. Clorinde even dusts off her table, does her laundry, polishes her guns—

It doesn’t stop her from thinking about Navia. 

The sky is gradually getting darker, a promise of rain, and still, Clorinde sits outside on her steps and carves a piece of wood there.

She doesn’t even know what she’s carving. All she knows is that she needs a distraction, that her hands are restless, and the thoughts of Navia’s laughter and Navia’s smile and Navia’s everything is all that she can think about today. 

How long can she bottle things up until it shakes and pops in a stream of her contained emotions?

Ten years and a half, it seems.

She loves Navia more than anything else in the world. She loves Fontaine, because it has Navia. 

She loves her best friend more than anything in the world, but she finds herself absolutely terrified of what can happen to their relationship in the blink of an eye. 

She knows, dear Celestia, of course she  knows, that Navia would never abandon her for something as simple as how she feels. 

But fear is human. 

Fear makes her run away, and has been making her run away, before she gets her own feelings hurt first.

Her fingers are beginning to blister at working away on the wood in her hands. It’s starting to take shape, with long hair and eyes that shine bright back at her even inside the wood. Her smile is strained as she looks down at what she’s creating, but it’s genuine. 

Idly, she wonders why she isn’t polishing her sword for tomorrow’s duel instead of carving this futile thing in her hands. 

The answer whispers to her in the winds: even the mere thought of Navia is an encouragement for her to create, rather than to destroy. 

It’s Navia who keeps her from collapsing in on herself. 

It’s Navia she finds in her heart, in every part of her body that makes her human. 

She’s strong and impervious; Navia isn’t unlike her. Navia is just as strong, just as roughened by her upbringing— but it’s Navia who reminds her to keep looking at the horizon, to follow where the sun goes and trust that it will come again. 

It’s Navia’s smile that reminds her that there is more to life than neglect and the sharp, heavy feeling of a hilt of a sword. 

There are two young boys in front of her, sitting on a bench and watching the fountain that overlooks this side of the Court of Fontaine. They have their back turned to her, but even if they were facing her, she’d doubt that they would pay her, or anyone, any mind. She recognizes how they’re acting towards one another— it’s exactly how she’s acted, and how she still acts, with Navia by her side. 

The nervous fidgeting, the giggling, the looking at each other and daring each other to look away first with even more laughter. 

But unlike her and Navia, these boys hold their hands together. They look at each other, quiet at first, then lean over and kiss. They’re awkward after, but they’re laughing again and holding each other tighter and whispering something that Clorinde can’t hear. 

It makes her smile.

She thinks of what could have happened if she had said something when they were only twenty. Or even fifteen. Or even if she had the courage to say something at all all those months ago on that aquabus. If she had courage last week, yesterday— now. 

She wants to be with Navia, she realizes. 

She’s always known that. 

But how could she have not  seen it before?

And it makes her giggle, just to herself, for the first time in forever.

Her heart so light in her chest, Clorinde rises and goes back indoors. She places the wooden carving on her table, rummaging through her things in a chest that she hadn’t looked through in forever. Her eyes land on a short sword, one given by her master, and places it back to the side. It’s not something that she needs to touch right now, or ever.

She finds what she’s looking for, eventually: a nice pouch of mora, saved for days like this. 

Clorinde picks up her cape and puts it on her shoulders. She evens out her vision on her chest, pulls her hat down on her face. There’s a light drizzle outside now, but she could hardly find it in herself to care. She flurries out the door, her pouch of mora jingling in her pocket. 

People do double takes when they see the gentle smile graced on her face. Her neighbors and those in the Court of Fontaine are used to how she storms through these streets, a small scowl on her face and her eyes sticking only in front of her. It’s like seeing a completely different person; Clorinde certainly feels like a different person. 

The bell of the door rings lightly to announce her arrival.

A florist raises her head from tending to her display to smile at her, and her smile freezes when she recognizes Clorinde. 

“Good afternoon,” Clorinde says modestly, her eyes drifting off to the flowers all around her. 

The florist finally recovers. She comes to tend to Clorinde’s side and asks her for what she needs. 

Clorinde lists Navia’s favorite flowers off the top of her head. She tells the florist about Navia’s favorite colors too, and how she would like the grandest bouquet that she could fix up. 

“The amount it will cost is inconsequential,” Clorinde says when the florist opens her mouth meekly. “I will cover any price you give me.” She pats the bag of mora at her side to make a point. 

The florist nods her head quickly, and Clorinde sees a spark of glee in her eyes before she turns away to pick out the flowers. 

The shop keeper rings her up at the counter with a bouquet full of rainbow roses, sunflowers, and an assortment of others that Clorinde can hardly name from the top of her head. It’s a beautiful arrangement, and she asks the florist to wrap it in yellow cellophane with a purple ribbon because she knows Navia would appreciate the extra touch. 

Clorinde leaves the flower shop with a big grin on her face, and people turn their heads to look at her on the streets. They smile when they see the big bouquet in her hands, Clorinde’s smile so contagious that everyone she passes seems to smile back at her despite the weather. 

And even though it’s pouring rain now, she still thinks that it’s a gorgeous day— and who knows, perhaps Navia thinks that rain-soaked confessions are romantic. The thought makes her smile like an idiot.

She catches her reflection in the display of a shop closed down for the night. She breathes in and out, looking herself in the eye in the mirrored display and straightens the bow on her chest. 

Clorinde rehearses it in her head over and over again:  Navia Caspar, I love you more than anything that this world has to offer. I love you more than yesterday, but always less than tomorrow. Can I be yours, and will you be mine?  

She’s excited and giddy, just as much as she’s apprehensive and nervous. The conflicting emotions in her head fight like a strong duel, and it’s making her light-headed. 

She knows it’s dumb to be going back to Poisson now, in this weather. She knows that Navia will chew her out, and will never let her live this down— but she doesn’t care. She wants Navia to know now, in this moment, before it’s too late. 

A garde stands in front of her when Clorinde moves away from the display. 

He’s avoiding her eyes, but they all usually do. Rain drips from his hat and down to his face. Clorinde is thankfully unmarred, protected by this building’s awning.

“Is something the matter?” Clorinde asks him, her words short and clipped, more than usual. She can’t help it. She wants to be in Poisson before sunset. The storm could get too bad if she doesn’t go right this instant.

The garde clears his throat, and he looks down at the ground between them. “The Chief Justice of the Court of Fontaine wishes to speak to you,” he says, voice cracking. “At the Palais Mermonia.”

Clorinde’s brow furrows. “Now?” she asks.

The garde looks uncomfortable as he quietly says, “Yes.”

 

The door to Neuvillette’s office opens with the force of a storm. 

Clorinde closes the door behind her, gentler than when she had opened it. Neuvillette is already standing next to his desk, his hands over his cane. It’s an odd sight to see, but Clorinde can’t afford to question it. 

She nods her head at him severely. Her eyes watch him, unblinking. Her bouquet, which had miraculously survived the walk here, is still clenched tightly in her hand. She refuses to let go of it. 

“I’m sorry,” she speaks plainly. “If you need me tonight, it won’t be possible. There’s something that I—”

“Sit down,” Neuvillette says. He sounds neither angry nor disquieted at her reaction. “Please.”

Clorinde’s face tightens, just slightly. “I can’t.”

Neuvillette acquiesces. She hadn’t expected him to. He sighs, pinches the bridge of his nose, then looks at her with some sort of… look, that she hadn’t seen on him before. 

“My services aren’t available tonight. If you need another Champion Duelist, I’m sure there are others who will be happy to comply,” Clorinde says, as if repeating herself would get it through his head. “Unless it’s dire, I’m afraid that I can’t do as you ask. Not tonight.”

 Please,  she pleads silently with her eyes.  Not tonight. 

She finally recognizes the look on Neuvillette’s face.

Pity.

They stare at each other for a long, drawn moment. It’s until Clorinde can’t stand the silence, or the way that the rain pelts against the window like a choir of tears. 

“What is it?” she asks. It’s a near demand. 

Neuvillette looks away from her. His lips are pressed tightly together, and he’s staring out the window where the rain has turned into a complete pour. She’s surprised to hear that there is no thunder or lightning— or perhaps it will later in the night.

Neuvillette slams his cane into the ground. A call for order. 

“Your duel has been moved, demanded by the defendant,” Neuvillette says, his powerful voice a tremor to the dirt below her. “You will duel for Callas Caspar’s honor in the Dueling Ring tonight.”

Clorinde lets go of the flowers.

 


 

To tell the truth, Navia doesn’t know what they are. It’s like they’re constantly dancing around a fire, and reaching out too far between them can cause a burn. They already know what being burned by this fire feels like. Neither of them probably want to experience it again. 

She’s thankful that they aren’t avoiding each other, in any case. Clorinde still walks with her through the streets of Fontaine, they still eat brunch together whenever they can find the time, and Navia still comes over to bring her leftovers for her to eat. 

It’s just that their smiles to one another are more strained. Their silence, once comfortable and palpable with contentment, now feels thick with tension that can be cut with a sword. Laughter and squabbles are frequent, but they feel more habitual than anything else. 

Navia knows why. 

It was like when they were younger, caught in the web of denial and repudiation, dancing and pretending to one another that there is nothing but camaraderie between them. Except back then, it had been fun— no. It had been easier to pretend than to face it. Stuck with what they know now, with how they’ve grown and what they’ve experienced, masquerading under this mask once more has become utterly exhausting. 

But it’s all that they know. Even when women of Fontaine come up to her, batting their eyelashes and giggling and looking so much like how Navia had acted with Clorinde, Navia can’t ever seem to find it in herself to think of it in any other way. 

Because saying, “I’m taken,” wouldn’t be super factually correct, but it’s correct in all the ways that matter. Her heart has always been taken up by this wonderful girl who seems to smile only with her and keeps her hand on the pommel of her sword when they walk together, and she’s been a fool for trying to deny it. 

But it’s all that they know. 

Because friendship is better than not having her at all. 

Because she knows what it’s like to lose Clorinde now to the fallacy of time. At least she thinks. At least she  wants to think. 

She’s taking a walk outside of the Court of Fontaine, just to clear her head from the hecticness of her week, when she sees Clorinde just down the curving path in front of her, staring at flowers in the distance. 

The last time they had seen each other, Clorinde was helping her write up her reports about the sting operation at the docks. The men that they had caught have been sent to jail, but no one’s been able to make them croak about their suppliers and their intentions. It’s a frustrating ordeal, but Clorinde had put a hand on her shoulder each time she had sighed or put her face in her hands. An anchor to her shore. 

Navia stands still, her parasol providing shade from over her shoulder. It’s a magnificently sunny day. It’s been needed, after days upon days of rain this past week. 

Clorinde continues to stare at the lumidouce bells, her arms crossed in front of her. There’s a small frown that turns down her lips. Her brow is knitted with tension. Or is it those rainbow roses that she’s looking out into in the distance? The romaritime flowers?

Navia thinks Clorinde looks beautiful under this sunlight. 

After taking one last look at her, sketching every detail of Clorinde’s face into her heart, Navia quickens her pace and finds her way to Clorinde. 

She pokes Clorinde’s side, and Clorinde startles. It’s an adorable expression, and Navia can’t help but giggle behind her hands.

“Hey, you,” she says, gentle and soft as it always had been. 

“Hi,” Clorinde says, awkward and cute as it always had. “I… didn’t realize you were here.”

Navia feels a small smile stretch onto her lips. She tilts her head at Clorinde and teases, “I thought you were supposed to be a great and powerful Marechaussee Hunter? What happened to all of your reflexes?”

“My reflexes are to pinpoint anything dangerous in the area,” Clorinde explains. “You don’t seem at all like a danger to me.”

That makes Navia chuckle. “Wonderful last words for someone who got blasted ten feet in the air from my gunbrella the other day.”

Clorinde grimaces, turning her head away from Navia. They’re walking together now, side by side, down this road. Where they’re going doesn’t matter. It never has, as long as they were doing it together. 

“I should ask you to help me with training against that again,” she says, as if it isn’t the sulkiest thing that Navia has heard in her life. “I should be prepared for the next time I run into something like your gunbrella.”

Navia snorts. “Okay. Sure. Anything for your training,” she just says, and she doesn’t point out that they were drunk at Clorinde’s house the other day, and Clorinde had simply boasted that she could stand her ground against Navia’s geo shots, and they hadn’t gotten into that kerfuffle due to any sort of training at all. She’ll let Clorinde believe whatever she would like to believe. 

“So does this mean that you think someone else out there has a gunbrella like me?” Navia muses. She almost reaches for Clorinde’s arm to hold, but she pulls away before her fingertips can touch. “I mean, on one hand, it’s nice to think that no one has my kind of wit. But then again, there  has to be someone out there with the thought of crossing an umbrella and a shotgun together for convenience, right?”

Clorinde hums in thought at her question. “Considering the vastness of Teyvat, it’s plausible,” she says mildly, then glances at Navia. “But I doubt there’s anyone out there who can make it look as natural as it does on you.”

“Aw, you think so?” Navia coos, and she spins her umbrella around and twirls a little for Clorinde. It makes Clorinde press her lips to keep from smiling too big, and Navia feels the flutters in her heart once more. 

Clorinde looks away, coughing into her fist. “Anyway, I thought you were meeting with the Maison Gardiennage today. What’s changed?”

Navia hums. It feels nice to know that Clorinde somehow always remembers what her schedule it’s like. But then again, so does she— she has Clorinde’s work schedule written in purple ink under hers on her calendar in the kitchen. 

“I met with them this morning,” Navia clarifies, and though Clorinde isn’t looking at her, she can tell from the way Clorinde is subtly nodding her head that she’s listening. “Didn’t take even half as long as we thought. They just asked us questions about what we were doing and what we saw, wrote it down, and then me and my men were free to go. They even said they’d come back for us if they needed any more help with the investigation.”

“Sounds like the Spina di Rosula is making friends in high places,” Clorinde comments with a small smile. It’s proud in nature, and it makes Navia puff out her chest. 

“Just a few more years and we’ll probably make it back to the golden ages from when my Papa and Maman were spearheading it,” Navia says, clasping her hands in excitement. 

Clorinde’s smile is fond as they continue down the dirt pathway. Her hands are still positioned behind her back, and Navia wishes more than anything that Clorinde could reach out to her and hold her hand. She knows, logically, that she could do that herself. But it’s the principle of the matter, she supposes. She’s allowed to have childish thoughts once in a while. 

“Under your guidance, I’m sure that you’ll reach it in no time,” Clorinde says, her voice full of confident conviction. “Maybe sooner, and most likely even greater than before. The Spina di Rosula thrives under your care, and it’s easy for anyone in Fontaine to see, Navia.”

Navia blinks. Her eyes go a little misty at the sincerity in Clorinde’s voice, but she doesn’t want to cry on some random Tuesday afternoon when it’s this sunny out today. She looks up at the clear sky briefly and fans at her face with a hand, and Clorinde gently laughs. 

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” Navia admits, a lot more shyly than she had intended. “You’re always there for me when I need you. I hope I’ve… been able to do the same for you.”

Clorinde’s face softens. “Always,” she says. 

When Clorinde’s eyes land on her, they seem to add,  More than you could ever know.  

It makes Navia smile, and she slides a little closer to Clorinde side to bring her hand into hers and lace their fingers together. Clorinde’s hand is cold in hers. She hopes that she could warm it up. 

“What were you doing out here anyway?” Navia asks curiously. 

“I could always ask you the same thing,” Clorinde retorts, making Navia roll her eyes good-naturedly.

“I like my afternoon strolls,” Navia says, a pointed look in Clorinde’s direction. “As you know.”

“Then the same can go for me,” Clorinde replies, a smile on her face like she had said something so smart to get under Navia’s skin. It works a little. 

“What, were you gonna go hunting out here to pass the time?” Navia presses.

Clorinde pauses. “Maybe,” she admits, and Navia grins at her proudly for being able to catch it. “You don’t have to join me. I know how much of a danger these grounds can be with your hair.”

That makes Navia press her foot lightly on Clorinde’s toes. “Wisecracker,” she grumbles under her breath, making Clorinde press her lips together in a bare attempt to keep from flashing her teeth in a grin. “I haven’t joined you on one of your hunts in a while. I’d love to go again. Unless I’m a bother?”

The slight hesitation at her last question makes Clorinde glance at her with a small frown. “Why would you be a bother?” Clorinde asks, as if the thought alone is unimaginable enough. 

“Don’t you need peace and quiet when you hunt?” Navia muses, twirling the handle of her parasol to have something to do with her hands. “I’m not quiet. And I think you’d describe being with me as anything  but peaceful, if I do say so myself.”

At that, Clorinde laughs. “That’s true, but I see no reason why a seasoned hunter such as myself would have any difficulty finding prey even with your… distractions,” Clorinde says, and Navia doesn’t know whether to be offended or not. “I see no reason why you can’t come along, if you wish.”

“Of course I want to,” Navia says in slight offense. Then she winces. “Just… make sure I don’t get blood on my hands, yeah? I still have to meet with the Spina later tonight, and I think anything on my hands right now will look a little too on the nose.”

That makes Clorinde laugh even more merrily. “I’ll handle the game,” she says, amused by the grimace on Navia’s face. “We might not even come home with anything tonight. I sometimes just like coming down here to track prey, and nothing more.”

“Well… what do you do once you find something?” Navia asks.

Shrugging, Clorinde says, “I leave it be. I only take what I need from the environment. The same logic applies to the Dueling Ring. Those who wish to be stubborn and fight against the law will be cut down, but those who wish to have a second chance are given the freedom to leave.”

“You really are something, huh?” Navia says teasingly, but it’s still somewhat sincere. It’s a little swoon-worthy to hear Clorinde talk about her ideals like this, even if sometimes Navia can’t see eye to eye with it. There’s just something about the confidence in how Clorinde walks and talks, the same confidence that she’s carried even when they were children and had grown into as the days passed, that makes Navia’s heart warm. 

“It’s the way the Marechaussee Hunters of the past have wished for Fontaine,” Clorinde continues, oblivious to Navia’s teasing. “I want to preserve their ideals as best as I can.”

“And you will,” Navia soothes. She has no doubt that Clorinde will. “If they could see you now, I think they would be so very proud.”

The smile that Clorinde throws her way is disarming. She hopes that her sentiment is something that Clorinde will carry with her for the rest of her life, even if Navia no longer walks these paths with her. 

Not that she could ever dream of it. Navia would be here, making sure that Clorinde knows that she’s the best Marechaussee Hunter that has ever lived, for as long as she can. She knows in her heart that Clorinde would do the same with her, in every venture she finds herself in. It’s just what friends do. It’s what Navia and Clorinde would always do for each other. 

She notices how Clorinde immediately grows quiet, and how her eyes begin to linger on the flowers that they pass. The rush of the water near them is eerily loud compared to the footsteps that they make. The territory that they enter is familiar and unfamiliar all at once, a stretch of nature that seems to devour them whole. She wonders what part of hunting captivates Clorinde so much. It’s not something that she will ever understand, but she knows it’s something that will always be part of Clorinde. 

“Is there something on your mind?” Navia asks quietly. 

It’s not often that she can read Clorinde as easily anymore. But this silence is tangible, and she knows what Clorinde is like when she’s upset or ruminating on things that she shouldn’t be. 

It’s funny how that works. How she knows Clorinde’s joy and her distress better than hers. 

But at least it works out, in that regard. When she can’t read herself, Clorinde can help her find the words. They’re incomplete without the other, and it makes her wonder, as she had for the last year, how they managed to survive without the other half standing next to them.

She watches Clorinde’s shoulders drop at that moment. She watches how Clorinde exhales hard, like she’s dispeling her energy for the first time all day. Clorinde’s mask falls, and it’s like she’s trusting Navia to catch her. 

Navia knows the answer now, at that moment. They survived because they endured under their quiet promise, a promise to find each other again.

What’s three years compared to a lifetime together?

What’s a lifetime compared to having their souls intertwined in the strange sands of time?

“I’ve just been…” Clorinde tries to reach for the words, “out of it, I suppose.”

“Out of it?” Navia echoes. Her brow knits together as she thinks hard about that. She knows that Clorinde’s been a little more standoffish recently, but so has she. 

“Is it something to do with… us?” she asks, almost timidly. She’s not afraid of the answer; she’s afraid of the consequences.

Clorinde seems to consider it for a moment, then she shakes her head. Navia exhales a subtle breath through her nose. “Being with you is nice,” Clorinde assures her. “I’m happy to be with you, in any way that you want me to be.”

 In any way you want me to be.  Navia opens her mouth to ask, to dare—

But Clorinde continues, “I’ve just had some regrets to mull over these past few days.”

Navia closes her mouth. She swallows hard, and she asks Clorinde, “What regrets?”

“How I’ve treated you,” Clorinde is quick to say. “What I’ve done to you. How I’ve let you suffer under my own actions.”

It’s like an arrow to Navia’s heart, and it doesn’t strike the same way when Clorinde smiles at her in the morning, or when Clorinde whispers her praises in her ear whenever they train together. It strikes like a viper, poison to her veins. 

“I thought we’ve been over that?” Navia whispers, and she hates how it shakes. How long are they going to dance around one another like this? It’s torture, and it makes her entire body ache. “I’ve told you already, I  forgive you, Clorinde, you never meant—”

“Not that,” Clorinde says. She looks at everything but Navia. She’s looking at the flowers, and she’s looking up close to the sun. “Before that. Before we…”

“What, before we went to that bar a few nights ago and got you swaying on your feet?” she jests weakly. She wants this thick barrier between them to fall away before it makes her unable to breathe. There’s no easier way to do that to get Clorinde to laugh.

She sees crow’s feet at the corners of Clorinde’s eyes as she smiles, albeit strained, a testament to their age. How it wrinkles and accentuates the smile in her eyes, and how it graces thupward turn of her lips. 

She thinks that Clorinde looks beautiful. 

She’s growing more beautiful by the day. 

Clorinde swallows, and she stops. It’s the first time they stopped walking together all afternoon. Navia stops with her, turns to face her, and just stares. Clorinde mirrors her. They’ve always been that way, mirrors that seem to look past one another than into each other.

 “Navia,”  Clorinde says delicately, and her name on her tongue is spoken so utterly sweet, in such high regard, that Navia almost wants to weep. 

“What are we doing?” Clorinde asks. 

Navia’s lips part. No words come out. 

When she tries again, she finds herself saying, “Hunting, I thought?”

The jest is weak, and Clorinde only gives her a tight-lipped smile that strains and never reaches her eyes in return. 

“You tried to kiss me during that ball,” Clorinde whispers, and Navia’s heart freezes in her chest and ceases to beat. “You did the same all those years ago, at that winery. And then you kept— kept treating me like you wanted me to do something about it, but you’d never say a word. And  yes—  I will admit I haven’t been the most transparent with you, but I will stand here and do that now and tell you that I was scared. And I will push through all of my fears for the rest of my life if it means being truthful to you. I  promise.”  

Clorinde takes a deep breath. “But you’ve never been one to be frightened by that sort of thing. Never. So why would you do that?”

She was wrong to assume that Clorinde would never speak of it. It’s always been Clorinde’s way of doing things— pretending that problems don’t exist and so long as they don’t become so bothersome, she will do nothing in the face of it, even if her hand rests on the grip of her pistol. Her aloofness had always been part of her, and Navia had thought— had  counted for it. 

She wonders why she’d been emulating Clorinde’s tactic instead. Is it fear? 

Terror, perhaps, at losing the only thing that manages to tether her to this world? 

An actress of her own design, convincing not only Clorinde, but also herself, that she’d never be so scared to lose when it’s all that she ever thinks about. 

Navia looks down at her feet guiltily. She gnaws at her bottom lip, and Clorinde only stares at her. Her stare is not impatient, even between the cutting wind that blows the leaves around them.

“I don’t know,” Navia admits. 

“Yes, you do,” Clorinde says. It’s firm. Not unkind, but firm. 

Clorinde knows her better than herself sometimes. It’s something that Navia had forgotten up until this point. It would be unfair to be able to look into Clorinde’s heart and not have Clorinde do the same with hers. 

“I…” Navia closes her eyes briefly, then opens them when she faces the outstretch of the mountains. She knows that she would be an idiot to deny it now. The maws of her feelings are standing right in front of her, daring her to run or walk right into it.

“I love you, Clorinde,” Navia says softly, an admission long, long overdue. “I’ve loved you for—  gods,  for so long. I didn’t realize it until we were already past childhood, but if you— if you only  knew how you’ve made me feel even back then. And I’m sorry. I’m sorry I made you think I didn’t.”

She’s been an idiot to neglect how important Clorinde had been to her, even back then. Dancing with her, being held so close to her in the way that they never had been close before, it had only sparked that part of her heart, flaming away and revealing only things that have been there all along. 

“I love you so much that I don’t think I’ve ever known what it’s like not to love you,” she admits. 

Navia has more to say. Archons, of course she does. She has a lifetime of things to say to Clorinde, years upon decades of them, but she can’t. 

Not when Clorinde is looking at her like that. 

Not when Clorinde has her lips parted, her eyes so wide so unperceivable but so  full of something that leaves Navia utterly breathless. They stand with a gap between them, but it has never felt so small until this moment. 

And Clorinde continues to stare at her, so openly like she’s never been able to do it before.

Navia can’t help it. She laughs under her breath. “What’s wrong?” she asks, half-amused and just as half-concerned, because Clorinde’s eyes feel nothing more than a gentle caress against her face. 

“I could have had you?” Clorinde asks, astonished. 

Navia’s smile softens to a gentle frown. She tilts her head to the side, as a silent question. 

“I could have had you,” Clorinde says again, her voice wavering and thick with emotion. “Navia, I could have  had you—  all those years ago?”

 You have me,  Navia wants to say to her.  You have always had me. 


 You are, have always been, will always be, a part of me. 


And it forms, just above the laugh that she manages to bubble out of her throat. The whisper of it is on the tip of her tongue, ready to affirm everything that Clorinde had ever thought and wanted. She would give this girl the world. She would give Clorinde a lifetime of love for eternity if need be. 

But time has never been her friend, nor Clorinde’s. 

It’s always been a bully in their lives, a god that always comes down to cut between them when things are too good.

The vulnerable look in Clorinde’s eyes hardens in half a second. 

There is a question on Navia’s tongue, but the worry sticks to the roof of her mouth when Clorinde pulls out her pistol, her eyes nothing but a shadow of herself, and points it right into Navia’s chest. 

Navia feels as if time slows around her. Hadn’t she dreamt this?

Had she been dreaming this whole time? Like a flash of the light and the life that she had led before death? 

But then Clorinde tilts the barrel of her pistol up, just enough to miss Navia’s shoulder by a mere hair, and shoots. 

Clorinde is looking off into the trees, staring at something hard. 

There’s a grunt that comes from the bushes, and Navia grabs Clorinde’s shoulder and tugs just as Clorinde storms past her with eyes so blatantly hollow.

 “Wait!”  she cries, and naturally, Clorinde follows. 

Navia’s fingernails dig painfully into Clorinde’s forearm. Neither of them seem to mind. It grounds them both, even as the wind seems to still. 

A tense silence passes through like a leaf blown by a breeze. 

And then a man emerges from the trees, his arms up in the air. His shoulder is bleeding, and he seems to grimace at the pain that it causes. 

Navia recognizes him— he’s the same man who had tried to mug her for her necklace, and upon closer inspection, the same person that she swore she saw at the masquerade ball. 

The puzzle pieces begin to fall into place like a game orchestrated by a script: a man had simply tried to scare her away for looking into his job, and vindictive by the sleight of her hand at the things she found at a front for his business, here he lies now. There is a knife on the front of his boot, and he kicks it away as some sort of peace offering.

Navia’s grip tightens around her umbrella. Clorinde still has her pistol pointed at him. 

Every game needed its dénouement. It seems to be this for them.

“I don’t want any trouble,” he says, smooth as it had been in that alley. “You got me here.”

“You were going to  kill her,” Clorinde snarls. Navia had never seen her so angered before— not even when she had garnered the time to watch some of Clorinde’s duels, not when some of her opponents had tried their best to poke at her side and get her angry. 

“The knife was a warning,” the man says calmly. “My name is Brandt. Let’s talk this out.”

Navia doesn’t like how he’s looking at them. Everything about him screams feral— it reeks of the smell of someone who no longer has anything to lose. She knows nothing about this man besides the fact that he’d once pointed a gun at her, but she knows just from looking at him that he carries nothing but greed. 

“Clorinde,” Navia says, her eyes still on Brandt. The name is familiar. She swears she’s heard in the news before, perhaps about a robbery or a murder, or both. “Put the gun down. He can’t do anything to us.”

Clorinde, who had been so easily swayed by anything Navia has and will ever say to her, does not move. 

“Listen to your friend, hmm?” Brandt says quietly, nudging his head to Navia. “I know who you are. The Undefeated Champion Duelist of Fontaine— you know the law. You can’t kill me here.”

“Seconds away from throwing a knife at a civilian is grounds for death, if I see it fit,” Clorinde answers,  ice in her words. “I could shoot you dead right here and there will be no qualms in the eyes of the law. You will be missed by no one.”

Navia has never seen this side of her. It makes something freeze in her veins, like staring into the eyes of a wolf in the darkness of the woods. 

Brandt only chuckles. “Then make my death a good one,” he says levelly, his arms still raised up in front of his chest in complete surrender. “You want to know where I hide my supply, don’t you? The very same thing that the Spina has been chasing around this past year like a headless chicken?”

Though they both know that it’s merely bait meant to drop their guards, Navia hesitates. “What do you want in return for it?” Navia asks, her voice steeled with resolve. 

She thinks that he’ll ask for money, immunity in court for a reduced sentence, or protection against something that’s haunting him from the past. It’s what they all ask. 

Instead, Brandt says, “Nothing. I just want to make things right.”

The candor in his voice, offset by the crazy look in his eyes, confuses Navia. It confuses her just as much as it seems to puzzle Clorinde, and they risk a quick look at one another. 

“I’ve caused a lot of pain to people in my life,” he begins, mournful down to his frown and his eyebrows pull together. “I’ve done nothing but steal and connive the downfall of others, hidden myself when things got rough, and now I’m doing it all over again. I’ll allow whatever punishment the Court of Fontaine sees fit, but not before I extend my apologies to you both first.”

Brant bows down low to the ground, enough for them to see the top of his balding head. Clorinde still has her gun pointed at him. Navia doesn’t know what to think of the whole ordeal. 

There’s something that churns in her stomach. Something is amiss here, and she can’t understand what it is. It’s just a feeling— the same kind of feeling that she gets when she plays with Clorinde and sees the little twinkle in her eyes when they step into a new setting, or when she’d read a report out loud to Silver and Melus and watch them glance at each other. 

“To tell you the truth,” Navia says slowly, her grip loosening only slightly on her umbrella handle, “I don’t know if that’s something we can believe.”

“You don’t have to believe me,” Brandt says, still dreadfully melancholic. His eyes are still parallel to the floor, his bow of apology still deep and frozen in place. “I am at your mercy— to both of you. There is nothing but deep regret in my heart.”

Clorinde is silent. Navia doubts that there’s anything she would like to say at this point. Navia doesn’t think she has anything to say either. 

“Don’t you know what it’s like?” Brandt continues in the face of their reticence. “To hurt a loved one? To hurt someone who’s put all their trust in you, their love and care? Hasn’t that  radicalized you?”

Oh, of course it has, Navia thinks. But it’s the only similarity that they share. 

This man that stands in front of her with an imitation of a bow reeks of nothing more than wrath and rancor. He, too, is ensnared between the webs of time; he makes the same decision each and every time it’s presented to him, under the impression that it will change without his disruption. 

It’s the same mistake Navia had made for nearly the last twenty years, even if their intentions aren’t the same.

It’s an odd epiphany to have in the same moment she sees the glint of silver in the arm that he hides with his bow. 

It’s that half second of hesitation that Brandt uses to gain an advantage. 

Her first instinct is to shout; the second is to try and use her vision to protect Clorinde. 

Neither a shout nor a shield comes to grace them. Instead, Clorinde takes only half a step in front of her, then shoots. The crackle of her pistol is so loud that Navia flinches. 

It hits its mark on the man’s forehead. 

The way Brandt crumbles to the ground on his knees, and then backwards like a folded chair with the force of the shot, is almost sickening. It’s made even worse by the slow motion that her brain plays back to her: how Brandt falls, how his pistol slips out of his limp hand, how she realizes that Brandt had been only half a second away from firing his shot into Navia’s heart— how Clorinde’s split second decision to protect her first has consequences, as everything in these decisions do. 

Clorinde’s exhale is sharp. 

Navia blinks. 

She turns her head, just in time to see Clorinde clutching her collarbone, close to her chest. 

And then Clorinde falls, and Navia is there to catch her. 

“Oh,” Navia breathes out, and she’s not sure Clorinde had heard it. Clorinde’s fingertips are turning so pale they’re nearly white, veins on her chest a stark black against her pale skin, and Navia doesn’t know which of them shudders first. 

Brandt must have laced a bullet with his drug. 

 “Oh,”  she says again, and she’s choking on nothing but air. 

She’s holding Clorinde in her lap now. Clorinde is looking up at her, as if confused. Red stains the dress shirt that she wears, turning the buttons into a murky kind of color and drowning them in crimson. When Clorinde’s mouth moves, nothing comes out. Her mouth is red. 

Navia can’t breathe. 

She knows she’s panicking. She knows this feeling well. She knows it from the last duel her loved ones had been in. Though Clorinde had come out the victor last, this is how Clorinde finds her defeat. 

Navia doesn’t know what else to do. Unlike when Callas had bled, she could touch this blood— she could touch Clorinde’s face and feel how awfully like paper her skin feels. Is this how people on the brink of death feel, or is Brandt’s last act of vengeance to take away the dignity of a peaceful death away from them too?

With shaking hands, Navia rips a piece of her dress off. She presses it to Clorinde’s chest, staunching the blood in the only way she knows how. She makes Clorinde’s nearly limp hands hold onto the cloth. She helps her press it close. 

Clorinde inhales, sharp and watery. 

“Sorry,” she manages to breathe out, merely a weak exhale. 

Her mouth is so red, so rich against the black that surrounds her neck in string-like patterns. 

Navia cups her hand on her cheek. Her hand is red. All she sees is a sea of red, sees how Clorinde’s chest heaves up and down like a fish who can’t breathe on land. Every breath that Navia takes is staggered and wrong.

There are tears in her eyes that blur her vision. She blinks rapidly, angry at herself for it. 

She can’t breathe. 

Today, she may lose the only person that she cares about. Today, she could lose everything. 

Navia chokes back a sob. 

“Sorry,” Clorinde says again, weaker than the last. Her mouth is still stained red. Her eyes, usually so sharp, now seem as if they’re looking through her. 

She can’t breathe. 

She’s trying to keep her hands against Clorinde’s chest to keep her from bleeding, but all she sees is red on her trembling hands.

“I love you,” Navia says, shaky and gaspy.  “Please.  I love you,  I love you,  I can’t—”

Clorinde puts her hand to Navia’s cheek, a slow but deliberate move. It’s cold, and an effort that only makes Navia’s chest constrict further. 

 “Sorry,”  Clorinde chokes out again, her whisper barely above the sound of a rattled breath. Clorinde must know by now that she’s broken their promise. Navia doesn’t care about that. 

“Oh,  mon coeur,”  Navia whispers softly. A rotten, horrible sob breaks through her chest. Her knuckles brush over Clorinde’s cheekbone, tucking a strand out of her face. “Don’t do this to me.  Please. Please, baby.”

Navia wishes that she could hold her and tell her that it’s okay, that she doesn’t care if Clorinde is breaking it, she just wants Clorinde  here.  

Distantly, she can hear the sounds of people around them, clamoring and too, too loud. She doesn’t remember calling for help. She doesn’t remember much except the feeling of cold skin under her hand, how Clorinde trembles in her lap and reaches for her touch. Perhaps other travelers have been walking along these roads, encouraged by the radiant, cloudless day. 

It’s so sunny today. How often had it rained the past week, only for the clouds to part and let the sun beam down on them like a gentle caress on the cheeks. How odd it is to be so infatuated with the idea of pathetic fallacy, only to be given indifference in return. 

What an odd thing, to love what time can touch. 

Time moves forward, and it cares not for how they spend it. 

 


 

Time moves forward, and it cares not for how they spend it. 

Clorinde wakes before the break of dawn. Her master had nudged her awake, not harshly but not delicately either, commanding her to rise and get dressed. 

Clorinde, still groggy from sleep, rubs at her eyes. It’s much too early for a nine-year-old to be awake at this time, especially when she had been made to slice at the trunk of a tree until the moon hid behind the clouds. But such is the way of her life, so Clorinde feels no need to complain.

Master Petronilla ushers her to the basement of their house, a place where she had been forbidden to look for all of her days.

Petronilla has her back turned to her. She’s looking through a cabinet, one full of swords and pistols that seem much too daunting for a child to hold. Still, Clorinde stands tall, her hands folded behind her back with her chin held high. She lets her eyes wander to the sides, where the walls are covered in scrawny writing and pictures of people that she has never seen before. She wonders if she’ll ever meet these people, and under what circumstances. 

Finally, Petronilla turns back to her. She’s holding a sword in her hands. 

She passes it to Clorinde, who holds it out in front of her like it could cut her at any moment. She’s no stranger to weapons. 

She’s just a stranger to the size of this particular one. A stranger to how it seems to thrum with energy, a rapier that glows with a presence behind herself. 

Petronilla tells her the same thing she’s been told the first time she had held a sword: how a duel is a ritual, not a spectacle. 

“There is meaning in the lives you may take,” Petronilla warns. “The judgment that you pass from person to person should not be taken lightly. You are the extension of this sword— and thus, the extension of what you believe in.” 

Clorinde just nods shortly. She feels sleep overcoming her again, but she tries her best to keep herself standing. 

“Yes, Master,” she says solemnly.

Petronilla peers down at her. Even as Clorinde grows day by day, she can’t ever seem to pass how tall and mighty her master seems to carry herself with every step she takes. It’s like staring into the eyes of a predator; one second can be the difference between being struck between the eyes or being disregarded as insignificant. 

“The girl you just met. I’ve seen you playing with her more than a handful of times this week,” Petronilla starts, slow and steady. It makes Clorinde’s shoulders square with tension. “There is nothing wrong with… playing, especially with kids your age. I certainly hold no authority in taking such a thing away from you.”

“Master?” Clorinde says weakly. 

Petronilla closes her eyes. She seems to be contemplating something. 

Without opening her eyes, she says, “Remember, Clorinde, that everything you do carries weight. Even the dullest blades can cut deep.”

Petronilla sends her to sleep again. She will be woken again in about an hour, but Clorinde is grateful for the recharge. 

For the greater portion of the year, Clorinde is pushed further than she had been before. Her hands are so numb to the feeling that they no longer sting when she washes them in the river. Every part of her aches, and she wakes with sores in places that she hadn’t even meant to train. 

Her only solace are the few precious pockets in time she gets to steal with her new friend. 

She tries to catch up with Navia as much as she can, even as Petronilla demands more and more from her with every new training session, learning how to become better than she had been yesterday. She feels stronger every day, even in her feeble, young body. 

Still, guilt is always lodged in her throat. 

She knows that she isn’t spending as much time as she should be with Navia, but Navia never seems to mind; at least, her smile never wavers when they manage to find time to spend together. 

And then one week, Petronilla coops her indoors. For almost eight days, Master Petronilla works her to her bone, morning to midnight, until Clorinde can’t seem to want to do anything but collapse in bed the moment she’s released from her duties. 

Clorinde never minds the training. She knows her master is only doing this for her own good. She holds no spite or grudges against her master, and she knows that one day, after all of this is finished, she will even thank her. 

She just misses Navia. 

On the night of the eighth date, Master Petronilla nods her head at her form. 

“You can go,” she says.

Clorinde stands still. She only looks at her master with her eyes. “I can go?” she echoes, the words foreign in her mouth. She’s still breathing a little heavy from showing her master what she’s learned. 

Petronilla nods her head, her arms still folded over her chest. There’s a twinkle in her eyes, one that reminds Clorinde almost of Navia. It’s amusement, she realizes. 

“You can go,” Petronilla says again, more firmly. 

Clorinde falls into a relaxed posture. She stares at her master for a second longer, before she realizes that there’s nothing but sincerity in her eyes. 

With the adrenaline still pumping through her body, Clorinde rushes forward and wraps her arms around Petronilla’s waist in a tight but quick hug. She feels Petronilla tense under her touch, but she recovers fast enough to pat Clorinde on top of her head. 

Chuckling, Petronilla just says, “If you run now, I’m sure you’ll catch her before her bedtime.” 

Clorinde nods her head. It’s two quick bobs of her chin, up and down.

She haphazardly tosses the sword to her bed and rushes out the door, the wind in her face. It’s raining, not enough for it to pour all over her face, but enough that her shoulders are wet when she reaches Mont Automnequi. 

There, under the shade of a tree and the log that they frequent, Navia is twirling her umbrella while she looks off into the distance. She hasn’t spotted Clorinde yet.

Clorinde walks closer to her, breathing hard, and the snap of a twig under her foot makes Navia turn her head. She’s a better experienced hunter than that— the twig is a deliberate choice to keep from frightening Navia too much.

Navia runs to her, a big grin stretching across her big cheeks, and she tackles Clorinde into a hug. 

Clorinde wraps her arms around her, bending her knees to lock them in place. She’s grateful that Master Petronilla had taught her how to carry those big sacks of flour around without falling over. She wouldn’t have wanted to tumble now and potentially hurt Navia. 

Navia pulls away from Clorinde, wiping stray tears away from her face. She’s sniffling too, loud enough that Clorinde can hear its distinct sound over the rain. 

It alarms her. “Are you okay?” Clorinde asks, a deep frown on her face. 

“I just missed you,” Navia says, her voice watery with emotion.

That confuses Clorinde even deeper. “So… why are you crying?”

“Because you’re my best friend and  I missed you,  stupid!” Navia exclaims, so loud that Clorinde nearly flinches and her heart most certainly flips. Navia takes her by the shoulders and shakes her, then drags her back towards the tree to keep them from getting soaked. Her umbrella has been left behind near the tree trunk, flipped over in her rush to hug Clorinde.

They sit on the log together, pinkies laced. The log is uncomfortably wet from the rain, but neither of them seem to care nor mind. They are nine and ten years old— there are worse things to children like them, like being called for dinner even though they were deep into a roleplaying game. 

Clorinde feels Navia squeeze their pinkies. She squeezes back. 

They’re looking above, where the rain seems to fall from. She wonders where it comes from. She knows that Navia had proudly said that it comes from the hydro dragon, and though Clorinde had nodded to her explanation, she can’t find it in herself to believe it. There must be another reason. There’s no reason for the hydro dragon to cry right now. Everything seems so right in the world. 

“What’d Master Petronilla teach you this time?” Navia asks, and there’s no judgment in the way she says it. “It must be really hard if it’s been taking you all week to do it!”

Clorinde just smiles at her friend. She takes a brief glance at Navia, whose eyes are still glued to the rainy moon above, and her heart flutters again. She really needs to learn how to keep that in control next. She wonders if Master Petronilla has a training regimen for that. 

“Just some sword forms,” she explains, her soft words almost lost to the pitter-patter of the rain. Navia scooches closer to her to hear her better. Clorinde has to pretend it doesn’t warm the world around her. “She also taught me how to shoot at something fifty feet away from me. Did you know that everyone has a dominant eye?”

“Really?” Navia looks invested and surprised. “How do I know which one’s my dominant eye?”

“Like this.” Clorinde stretches out her arms as far as she can, then makes a diamond shape in front of her. Navia mimics her. “Then you focus on something in the distance, like a leaf, with both of your eyes still open, then you close one eye and test it out. If it’s still focused on the object, that’s your dominant eye.”

Navia sticks out her tongue and tries to sweep her arms around to find something to focus on. “It’s too rainy to see anything clearly,” she complains. 

Clorinde laughs and says, “I think you’ll have to try again tomorrow.”

“Nuh-uh. I wanna know  now,”  Navia declares. She keeps sweeping her arms, heavily focused on finding a target. 

Then she moves away from Clorinde. It confuses her momentarily, until Navia swings her arms around until her diamond-shaped hands are focused on Clorinde’s face. Then Navia brightens with a smile, focuses on her, then closes an eye. 

“I’m right-eye dominant!” she exclaims, like it’s the most exciting thing that she’s learned today. “What about you?”

“Left eye,” Clorinde says. She can’t keep from smiling. “That means we would be good on a hunt together.”

“Really?” Navia leans in towards her out of curiosity. “Why’s that?”

“Because we can cover each other’s blind spots,” Clorinde says matter-of-factly. Navia beams at her like Clorinde had just told her she was the prettiest girl in the world.

It’s the same way Navia just instinctively cuts to the right when Clorinde cuts with her left. They are harmonious in that matter, and she wonders what Master Petronilla would think about that. She wonders if Master Petronilla would like to teach Navia, too.

“Oh! I almost forgot!” Navia says, taking Clorinde’s hands in hers. “I was going to tell you the day-of but I honestly don’t think I would have held myself together for that long,” she admits. 

Clorinde exhales with a laugh. “What is it?” she asks, and she finds that Navia’s excitement is contagious. 

“There’s a traveling magic show in the city next weekend,” Navia says, words coming out of her mouth at the velocity of bullets. “I had to save up all my money for it and ask Papa everyday to chaperone us but I got the tickets this morning!”

Clorinde laughs, fond and happy, at that. “I don’t know what to say,” she admits, warmth across her cheeks. She doesn’t know if the heat across her face strikes her as embarrassment or joy. Maybe both. 

“A ‘thank you’ would be nice,” Navia says with a huff, but she’s still smiling at her. 

“Thank you,” Clorinde says sincerely. “I’ll repay as soon as I can.”

Navia, already used to her antics, just slaps the top of her hand. “It’s a  gift,  you goof,” she replies with a giggle. “Plus, your tenth birthday is coming up soon. You can consider it an early birthday gift.”

Clorinde blinks. Ah, that’s right. She hadn’t remembered her own birthday, but Navia had. Her chest seems to glow at the realization. It’s a strange feeling. 

“I can’t wait to spend it with you,” Navia says again, shyly this time. Her eyes are still held in Clorinde’s, and neither of them look away. “And then your eleventh, and your twelfth, and your thirteenth, and fourteenth, and fifteenth, and ooh! Your eighteenth  has to be special.”

“Why?” Clorinde asks, genuinely confused. 

“Because we both become adults by then,” Navia says patiently. Her smile is sly. “We could ask Papa to pick out the wine for us on your eighteenth birthday! And we can make those cocktails that we always see people drink, and see what it’s like to get drunk—”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Clorinde butts in with a shudder. “Master Petronilla says that getting drunk is like getting poisoned. And you just throw up everywhere for a whole night.”

Navia shrugs. “We can just try it out one time. It only takes, like, one glass of wine to get drunk anyway, so it’ll be easy.”

“I don’t know…” Clorinde says hesitantly. 

 “Please, Clorinde? For me?” Navia says with a pout on her lips, and Clorinde’s resolve breaks like paper soaked in water. 

“Alright,” she concedes, and Navia’s smile is all worth it. It always is. 

Then Navia begins to blabber through the rest of the night. She’s blabbering about how much she can’t wait to grow up with Clorinde, and how they’d visit each other every day at work to drop off food (in her case, as Navia acts out a shudder in thinking about Clorinde’s food, and Clorinde has to punch her shoulder) or to give some gossip that they’ve learned from the streets. She says that her father would force Clorinde to come over for dinner at least once in a while with them, and Clorinde just hums and says that she wouldn’t miss it for the world. Navia is smiling the whole time as her mouth runs faster than her thoughts, her thoughts full of the wonder and joy that holds for them in the future. 

She’s so self-assured, Clorinde finds. Navia never seems to doubt for a moment that there will be a time they’ll split apart, that there will be a future where Clorinde is without Navia, or Navia without Clorinde. It’s like she thinks their path is set in stone, that while they don’t know where they’re heading, at least they’re doing it hand in hand, intertwined and never letting go.

Clorinde can’t help but watch her, even if Navia’s eyes are glued to the beautiful stars above them. The rain is not easing. The pitter-patter around them sounds like a lullaby. 

Clorinde yawns and rests her head on Navia’s shoulder. 

Navia laughs. “How are you doing, sleepy head?” she teases. 

Clorinde grumbles under her breath, and Navia giggles even more. “I’m j’tired from training all day,” she murmurs. Her eyes are beginning to wrestle shut. 

In truth, Navia’s voice is making her want to sleep. It’s calming, and soothing, and she can’t help but imagine Navia holding her in her bed, humming and talking and saying whatever she would like, as long as it would put Clorinde to rest. 

She would do anything to lay in Navia’s lap and sleep forever. 

“Do you want me to stop talking?” Navia asks her. It’s a genuine question. 

Clorinde just shakes her head. “Keep talking,” she says quietly. “I like your voice.” It seems like a sleepy Clorinde is a Clorinde without a filter, but Navia doesn’t seem bothered at all by it. 

Navia continues to babble on, their pinkies hooked together between them. 

Clorinde hums and listens, feeling a gentle smile resting on her face. She understands what her master had meant, now.

Her duty is to Navia. Yesterday, now, and tomorrow, and for as long as she’s alive— it will always be to Navia. 

 


 

Navia wakes alone in her bed, right before the break of dawn. There is no one next to her to nudge her awake, not even the Spina members who all seem to be fast asleep.

She rubs the sleep out of her eyes and rips the blankets off of her body, even if her mind begs her to curl up and continue to hug her pillow to squeeze out some more rest. She knows she can’t. There are too many things to get done today, and she has a duty. 

But such is the way of her life, so Navia feels no need to complain.

She makes coffee for herself over the stove. She stretches and washes her face while she waits for her tea kettle to boil. She brushes her teeth, spits out the remnants, and smiles toothily at herself in the mirror. Navia almost looks like herself. 

Her morning ritual continues: she finds some leftover ham in the fridge to eat for a quick breakfast, finds some bread, slathers it in jam, packs it up to eat as an afternoon snack, gets dressed, evens out her hat on her head, and walks out the door. 

She walks through the Court of Fontaine with a warm smile on her face. It’s a divergence from their cloudy day, a threat of rain hanging over the Fontanians, but they’ve faced harder rain before, Navia reminds them all. She smiles in the face of the oncoming storm, and it’s infectious to those around her. 

Aurele, now more grown than the last time she’d seen him, puffs out her chest at Navia when Navia coos about how tall he’s gotten. His younger brother, Verut, points next to him. 

Laughing, Navia bends down to ruffle his hair. Her open umbrella hangs over her shoulder. “You’ll get there someday. Maybe you’ll even be taller than your older brother,” Navia teases. 

Aurele finds offense to that. “I’m older than him!” he argues, his chest still puffed out. “That means I’ll always be taller and bigger.”

“Maybe,” Navia says, pretending to think hard by tilting her head to the side and tapping right under her mouth. “That’s not always the case, though. You know, boys, when my younger friend and I were  really little, I was taller than her— she’d have to look up at me to even meet my eyes!”

The boys seem highly invested in her story. “Then what happened?” Aurele asks, excited and nervous.

Navia grins at their enthusiasm. “Then, when we were around fourteen, she ate all of her vegetables on her plate, and she shot up just like that!” She exaggerates by extending her arm over her head. “She was practically a whole melon head taller than me.”

“Whoa!” Verut cries, his eyes sparkling with newfound hope. “She got tall just from eating her vegetables?”

Aurele has his arms crossed in front of him, pouting. “She probably did more than that, Verut,” he says snidely, still looking at the ground and kicking an imaginary pebble. 

Navia laughs. “She sure did. She stretched every morning, went to bed early,  and ate all her veggies.”

Verut nods his head sagely to her list, as if trying to memorize it. Aurele looks away pointedly. 

“What happened after that?” Verut asks. 

“Well, what do you mean?” Navia says with a tilt of her head. 

“You said she got taller when you two were fourteen, but you two are probably, like, a hundred and fifteen now,” Verut says seriously. Navia has to press her lips together to keep from laughing. “Is she still taller than you?”

Navia puts a finger between her lips. She winks at Verut then rubs his hair. “That’s a secret I’ll share when you manage to eat all of your veggies the next time I see you,” she says mysteriously. “You too, Aurele. You don’t want your younger brother catching up with you, do you?”

Verut nods again, very seriously. Aurele is eyeing his brother with suspicion, though he nods as well.

Navia bids the two adieu, and continues running down the list of things to do for her day.

A chestnut hunting hound runs up to her, his tail wagging and his eyes so innocent and full of joy. It makes Navia squeal, and she kneels with one leg to scratch him all over his neck. The dog whines, pressing closer into her with delight. 

Laughing and squishing the hound’s face, she asks him, “What are you doing out here all by yourself, handsome?”

The hound barks in her face then wags his tail. 

“Are you lost?” she tries again, and he barks twice in quick succession. “Do you want me to help you find your owner?” He barks again, twice. 

She giggles then nuzzles his nose with hers. Rising from her kneel, she makes kissy noises with her lips to get the hound to follow her. 

She walks around the Court of Fontaine, approaching anyone close to her to ask if they know anyone who has a lost dog. Everyone either quickly shakes their head or pets the dog in question and turns away eventually, but Navia is determined. This dog is much too friendly for his own good, and she would be damned if he has to spend the night sleeping on the streets alone with an empty stomach and no roof over his head! 

After an hour and a half of frying her voice from asking, “Hey there, do you happen to know anyone who might have lost a dog?” Navia manages to be pointed in the direction of a jewelry store. 

She knocks on the door, and a frazzled young woman comes out with bloodshot eyes. Before Navia could open her mouth, the young woman shouts, and the handsome young hound that Navia had been holding onto suddenly rushes forward to run into his owner’s arms. 

The two share a loving reunion, with licks all over the sobbing woman’s face, and the woman holds Navia’s hand and thanks her over and over again.

Navia just waves off her gratitude. “I’m the President of the Spina di Rosula,” she says confidently. “It’s my job to help the citizens of Fontaine. Here, take my business card. If you ever need anything else, or you need someone to babysit your dog for the day, you know where to find me.”

There is, after all, nothing more rewarding than being able to reunite two old friends. 

The woman nods her head over and over again as she sniffles, and Navia grins as she walks away with one last wave. 

There’s a middle-aged couple in the middle of the streets. They seem oblivious to the stares that they’re getting just by standing there, deep in conversation between each other and pointing at the map between their hands. It’s all the confirmation that Navia needs to know that they’re tourists or newcomers to Fontaine, and who is better to help them out than a lifelong resident such as herself?

 “Yoohoo!” she calls, quickening her pace to walk over to them. The couple look up, startled, but they seem to relax when they find her big smile. “Do you guys need any help?”

The husband exhales with relief. “As a matter of fact, we do. Thank you.”

“Where’s a lovely couple like you two headed?” she asks, peering down at the map of Fontaine in their hands. It’s not like she needs to look, anyway. 

“The Opera Epiclese,” the wife says shyly. “We have a play to catch in an hour, but we can’t figure out which aquabus to get there. We don’t even know how this aquabus works.”

“I see, I see,” Navia says, nodding her head as she listens to their worries. She rubs her chin. “The quickest way to get to the Opera Epiclese is the Navia Line, right here. You just have to take a left, find this boutique, and take another right. Another aquabus will leave in the next fifteen minutes, which should be perfect. You won’t have to pay a single mora to use it— you just have to get in!”

Navia has to press her lips together to keep from laughing. She remembers a conversation with Clorinde, when they were nineteen, and had wanted to catch a late night comedy show. 

 “We’re going to be late for the Navia Line!”  Clorinde had said to her, frazzled when she finally looked at the clock. They were caught up playing their TTRPG at Clorinde’s house that night. 

 “Oh, it’s fine,”  and Navia had said in return, waving her hand dismissively.  “The Navia Line is a fast ride.” 

Watching Clorinde cough out her tea is still one of her favorite memories to this day. 

The couple in front of her don’t question why she seems to be on the verge of laughter. Instead, the wife folds up the map and the husband takes her hand in both of his and shakes it a bunch of times.

Navia waves at them as they leave. She whistles as she continues down the road. 

There’s an old man eating by himself at the Café Lutece. He has a plate of ile flottante in front of him. Even Arouet is looking over at him with slight guilt, even as he continues to wipe down his coffee machines at his station. 

Arouet spots Navia walking by, and he makes a  psst sound at her. When Navia stands still to look at him inquisitively, he looks back and forth between her and the old man. 

Navia smiles and nods at Arouet, flashing him a thumbs up.  I got this,  she mouths, and Arouet smiles back and gives her his own thumbs up in return. 

Tucking her closed umbrella under her arm, Navia slides into the seat in front of the old man. He looks up at her, slightly startled, a spoonful of food halfway into his mouth. He places it down to look at Navia, curious rather than nettled. 

“Weather’s kinda nice today, don’t you think, sir?” she says amiably. She flags down Arouet with a raised hand, and he comes over with a cup of coffee for her. She thanks him with a smile, then she turns her attention back to the old man. 

The old man just chuckles at her comment. “It’s gloomy,” he replies, subconsciously playing with his food, a child at heart. “But I agree— it’s not too cold, and not too warm. It’s the perfect weather for a thin cardigan. Or, a lovely skirt, in your case,” he says again, a happy smile playing on his lips. 

Navia giggles as she pours some cream into her coffee. “Thank you! You don’t look too shabby yourself in that cardigan,” she teases, and he laughs merrily at her jab.

“You know,” he starts, voice coarse with age, “when you smile, you look just like my wife.”

“Really?” Navia says, stirring her coffee with that same genial smile, her arms hugging herself on the table. It’s an invitation for him to continue. 

“Yes,” he affirms with a thoughtful nod. He spoons some more food into his mouth and swallows before answering. It gives Navia enough time to take a sip of her coffee. “She was a lovely woman. When she’d walk into a room, she would brighten the whole darn place up. It’s hard not to fall in love with a woman like that. I… miss her everyday.”

Navia’s smile is a little sad. She understands. “I’m sure she’s waiting for you after all this,” she says gently.

The old man nods again, his eyes carrying the burden of a lifetime of love and grief. “Whoever loves you is a lucky man or woman,” he says to her. “Have you ever been in love, young lady?”

“I have,” Navia replies, and it’s all too easy to say. “I think I always will be.”

The old man looks overjoyed at that. He beams at her, the crinkles in his eyes deep. Though his hand shakes as he spoons some more food into his mouth, he’s never looked younger. 

“Hold onto that feeling until your last breath,” he says. “There is nothing more precious in this world than loving and being loved in return.”

Navia smiles at him again. “I think you’re right.”

They switch onto another important topic to discuss: how tabletop games are the greatest thing to have ever been invented. Their conversation is young and energetic, and Navia enjoys how hard he hollers in laughter and manages to brighten with sprightly light with every comment that she makes. 

Navia ends up giving him her business card after he finishes his food. “Call for me if you ever need anything,” she says to him. “We can play sometime! I know a few others who can join.”

“Thank you, my dear,” he says sincerely, shaking her head. “You’ve made an old man’s day.”

Navia giggles and curtsies to him. “It was my pleasure, sir.”

There’s nothing else for her to do in the Court of Fontaine. She’s visited all the shops she needs, talked to all the people that needed following up, and even bought herself some ingredients to use for tomorrow’s baking. All that’s left is to relax alone at home, reclined in her office, ticking off some reports and reading through some things that need to be done throughout the rest of the month. 

It’s boring, but it’s her duty. It’s been her only duty for a while now. 

She returns to Poisson on her boat, and Spina di Rosula members greet her with small smiles and small talk. Through this, she finds out that one of them is having a baby. Another asks for the day off to tend to a friend who had broken his ankle. Someone else cries in her arms and mourns the death of her pet turtle. She loves hearing their stories, how their lives are so rife with love and care. 

Navia takes off her hat and sighs. She can feel the pressures of the day leaving her body as she walks through the door and closes it with the sole of her shoe. When she finally sits down on her leather chair, grief nearly takes hold of her. 

She holds it at bay, as she’s done with the dam in her heart, and straightens up. She picks up her pen and begins to write a letter to one of the board directors for the Waterway Hub. 

After that, she’ll check it off her list and start reading the reports of the drug trade that they managed to bust down just a few weeks ago.

After that, she’ll check it off her list and begin to manage the ledgers for the Spina di Rosula to make sure that they have enough mora for a member’s baby shower next week. 

After that, she’ll check it off her list, shake out her hand, and write dozens of invitations for the Spina’s annual ball.

Someone raps at her door twice. It’s a gentle knock, one meant not to disturb.

“Come in,” Navia calls, her eyes still focused on the reports in front of her and her cheek propped up on her hand. 

Florent, the Spina’s senior advisor and Navia’s closest confidant these days, opens the door. He closes it behind him, and his movements are slow and methodical, as if not wanting to wake someone on the other side. 

Navia glances over at him curiously, and her eyes snap back over to her report. 

“Demoiselle,” he greets, trepidatious. 

“Afternoon, Florent,” she greets back, pleasant. 

The clock in her office ticks down the seconds. The ticking is a comfort to her, but it’s clear that it’s only agitating Florent. She can hear him shifting from foot to foot by the way her floor creaks. He clears his throat, finally. 

“Navia,” he tries again. It’s oddly… said. Like her very name is something strange. 

Navia finishes the sentence that she’s reading and puts down the report. She puts a quill over the line that she’s been reading, just in case she has a hard time finding it after their conversation.

She frowns at him when she takes a better look at her senior advisor. He has a finger hooked over his collar, his eyes shifting everywhere but at her. There’s a bead of sweat along the side of his face, though Navia doesn’t know whether it’s from the heat in her office, if he had been running around doing errands outside earlier, or something else. 

He’s thrumming with a strange sort of energy.

“Florent?” she says, inclining her head. “Are you alright? Do you need the day off?”

“No,” he’s quick to say. He swallows.

Navia lets three ticks go by before she speaks again. “Then… what is it?” she asks, then chuckles despite herself. “It’s not… another flood is it? Did Rege drop a box on his foot again?”

“No,” Florent says again, and he shifts his weight yet again. And then he smiles. Smiles at her like something had parted through the dark clouds today. 

“Navia,” he says, almost breathless. “She’s awake.”

He stares only for a moment longer before Navia rushes out of her seat so fast that her chair falls over in her haste. 

She runs through Fontaine, her feet aching. Her sides feel as if they’re stitches. It doesn’t matter. 

She notices, indolently, that the gray skies had indeed parted. The sun is shining down at her now, the rays beating down at her back with such an intensity that Navia mourns the umbrella she left back at her office. 

She bursts through the doors of the infirmary, and the nurses that walk around don’t seem at all bothered. Sigewinne, who had volunteered to come up to the surface and be the primary care for Clorinde these past few weeks, sees her and smiles. She merely gestures to a private ward, and Navia manages to breathe out a thanks before quickly making her way there.

The first thing she thinks when she sees Clorinde is this: it’s that she’s beautiful, and Navia has never been more in love.

Clorinde’s eyes widen at the sight of her. She’s pale, her hair is down and sticking to her forehead, and there’s a slight tremor to her hand as she tries to bring mashed potatoes up to her face. She’s beautiful, and Navia nearly wants to fall to her knees and sob at the way Clorinde just looks so radiant.

“Are you okay?” Clorinde asks her, and her voice is hoarse from misuse. She’s frowning deeply. “You look like you’re about to pass out.”

“Am I okay?” Navia breathes. “Am I okay?” 

Clorinde looks lost. “I… y— yes?”

“You  IDIOT!”  Navia shouts, and she storms over to Clorinde, Clorinde shrinking back under her gaze with each stomp closer to her. Navia picks up a stray pillow and throws it at Clorinde’s side. She intentionally misses, but the intention is clear. 

“You big, dumb  nitwit!”  Navia shouts again. Another pillow is thrown, this time close to Clorinde’s head. She’s laughing deliriously now, and Clorinde is looking at her like she’s the only thing that matters. 

Like she’s sunshine after a flood. 

Navia crumples to her knees, right next to Clorinde’s hospice bed. She’s laughing still, but there are tears coming from her eyes. She’s giggling, and she’s sniffing. She can barely breathe, but it’s the first time she’s been able to breathe all month.

She holds Clorinde’s face in her hands, gentle as if Clorinde is a diamond she’s sifted in the water. 

Clorinde’s face is warm in her hands, for the first time in a long while. A broken sob breaks through her chest at the same time she laughs, and Clorinde merely leans into her touch and closes her eyes. 

Clorinde lets her laugh and cry and hiccup and giggle. 

When they begin to subside, into something akin to a small, almost soundless cry, Clorinde speaks. 

“I’m sorry,” Clorinde says, and Navia feels the tears well up in her eyes again. Navia shakes her head fiercely, but Clorinde refuses to heed it. “I’m so sorry, Navia.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Navia whispers, her voice still trembling with the aftermath of her cries. “You’re not a god. You could have trained everyday for your entire life and still be shot. You pushed me out of the way and let it happen because you love me. I would have done just the same because I love  you.” 

Clorinde opens her mouth to respond, but then she closes her, rubbing her throat with a grimace. She’s still getting used to speaking. 

“It was never your intention to leave me. Not now, not back then. I know that. You have nothing to be sorry for,” Navia finishes, almost to convince herself. Clorinde regards her, her eyes so soulful and sad. 

She’s had days, weeks, almost a  month to think about what had happened and to rehearse this. The pain of waiting to know when she’d wake was almost as painful as the three years they spent apart. 

Clorinde shakes her head. It’s such a weak motion. “Not just for that,” she whispers. “For not telling you that I love you too, after all this time. I’ve always loved you. This whole time, I just… I kept assuming we had more time.”

“Oh,  mon coeur, I know,” Navia whispers. “I know.”

She’s rubbing Clorinde’s arm soothingly. It’s for her benefit just as much as Clorinde’s. 

Clorinde swallows thickly. Navia gives her a cup of water with a straw in it from the side.

“I was being selfish— for not telling you,” Clorinde says quietly after she sips. Her voice is steadily getting stronger. “For that, I’m so sorry.” 

And that’s the fickle thing, Navia supposes. She was too. She was selfish, down to the bone. She wanted to keep Clorinde’s love without risking extending her hand and risking the comfortable line of their friendship. 

She was so scared to let Clorinde know about the vulnerability of how she’d felt that she had kept putting it off, convincing herself that there would be a perfect time, a perfect feeling, a perfect way in the future they would seemingly always have together. 

“Recover first,” Navia insists quietly. “Then we’ll talk more about it.” 

Clorinde swallows, and she can tell it’s a hard movement for her. “But—” Clorinde argues. 

“We don’t have forever, but we have right now,” Navia says, gentle but firm. “And right now, I just want to take care of you.”

Clorinde looks at her with those woeful eyes. She knows that Clorinde wants to protest, but her body is saying otherwise. 

She puts a hand on Clorinde’s shoulder and gently pushes her down. She will never stop being grateful that the bullet hadn’t entered her heart, that it had been near  inches away from it. The divine god responsible for it will always be in her favor, and she will become a loyal servant for the rest of her life if it meant showing her gratitude. 

Clorinde falls back against the cot. Her eyes are beginning to close, and Navia can only guess that her eyelids are feeling like lead. 

She smiles warmly at Clorinde, her fingertips flying over her pale skin, then kisses her forehead. 

“Sweet dreams,  mon amour,”  she hums. 

She feels Clorinde’s weak fingers tug at her wrist and her heart. 

“Stay?” Clorinde whispers. Her eyes are wide, imploring her with the warmth that they bring. “Please?”

Obediently, Navia sits back down on the chair next to her bed. 

“Always,”  Navia says. 

Today, and the next, and for as long as the land beneath her still stands, her duty is to Clorinde. 

 


 

Clorinde feels her bed dip. 

Groggily, she turns over to her side and rubs at her eyes to see more clearly in the dark. 

She almost yelps when she sees Navia only inches away from her face, grinning sheepishly at her when a clap of thunder and a flash of lightning shines through the window. 

“What are you doing here?” Clorinde asks her. From this proximity, she can smell the lotion that Navia wears— sweet and flowery, like her. 

“The thunder scares me,” Navia admits. She wiggles under Clorinde’s blanket, snuggling deeper into her side. Clorinde doesn’t mind at all. She makes room for Navia in her small bed. “Can I… sleep here with you? Just for tonight?” Navia whispers in the dark, her voice so small even for someone at twelve years old. 

Clorinde looks over her shoulder, where Navia’s makeshift bed on the floor sits empty. Her master isn’t here to scold them about facing the thunder together, so Clorinde says, “Sure.”

Navia smiles wide at her, then quickly presses a kiss to Clorinde’s forehead. “You’re a lifesaver!” she declares, and Clorinde snorts. 

“Don’t mention it,” Clorinde says. She pauses for effect. “But if you ever steal my cape again, I’m going to tell everyone you’re scared of—”

“Hey!” Navia shouts, but then she giggles with Clorinde. 

“You can be such a meanie sometimes,” Navia says again with a pout. They both know she’s not serious. 

Clorinde merely hums and closes her eyes again. She likes this. She likes how warm Navia is, and how Navia puts her arm over Clorinde’s waist and tucks her into her side. She’s never going to admit that out loud though. 

“Goodnight, Clorinde,” Navia whispers to her in the dark. 

“G’night,” Clorinde murmurs. 

She thinks Navia becomes fast asleep, but then Navia shifts in her bed. Then Navia says, “I love you.”

Clorinde smiles in the dark.

“Love you too.”

Navia knees her gently in the stomach. Clorinde only giggles. 

“I love you too,” Clorinde tries again, a grin spread on her lips even in the dark. She knows she doesn’t have to open her eyes to know that Navia is smiling as she heads off to sleep.

 


 

Navia frowns at the thunder outside the window. She has her arms crossed, a half-finished crochet pattern on her lap. 

Another clap of thunder roars to life, and a flash of light nearly blinds her. She blinks to try and get the afterimage out of her head. 

“I don’t think the storm’s gonna let up anytime soon,” she says with a sigh to Clorinde’s sleeping body. “At this point, I should just bring my work desk here,” she jokes to herself.

Obviously, Clorinde doesn’t respond. She’s deep asleep, as she usually is these days. 

Still, Navia can’t help but watch her. She feels the tension in her face fall away when she sees the frown on Clorinde’s sleeping face, how Clorinde begins to shiver even under her thick blankets. 

“Clorinde?” she whispers in the near dark. 

Another clap of thunder. Clorinde shivers again, her knees coming up to her chest. She looks so small that Navia almost wants to weep. 

Navia puts her crochet pattern to the side. She rises from her chair as slowly as she can to keep it from scraping on the floor. Clorinde is still shivering, the tension still present everywhere on her face. Is she cold? Is she having a nightmare? Is the thunder keeping her from sleeping?

Navia considers calling over a nurse, but she thinks better of it. It’s the middle of the night, and she would rather that everyone in the clinic gets some rest too.

She opens one side of Clorinde’s blankets and crawls inside as quietly as she can.

Clorinde’s body is warm against hers. It’s unnaturally warm, even, but Sigewinne had already told her that it was normal, that her body was just fighting off the rest of the infection of the bullet wound and the drug shot into her. 

She would be back to normal, back to her Clorinde, in a few months. Hopefully.

Navia snuggles close to her, her arm around Clorinde’s warm waist. She inhales the scent of Clorinde’s hair, and she begins to find sleep taking her too. She rests her chin on top of Clorinde’s head and closes her eyes. 

“I love you,” Navia murmurs into the shadows.

She feels Clorinde shift in the dark.

“Love you too,” Clorinde mumbles back.

Navia smiles in the dark. This time, she doesn’t jab Clorinde for it. 

 


 

“Again,” Petronilla demands. 

Every breath that Clorinde takes feels like daggers to her chest. She greedily inhales, as deep as she can, then thrusts with her sword once more. 

 “Again,”  Petronilla says, her face tighter. 

Clorinde, beginning to feel light-headed, does it again. 

It’s more faint than the last. 

“Clorinde,” Petronilla starts, and Clorinde is already wincing. She knows that she’s about to get another lecture, and perhaps another hour of these drills on top of it. She knows she deserves it. 

Petronilla walks over to her side. She watches Clorinde stand there, breathing hard and looking up at the sky to keep from falling over completely. Clorinde feels sweat everywhere on her body. She’s only nine, nearly ten— she mourns the idea of getting to play tag and losing her breath from that instead of this. 

“I’m sorry,” Clorinde automatically says before her master has the chance to berate her. “I— I’m doing my best. I’m just more sore from last night.”

“Excuses are only that— excuses,” Petronilla replies with raised eyebrows. Clorinde avoids her pointed gaze. 

There’s a silence that stretches between them. Clorinde wonders if she’s doing it on purpose, to give Clorinde a little bit of time to rest and calm down her pounding heart and refill her empty lungs.

“What are you going to do when Navia’s in danger?” she suddenly asks. 

Clorinde stops breathing.

“What happens when Navia walks down the Court of Fontaine to shop, and she gets ambushed by people who want her mora and the ribbon in her hair?” Petronilla challenges. “What are you going to do when you’re too tired to hold up that sword and fight back for her? Are you going to let her get hurt?”

Clorinde lifts her sword, suddenly invigorated. 

Her face steels.

Petronilla seems satisfied with her reaction. She nods her head. 

“Again.”

When Clorinde thrusts her sword forward this time, it’s strong and powerful. 

 


 

Clorinde is weak and shaky as her hands hold onto the parallettes at each side of her. Her face is pale. 

Navia stands at the end of it, her arms crossed and her bottom lip stuck in between her teeth.

Sigewinne is watching Clorinde at her side, encouraging her gently to walk through as best as she can without straining herself. Clorinde doesn’t reply.

With one mighty push of her legs, Clorinde staggers forward. She nearly falls on her knees, and Navia feels her heart climb almost out of her throat. She surges forward to help, but Sigewinne gives her a small, understanding but admonishing look. 

Clorinde tries again. She goes slower this time, but it’s obvious from the way her lip is curved with a vicious snarl that she isn’t satisfied with her progress or the pace that she’s making.

Halfway through, Clorinde falls on her knees and her arms no longer hold her up with the parallettes. Instead of admitting defeat, Clorinde hisses under her breath and tries to pull herself up. 

Even Sigewinne seems alarmed. 

“You’ll strain yourself!” Sigewinne chastises, but it falls on deaf ears. 

Navia gives Sigewinne a look. After a moment, Sigewinne nods to her and pats her arm as she goes to leave them alone. 

“Clorinde,” Navia says gently. 

Clorinde stops to look at her. Navia sees the shame in her eyes before she turns her head away.

 “My love,”  Navia tries again, impossibly softer, and she knows it disarms Clorinde from the way her breathing begins to even out. Navia touches the side of her jaw gently, coaxing her to look at her again.

“Why are you pushing yourself so hard?” she asks, free of judgment. “You know there’s no rush. No one is in a hurry to get you out of here before you’re ready.”

Clorinde gulps, and she blinks rapidly. She looks like she’s trying not to cry, and it makes Navia’s heart bleed. 

“I have— I  need to protect you,” she says hoarsely. Her face is drawn tight in frustration at herself. “I can’t do that while I can’t even keep myself standing.”

Navia exhales. It’s shaky. “I don’t need you to protect me,” she says, strong in the face of Clorinde’s frailty.

Her fingertips run over the curve of her jaw, and Clorinde closes her eyes and loses herself to the feeling. “I need you to  heal. I need my Clorinde more than I need my Champion Duelist.”

The tremble of Clorinde’s bottom lip is almost imperceivable. 

Then Clorinde collapses into her arms, and Navia holds her tight, strong and powerfully, and never lets her go again.

 


 

Clorinde stares off into the horizon, a calm smile on her face. 

She taps her foot to the beat of some faint song from a party in the distance. It’s not really a song she would listen to on a daily basis, but she likes the happy beat. It’s her vice for the afternoon. 

Next to her, Navia is looking at her forehead. At least, she thinks. 

Clorinde shoots her an odd look. Her hands are still wrapped around her fishing pole. 

“What are you doing?” she asks Navia, amused. 

Navia sticks her tongue out and she squints as she stares into Clorinde’s hair. Navia goes on her tip-toes next. Clorinde understands what she’s doing after that. 

“I’m still taller than you,” Clorinde says, painfully amused. 

“No, you’re not,” Navia retorts. 

The confidence in Navia’s tone makes Clorinde narrow her eyes at her. “What are you talking about?”

“I can see over your head!” Navia argues. “That means I’m taller now.”

“Navia,” Clorinde says, exasperated. “You’re seventeen. Why are you so obsessed with your height?”

“Not just my height,” Navia says, still focused on standing on her tip-toes. “Our height.”

Clorinde rolls her eyes, but she stops mid-roll when Navia says again, “I really do think I’m taller than you now though.”

“What? No you’re not. Show me,” Clorinde demands, and Navia laughs as Clorinde sticks her fishing pole into the sand to march over to Navia. 

They stand toe to toe with each other, and with horror, Clorinde realizes that Navia is indeed exactly one snail taller than her. Navia’s shit-eating grin makes Clorinde want to throw sand in her face. 

“We’re on uneven ground!” Clorinde hisses when Navia begins to laugh hysterically. 

“Aw, does the wittle baby have something to say?” Navia coos. Navia takes her hat and dangles it over her head. 


 “Navia!” 


Navia laughs, loud and joyful. She gasps when Clorinde snatches up her hat as revenge. 

They’re so caught up in trying to take each other’s hats back while also preventing the other from taking back theirs that they nearly miss the tug of Clorinde’s fishing pole. 

They hold onto the pole together, pulling with all their might. 

Even as they unearth the large fish, posing for Callas’ kamera, Navia leans over to whisper, “I’m still taller than you.”

“Oops,” Clorinde deadpans as she lets go of the mighty fish and watches as Navia nearly falls over with its sole weight in her arms.

They’re both a heap on the floor as they continue to giggle, laying side by side and holding pinkies, now equal in height. 

 


 

Clorinde stares off into the horizon, a calm smile on her face. Navia always thought her smile looked beautiful. 

Clorinde is standing with her arms crossed, watching the children outside of the clinic play tag with each other. Their laughter is so loud that it can be heard even with the window tightly closed. 

Navia comes up to her and wraps her arms around Clorinde’s waist. She rests her chin on Clorinde’s shoulder, and Clorinde reaches over to run her hand down Navia’s cheek. It’s gentle, and it’s halfway into making Navia want to hum in delight. 

Clorinde absentmindedly turns her head and plants a gentle kiss against Navia’s cheek. Navia grins and hides it behind Clorinde’s shoulder. 

“What are you thinking about?” Navia murmurs. She feels Clorinde shudder against her. It never fails in making her smile. 

“You,” Clorinde admits. 

Navia laughs against the crook of her neck. “What are you  really thinking about?” Navia asks again, amused. 

 “You,”  Clorinde says firmly. There’s a squeal of laughter outside as a child nearly falls over in the grass from tackling another. “Us, actually. I miss… I miss playing with you on that hill. I know it was a long time ago, but it feels like yesterday in my mind.”

Navia watches the children play with her. Her arms are still wrapped tight around Clorinde, her chin still on Clorinde’s shoulder. Clorinde’s fingers find purchase around her strand of hair, and Clorinde twirls Navia’s blonde locks around a finger.

“When you get out of here,” Navia declares, first pressing a gentle kiss to the back of Clorinde’s neck, “we can play as much as you want. We’ll roll in the grass and pretend that I’m not taller than you for a day. My treat.”

Clorinde exhales, but it sounds like she’s trying to keep from laughing. “You’re never going to let that go, are you?”

“Nope,” Navia says with a grin.

“We haven’t checked in a while,” Clorinde muses. “I could be taller than you now.”

“Really? What makes you say that?” Navia says with a snort. 

“I eat my vegetables,” Clorinde answers, completely serious.  “And drink my dairy.”

Navia laughs. She laughs so hard that she has to let go of Clorinde and slide down against the wall, her knees buckling. Clorinde follows suit, perhaps infected by her own peel of laughter. 

They are both a heap on the floor as they continue to giggle, sitting side by side and holding pinkies, now equal in height. 

 


 

It won’t stop storming. 

It hasn’t stopped storming all week, and it makes Clorinde want to  scream.  

The streets of the Court of Fontaine are eerily quiet. The sounds of her boots striking the ground are almost as loud as the patter of rain. She cares not for the way the rain begins to soak through her cape, how her tricorne hat feels twice as heavy on her head, or how she has to drag herself around like everything is alright. 

Everyone who has ever loved her is gone. 

Abandonment is a feeling that she knows well, but she isn’t at all acquainted with loneliness. 

Navia had always been there to shoo it away. There hasn’t been a moment since she met her that she had spent a day feeling lonely. Her nights are spent with Navia, helping her bake things or looking into a rare bird that she swore she saw on the way back to Poisson. Her mornings are full of Navia’s packed macarons for her. Her days are with Navia— always with Navia. 

There is no presence that looks next to her. There are no arms to hold her tight while they walk down the road, no breath tickling against her cheek whenever Navia wants to lean down and chatter wildly about how she can’t wait to go to that shop sale early in the morning so that she can catch that bracelet that she’s always wanted. 

The childish part of her mind, the one that she wants to keep tightly locked, breaks away to whisper this to her:  You can still fix this. It’s not too late. You can be selfish, and you can come back to her.  

Clorinde has to blink to keep from crying. The rain that pelts on her face is mocking her enough.

Navia doesn’t deserve this. 

Navia deserves to never see her again. 

Clorinde wonders what it would have been like if Navia had never met her. Navia would have never felt this kind of pain, that’s for sure. Perhaps Callas would still be alive, and Navia would still smile like she used to, even if it wouldn’t be at her. 

Clorinde’s ears pick up on the sounds of a piano. She doesn’t know why it stops her in her tracks, when Fontaine had been rife with music even in the face of a storm.

It’s a jaunty tune, and she’s heard it once or twice before when walking down these roads. It’s accompanied by laughter and joy, as well as the clink of glasses. From what her ears can tell, it’s coming from just down the road. 

She stops and listens. 

She swallows, and then closes her eyes. Though the lyrics sound muddled in her ears, and the singing is nothing more than drunken blabbering from a dozen different recipients, it’s a welcome change to the rain that had followed her all week. 

Her legs take her down the road. She knows that she won’t come inside, but she can at least stop and listen. It doesn’t count as loitering if she will be on her way after a while. And she’s quite sure that no one will bother her, once they see who it is under her hat. 

The melody of the piano comes closer to her with each step she takes. Her heartbeat quickens as well, but she’s not sure what’s garnering the response.

The singing becomes clearer too. It’s still as slurred and nearly incoherent with the amount of voices that seem to be joining in, but she can start to make out the lyrics. 

 “Oh my darling, Clementine!”  is all she can make out, as well as raucous laughter and the harsh sounds of people stomping around and sliding around glasses of empty pints. 

There’s a window looking into the establishment. She’s never been here before, but she can make out the sign above the door: Tabletop Troupe. 

Mournfully, she wonders what it would have been like to come in here with Navia. She has to stop thinking about it as soon as it comes to her. 

It seems like Navia had beaten her to it, in any case. 

In the sea of people around her, Navia is standing on a bar counter, a makeshift microphone in her hands. She’s obviously drunk— her face is flushed a deep red, her movements are slow and erratic, and she sways back and forth and has to rely on good samaritans to keep her from following off the bar counter. She’s also smiling wide, like she usually does. 

She wouldn’t be smiling like that if she wasn’t drunk. It would be hard to be smiling at all if Navia had any sober clue in remembering what had transpired just the week before. 

Clorinde can’t move. 

She tries to get her feet to keep moving the other way, to never come here again and open Pandora’s box, but she can’t. 

She can’t look away from how Navia looks under the warm glow of this club’s lighting, how her grin is so wide and joyful. It’s like nothing is wrong. It’s like Clorinde can just walk inside, greet her friend, be passed a glass of beer, and everything would be okay again. 

She knows it doesn’t work that way. Things in her life never work that way. 

Navia sways to and fro, giggling before she goes straight into the chorus of the song yet again. Her voice is loud, and it cracks from the force of boisterous volume. She’s yelling more than she’s singing, but Clorinde can’t stop listening to her. 

She can’t stop looking at her either. 

And slowly, a smile starts to appear on Clorinde’s face.

The rain is still soaking her through, and she knows that she will wake alone in her bed, cold and sick and with a head that will threaten to split open, but Clorinde doesn’t care right now. She will never care again.

All she cares for is that she needs to keep this picture of Navia in her head, the one where Navia looks so careless and free; a picture in her head to remind her that this is what Navia will continue to look like if she stays out of her life for good.

The last picture of Navia that she can store away in her memories.

Clorinde leaves, her cape flourishing behind, before Navia can see her. 

She leaves because she loves Navia too much to stay. 

 


 

It won’t stop storming. 

When Navia wakes, her head laying on her arms as she leans against the foot of Clorinde’s hospice bed, she hears the sound of the storm first: the rattle of thunder and the constant stream of rain that hits the window, over and over again, until she can hardly hear herself breathe. 

She lets the sound of rain against the glass nearly lull her back to sleep. 

She manages to blink away the grogginess though, and Navia stretches her arms above her head and yawns. It’s tough sleeping in a chair, but it’s worth it if it means being next to Clorinde.

Clorinde. 


 Where is she?  


Navia blinks again, and for a moment she thinks that she’s dreaming. 

Clorinde’s bed is empty. In fact, it looks like there hadn’t been anyone laying in there at all. The pillows are stacked evenly, and the blankets are pulled taut and tucked underneath the mattress. When she touches the pillow or feels underneath the blanket, it’s cold. 

Navia’s heart begins to pound against her chest. She can’t breathe again. The coldness seeps into her fingertips first before they begin to seep into every part of her body, sucking her into the ground and drowning her in despair. 

Had Clorinde left her? 

Had she been so overwhelmed by everything that she packed up what she could and left in the storm, like she had, all those years ago? 

What if she’s dead? What if she’s out in the woods, cold and dead and never coming back to her? 

The panic is like ice against her face. 

Navia finds her cardigan and throws it over her shoulders, running out from Clorinde’s room to look around. These halls are empty, and there’s no one to help her. The sounds of her feet striking the ground echo along the halls of the clinic, and it melds with the sounds of thunder that booms outside of the tall windows. 

Her heart is on fire in her chest. It burns as it jumps in her throat like whiskey at her desk, and Navia nearly wants to scream. 

And then she hears it.

There is the sound of a piano and the peel of laughter. She can hear children singing, as well as the deep voices of adults that seem to be helping them. The storm rages on outside, but the singing does not sound perturbed by it at all. In fact, the singing only seems to grow louder with every roar of thunder. 

Navia steadies her breathing. Her heart begins to slow down in her chest. She had long ago learned how to quell her anxiety attacks, at least on the surface. It still threatens to spill over in her chest, the tight feeling constricting her throat and whispering her to give in. 

But Navia is stubborn. She marches on, walking down the empty halls with her chin held high. 

If Clorinde isn’t there, at the very least she can have people to ask around for, she reasons. 

And, she tries to reason further, Clorinde wouldn’t just leave here. She wouldn’t. 

Not when she promised and sealed it with her pinky. 

The melodious song of the piano begins to spill from the large doors at the very end of the hall. It’s cracked open, just slightly, and it’s enough to let her hear a small folk song that warms her heart and lets her forget, momentarily, that she had been incredibly close to tears. 

The laughter of children makes her smile. There are about half a dozen people singing through the door, but one stands out from the rest. She knows the imprints of that voice like a sheet of music tattooed on her heart. 

Navia cracks open the door. 

A young teenager is playing on the piano. His eyes are concentrated on the sheet music in front of him, but he continues to play beautifully even if he looks self-conscious. There are younger kids from the clinic gathered around him, watching him play and singing to their heart’s content. 

Nurses are off to the side, clapping along merrily and singing under their breaths. 

Clorinde stands next to the prodigy playing the piano. She has her hand on the side of the piano, looking down at the keys with a small, reserved smile on her face. Sigewinne hovers next to her, seemingly nervous at the way Clorinde sways slightly from side to side, but allowing Clorinde to continue to sing. 

Clorinde’s voice is soft, quieter than those around her, but it’s rich like a glass of sweet wine. The caroling of her voice is just as addictive as that first sip of wine. 

Navia stands there. She can’t move. 

Not when Clorinde looks so beautiful as she sings, how she looks so content to be around Fontanians who seem to drift towards her like moths to a light instead of treating her like a pariah. It makes Navia’s heart swell, and she nearly wants to weep. 

Clorinde continues to sing, but her eyes glance up from the piano.

She makes eye contact with Navia. 

She doesn’t move a muscle. Her posture doesn’t change, and she doesn’t remove her hand from on top of the piano. A finger doesn’t even do as much as twitch at her side. 

Clorinde is still gazing at Navia, and Navia looks back. 

They begin to smile at each other, and it’s like looking into a mirror full of love. 

Navia realizes, after taking a step forward into the room, why she doesn’t move. 

Why Clorinde only watches her, her hand never leaving the piano, as Navia makes her way to her. Why Clorinde only moves when Navia touches her arm with her fingertips, how her body melts under Navia’s touch like Navia had broken her from a spell that had frozen her in time.

Why, when Navia whispers, “Come back to bed with me,” Clorinde only nods compliantly. 

She stays where she is because she loves Navia too much to leave. 

 


 

Clorinde watches as Navia sticks out her tongue and pulls her thumb out in front of her, measuring it against her canvas. A lightbulb seems to go off above Navia’s head, and Navia gasps excitedly, then dips her paintbrush into her palette with vigor. She keeps her tongue out as she continues to paint, her strokes broad but purposeful. 

They’re painting the horizon together for the day. Navia’s suggestion, and one that Clorinde obediently complies with. She always wants to be where Navia is. 

And though Clorinde’s canvas is only half finished, she can’t seem to place her paintbrush back onto it. Not when she can’t stop watching Navia next to her, how her brow pinches and her lips presses tight in concentration, her nose wrinkling in an attempt to garner more focus. 

There is a stroke of paint blotted on the front of Navia’s overalls. Her forearms are covered in test strips of colors. Her hair is in a messy bun to keep it out of her face as the wind blows around them. Those blue eyes shine like stars, forever frozen with happiness. 

Clorinde can’t pinpoint the first time she fell in love with Navia. 

It’s just always been there. 

 


 

Navia watches as Clorinde, now cleared for light exercise, stands outside in the courtyard with a sword. She’s doing basic forms, taking it slow as instructed by Sigewinne and reinforced by Navia’s glare. Clorinde’s jaw is clenched, a serious look on her face as she thrusts and strikes an invisible opponent. 

Clorinde had insisted that she didn’t need to stay and watch her. Navia wanted to be here. She always wants to be where Clorinde is. 

And though Navia should be concentrating on the letters from the Spina in her hands, she can’t seem to concentrate on these words. Not when she can’t stop watching Clorinde in front of her, how her eyes seem to cut through with keen precision and her slight frown twitches, her jaw locked tight in an attempt to garner more focus.

Clorinde’s fist stays on her lower back. Her posture is perfect, and every strike is graceful and deliberate. She closes her eyes when she finishes five strikes in quick succession. A strand of her hair falls in front of her face, but Clorinde does not brush it aside. There is a small, victorious smile on her face. 

Navia can’t pinpoint the first time she fell in love with Clorinde. 

It’s just always been there. 

 


 

It’s almost half a year before they see any real progress with Clorinde. Still, Navia finds the time to come in every day and every night before bed. Her mornings begin with Clorinde’s smile, and her nights end with Clorinde’s smile. 

She’s there when Clorinde learns how to walk without holding onto something again. She’s there when Clorinde manages to practice her swordsmanship without wincing. They have breakfast together almost every morning, lunch when they can steal it, and dinner when they can. Navia teases her endlessly for the amounts of cards and gifts she gets from people in Fontaine, but she learns to stop when Clorinde pulls her in by the nautical wheel on her waist to reprimand her. 

Clorinde is slowly getting better each day, though some days are better than others. 

“You don’t need to be here all the time,” Clorinde had said to her, during one of her flare-ups. She had collapsed on the floor, and Navia had simply sat down next to her and held her close, her fingers threading through Clorinde’s hair. 

“The Spina needs you more than I do,” Clorinde says again when Navia doesn’t answer. “I’ll be  fine  here,  mon amour.” 

“I know you will. I’ve never doubted that,” Navia replies with a gentle hum. She can feel Clorinde melting against her body. “But I want to be here. You would have done the same for me.”

Clorinde tenses. “How could you be so sure?” she says quietly. “The last time you needed me, I left you for… for so long.”

Navia doesn’t know if she means after her father’s death or her own near death. Does it matter?

She presses a kiss to the top of Clorinde’s head. It’s damp with sweat, but she doesn’t care. “You would do the same now,” Navia insists. “That’s all that’s ever mattered— that we look forward together, rather than backwards. Right?”

Clorinde is silent. 

She thinks that Clorinde had fallen asleep in her arms until Clorinde stirs.

Then she says, “I think it would be nice to look backwards, sometimes.”

“You think so?” Navia asks.

Clorinde just nods against her chest. “You made the past more beautiful.”

It’s almost a year until Sigewinne walks into Clorinde’s room, looks at them both, and smiles. Clorinde will be free to go in the morning. That night before her discharge, Navia pulls Clorinde into the softness of her bed and holds her tight as they fall asleep.

Something has shifted between them, and Navia knows she’s not the only one who feels it. 

Clorinde stares more openly at her when she cooks for them. Clorinde is always at her side when Navia goes to pick up more groceries, never straying far from her. Whenever Clorinde has a duel to attend to, Navia insists on helping her put on her cape and straighten out her vision. Flirting is constant as much as their bantering is. 

There is something different about them, but it’s not so much of a far cry from before. It reminds her of when they were young, always giddy together and hooking pinkies. Their relationship was going down a different road then too, but now, Navia can comfortably feel as if they don’t need to rush anything.

No, she realizes. 

Everything isn’t different— they’re just not hiding it anymore, from each other or from themselves.

Now, they know they don’t have all the time in the world. But there’s just enough to make things right. Live each day like it’s the last, as they say. 

And Navia certainly makes it her mission to love Clorinde more than yesterday. 

Clorinde opens the door to her house and slides inside. She shakes off excess water from the rain outside from her cape like a dog, and Navia has to press her lips together to keep from laughing.

It’s only mere seconds before Clorinde has her arms wrapped around her waist, peering over Navia’s shoulder as she kneads some dough on the counter. Navia giggles when her neck starts to feel ticklish with Clorinde’s breath.

“How was today’s duel?” Navia asks, her palms working into her dough.

Clorinde watches her for a moment before she replies, “The usual, I’d say. He surrendered two seconds into it.”

“Two seconds longer than the last guy then,” Navia says with a smile. She reaches over her dough and finds a plate of leftover cookies she made the night before. She turns around to feed it into Clorinde’s mouth, which Clorinde takes between her teeth gratefully. It makes her laugh.

“How are you feeling?” Navia asks her gently. She presses the back of her hand against Clorinde’s forehead. “Are you still dizzy? I know it’s raining today, but do you want me to go down to the pharmacy and—?”

“I’m fine, Navia,” Clorinde says with a chuckle. She bats Navia’s hand away gently, and Navia pouts. “I think I got dizzy last night from dehydration. I promise it isn’t a concern anymore.”

“It better not be,” Navia warns. “Remember what I told you? If you hide another injury from me again, I’ll—”

“—you’ll kill me. Yes, yes, I remember your words well,” Clorinde finishes for her with a gentle smile. She takes Navia’s hand in hers and brings it up to her lips to kiss it reverently. Navia likes how there’s always a smile on her face now. It suits her very well. 

“Are you busy today?” Clorinde asks her. 

Navia makes a small noise in acknowledgement, and she taps her chin in thought. Tilting her head towards the ceiling, she answers, “Well, I’m in the middle of making brioche, but other than that? I don’t think so.”

Clorinde chuckles and gives her hand one last squeeze before letting it go. “Would you like to go on a walk when you finish?” she asks. 

Navia tilts her head. “In the rain?” 

Clorinde’s lips curl in an amused smile. “Why, are you afraid that there might be thunder?” she teases.

“Well,  excuse me  for thinking about you getting a cold if you go out in the rain again!” Navia cries, and she relishes in the sound of Clorinde’s laughter before speaking again. 

“We can go if you stay under the umbrella with me,” she negotiates firmly. 

Clorinde nods. “I’ll get dried up while you finish your brioche then,” she says, playfully giving Navia’s apron a tug to annoy her. Navia swats at her weakly. “Do you want me to organize your desk? It looked a little… disorderly the last time I popped my head into your office.”

“Oh, could you?” Navia asks, her heart warm. “You don’t have to, but—”

Clorinde just gives her a gentle, pointed look. “You’re cooking dinner and making us more bread. I think helping you organize your stack of papers is the very least I can,” she says. 

Navia’s smile is warm on her face. “You’re really sweet, you know that?” she says softly.

Clorinde chuckles at her antics, but Navia watches as a spread of faint pink appears along the column of her neck. “You say that every time I offer.”

“And it’s always true,” Navia retorts. 

Clorinde just flicks the underside of her chin with a laugh, turning back around to go upstairs and change out. Navia watches her go. It’s hard not to stare when someone like Clorinde is swaying her hips and walking around her house like she owns the place. Which is, honestly, not far from reality. 

The brioche is left to cool down on her table when Navia goes to find her umbrella. Clorinde is already dressed in the same outfit as she had before, but in dry ones that Navia had left out for her in her room. Clorinde waits while Navia pulls on her boots, and they walk, arm in arm, out of the door.

Her umbrella protects them from the gentle splatter of rain. It makes a gentle pitter-patter above them, and it provides good ambience while Clorinde and Navia talk about anything and everything in between as they walk down the paths outside of Poisson.

Clorinde tells her about the “strange” group of women that had gathered outside after her duel that morning. They were asking her to sign things and kept sticking close, and Clorinde had thought that maybe they were people looking to become duelists someday. The look on her face when Navia had to tell her that they were simply fans of  her was priceless, and Navia wishes that she had brought a kamera on their walk to snap a picture of it.

Meanwhile, Navia tells her about having tea with Furina for brunch. Furina had asked her for tips on how to keep the macarons from drying up in the oven, and they had spent hours in Furina’s kitchen making about half a dozen batches until Furina had managed to perfect it under her supervision. Navia had even considered making a makeshift ribbon for Furina, but Clorinde just laughs and tells her that it wouldn’t be necessary for someone like Furina. 

The weather is a little odd today. The rain is ever-so-present, but it comes down in gentle drops. Though it’s a little hard to see, the sun is still shining between the clouds above. She wonders if the hydro dragon is crying about something again. She wonders why. 

Clorinde looks up to the sky, shielding her eyes with the palm of her hand as she squints at the sun. There’s a small smile on her lips. 

“You look so pretty,” Navia says. 

Clorinde glances over at her. Her smile widens, albeit shyly. Navia loves that smile. She loves it because it’s on the person she loves. 

“You’re pretty too,” Clorinde manages to say, and Navia laughs when she looks away out of embarrassment. 

They’ve had this same conversation more than a handful of times in the past. She never tires of each one. Somehow, Clorinde always brings out that playfulness in her— like they’re ten and eleven again, sparring and chasing each other on that hill.

They continue to walk down the road. Navia hands her umbrella to Clorinde and crouches down to touch the petals of a flower. She marvels at the silkiness of the petal. She wonders if the flowers are enjoying the drizzle today. 

She looks up to ask Clorinde the same question, but the soft, tender smile on Clorinde’s face and the crinkles at the corners of her eyes renders her voiceless. 

Navia rises without another word, and Clorinde continues to hold the umbrella for her as Navia leads them down a fork in the road. Clorinde never says a word against where Navia wants to take them. Clorinde has always been ready to go where she goes. 

“I think you’ve always been my soft spot,” Clorinde suddenly admits. 

It surprises her, but only for a short while. 

Clorinde hadn’t broken her vow that she would be more verbally open with Navia. Sometimes, Clorinde would catch her baking in the morning or running an errand in the Court of Fontaine, and she would smile and declare that she looked beautiful or astonishing or whatever swoon-worthy word she had for Navia that day. 

It feels really… nice. To be told things that Clorinde’s eyes had been silently saying for years. It’s nice to hear Clorinde say it out loud, to speak it into existence. Like their love is no longer blasphemous. 

“What makes you say that?” Navia asks, even if the disquiet in her stomach feels warm and bubbly and threatens to double if Clorinde continues to speak so gently to her under her umbrella.

“Do you remember when we argued after I hid my injury from you? The one on my stomach?” Clorinde says quietly. Navia just nods her head. “I’ve never wavered in a duel before. What they say to me to goad me are empty threats and comments by those so desperate to win that they turn to underhanded tactics. I’ve always told myself that it would be impossible to have their words affect me in any way that matters.”

Navia’s lips part. She doesn’t have to wonder for long to know what had been said in that ring. 

Clorinde’s gaze turns to the scenery in front of them. It looks like a painting, and it  had been a painting. Clorinde’s painting of the mountains and trees is still in her bedroom, hanging above the headboard. Her depiction of this landscape does not include the gentle streaks of rain and sunshine in front of them now. 

“He said your name,” Clorinde says. “He told me he would find a way to hurt you.”

“He didn’t. He never will,” Navia soothes, as if the duel hadn’t been over a year ago. It’s a reflex, to always comfort Clorinde and mend her from anything that troubles her. 

“I know,” Clorinde says with a small laugh. She closes her eyes, listening to the rain. “But it’s… it was the first time I found myself out of control. It’s easy to keep my emotions at bay, especially in the ring. It’s instinct. But when it comes to you… it’s like having someone puppeteer me, my emotions unrestrained. The thought of someone hurting you was…”

Like a gardemek with a kill switch. Her Achilles heel. Her weakness. 

The heart that stops her from submerging herself in the sole identity of a weapon. 

It makes Navia’s heart ache. 

Navia takes a step forward. She hears Clorinde’s breath hitch as she cups her hands on either side of Clorinde’s cheeks. 

“I hate that my love for you has been the reason I’ve been taken advantage of. Twice,” Clorinde says curtly, her eyes like sharp blades into Navia’s soul. “I don’t care that I was hurt. That I nearly died. I cared that I almost left you here alone. What honor is there in leaving you behind again?”

“Are you saying you wish you didn’t love me?” Navia says quietly. 

Clorinde shakes her head firmly. “No,” she says, and Navia watches as she swallows thickly. “But if you asked me that, just a year ago, I…”

“What did I say?” Navia gently chides, frowning at Clorinde. “The past is in the past. You’re with me now, aren’t you?”

Smiling softly, Clorinde takes Navia’s hand and kisses it. The ring finger on her left hand. A promise.

“I loved you yesterday,” Clorinde murmurs, gaze settled only on Navia, only  ever on Navia, “I love you now, and I will love you for all my tomorrows. And I will never, ever leave you again.”

When Navia laughs, it’s breathless.

“Is that a confession, Clorinde?” Navia teases, but her voice is quiet and soft, like speaking any louder would make it tremble.

And though she’s teasing, she can feel her heart swelling and pressing against her ribs. 

Clorinde laughs, pretty against the pitter of the umbrella that she holds, protecting herself and Navia from the rain. 

“I’ve been telling you how much I adored you the day I met you.” Clorinde sounds painfully amused. “Haven’t you noticed?” 

“Calling my hat pretty isn’t exactly a romantic proclamation,” Navia says with a sniff. 

Clorinde just smiles fondly down at her, like she had said something incredibly amusing. Navia takes one last bold step forward, stepping gently on the edge of Clorinde’s shoes. 

“I love you, Navia Caspar,” Clorinde says, so seriously like if she hadn’t said it, she would cease to exist.

“And I love you,” Navia says in return, so giddy, because what else can she say but the truth?

The adrenaline from the butterflies that turn in her stomach kicks in, and she blurts out, fast and harried, “Oh gods, I love you. I love you, actually I’m  in  love with you, I think I always have and I won’t ever find someone special in my life like you ever again, and—  Archons,  sorry. This is so embarrassing.” She’s flustered beyond belief by now, and she coughs into her hand and looks anywhere but Clorinde’s glowing, happy eyes. 

She takes a step back and tries to pivot on her heel, but Clorinde laughs like she’s been freed, taking her by the wrist and tugging her back under the umbrella. Navia yelps, and all that she can feel is warmth all around: warmth in her face, in her hands, in her entire heart.

When she gathers the courage to look back at Clorinde, Clorinde is already looking at her. The smile on her face is giddy as much as it is nervous. Navia smiles back, and she knows she’s reflecting exactly how Clorinde feels. 

“Navia, will you…” Clorinde swallows, and Navia thinks her hesitation and awkwardness is everything that she will love for the rest of her life. “Will you be mine?” 

Navia giggles, leaning forward enough that her nose nearly brushes against hers. Her hand rests on Clorinde’s chest. 

“I have been yours,” she murmurs. “I have been yours for a very long time, Clorinde.” 

Clorinde takes off Navia’s hat, hooks Navia in with her arm by the waist to keep her in place. 

Navia lifts her leg up and wraps her arms around Clorinde’s neck in the same way the lover did in the play they watched as kids. 

And when Clorinde kisses her gently in the rain, her smile pressed against Navia’s, she gives them solace by hiding them behind the shield of Navia’s hat. It’s perfect, down from the gentle caress of Clorinde’s lips and the way Navia sighs against her and surges back for another kiss as the rain surges on around them. 

It makes Navia feel as if they’re the protagonists in a play, alone on the stage, lost only in each other. 

Lost in each other, a timeless play for a love immortalized in eternity. 
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3. act III



The duty of the President of the Spina di Rosula is never done. 

Navia stretches, groaning as her muscles strain and her bones crack. She looks at the clock, mourning the hours that she had spent looking through paperwork rather than spending it more productively— like baking macarons! Oh, how she misses baking her macarons. Maybe she’ll bake some tonight. 

She massages the palm of her hand for a few minutes, her eyes flicking back and forth on the passage in front of her. 

The Callas line has been approved for another route. A proud smile spreads on her face. 

Someone opens the door to her office. Its creaks are almost silent, a practiced movement by a person who knows how to make the most minimal noise possible with it. Navia presses her lips together to keep from smiling too big, and she picks up her pen and writes her signature underneath the paper that she’s reading. 

She feels cold hands rest on both of her shoulders. They rest there for a moment, like a quiet greeting, before it moves down to the front of her shoulders and back again to rest on her shoulder blades. The movement loops again, continuing until Navia almost laughs.

“You looked like you needed a massage,” Clorinde admits, her hands still working out the tough knots in Navia’s shoulders. 

Navia giggles, pulling her chair just enough to turn her head around to look at Clorinde. “Well, hello to you too,” she teases.

There’s already a smile graced on Clorinde’s lips to greet her, and it makes her heart flutter just like the first time she’d seen it. She has to turn her head back around to look at her papers again before Clorinde can make fun of her for the pink that spreads across her face. 

Navia puts her hand over Clorinde’s, which is still massaging her shoulders diligently, Navia’s thumb rubbing over the particular bump on Clorinde’s nimble fingers.

Clorinde leans down and peppers kisses on the back of her neck. 

She loves how Clorinde can get so clingy like this, how she feels comfortable letting herself cling to Navia’s body like she would die if she doesn’t. 

 “Clorinde Caspar,”  she says with a laugh. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“You’ve been hard at work all day. I’m just trying to make you feel a little better,” Clorinde mumbles against her neck, her breath warm against Navia’s baby hairs. 

“I have been,” Navia admits, still smiling as Clorinde presses more kisses to her neck, shoulders, and everywhere she can find. “There’s so much paperwork to fill out about these darn aquabuses. They’ve been running for decades, you would think it would be easier to talk to people about getting more of these up,” she adds with a frustrated puff of breath. 

Clorinde chuckles against her neck, and Navia has to stop herself from shuddering at the feeling. “If there’s anyone I know who can convince an entire board, it would be you,  mon amour,”  Clorinde says to her with a gentle hum. 

“Flattery is gonna get you nowhere,” Navia deadpans, but she can’t keep herself from smiling. 

Clorinde knows it. Her eyes flicker over to her, and her smile turns sly. Her hands run down the sides of Navia’s shoulders as she says, “How about a distraction, love? It’ll help you clear your mind about work.”

Navia huffs, fond and exasperated. “You are  insatiable,  you know that?” 

Not that she’s complaining. 

Clorinde merely presses her lips together and smiles. She’s unperturbed by Navia’s teasing. 

“Clemmie is sleeping over at Charlotte’s tonight,” Clorinde says. “Charlotte insisted— I think even she’s starting to feel bad about both of our eyebags.”

Navia lifts an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Which means we have the house  all to ourselves for the whole day,” Clorinde drawls, her eyes turning to look at her with a darkening expression, like Navia is prey. It’s hot— but Navia would never admit that out loud. It would only make Clorinde’s head bigger with the ego.

 “Insatiable,  I tell you,” Navia avows, but she laughs as she swivels her chair around to drag her fingertips down the side of Clorinde’s neck, right where her pulse is.

She presses an ardent kiss onto Clorinde’s lips. Clorinde reciprocates with a happy sigh. 

“I’ve been thinking about you all day,” Clorinde admits against her lips. 

Navia rewards her candor with another kiss, which Clorinde happily chases after. Navia smiles against her lips, her fingers still feeling around Clorinde’s neck and down to her chest. 

“I missed you,” Navia says softly, then kisses Clorinde again. She’ll never tire of being able to kiss Clorinde as often as she wants. Clorinde seems to share the same sentiment. 

“I missed  you,”  Clorinde responds. She kisses the corner of Navia’s lips, then her cheek, and then presses a little kiss and nibbles against the tip of Navia’s ear. 

It makes Navia laugh, and she pushes Clorinde’s chest gently away. 

“Alright,” Navia declares, her hands coming to play with the vision on Clorinde’s chest, “I’ll bite. I can tell you’re hiding something. What do you have planned for us?”

Clorinde puts her finger to her own lips, then tugs her up from her chair. Navia squeals at being manhandled, but Clorinde merely throws her a smile over her shoulder. Navia grabs her umbrella and hat before they go. 

“Are you really not going to tell me where we’re going?” Navia asks as they walk out the door. She has her umbrella unopened under her arm, and her other arm is tangled up in Clorinde’s. They walk side by side as they leave Poisson, and Spina members wave to them as they pass. 

“You always did tell me that you wanted some more surprises,” Clorinde says with a hum. 

“This isn’t revenge for embarrassing you in front of everyone the other day while we were going through your script, is it?” she asks, teasingly but also nervously. “I promise I didn’t mean to tell everyone that you liked to be the little spoon.”

“Let’s not talk about that right now,” Clorinde says quickly. Navia gives her a small laugh. “But— no. Against my better judgment, I forgive you for the transgression. I just wanted to give you a nice surprise.” 

“Thank you for your everlasting mercy,” Navia says with performed seriousness. 

Clorinde huffs at her, but her small smile, once again, never leaves her face. “Tell me about your day,” she says instead of shooting right back at Navia. 

It’s a comfortable routine for them. Navia launches into her spiel about her long list of things that she had to do for the day, and Clorinde nods along to her words, happy to be able to listen. Even the most mundane parts of her day seem to be interesting to Clorinde. 

They also talk about the dinner that they’ll be having with Chiori next week, about how Navia thinks they should take little Clementine to see one of Lyney and Lynette’s magic shows sometime this month, about how they should set up a friendly (so they say) target practice competition between them before dinner. Loser, obviously, would have to do the dishes for a week. 

It’s a wonderfully sunny day. It’s not too hot that either of them are sweating, but it’s nice enough that the sun rays feel like a warm blanket over her skin. Clorinde’s arm in hers is the cherry on top. 

Mont Automnequi draws closer. 

In the near distance, in the same place that they used to play in as children, is a blanket laid out with a picnic basket on top. 

She turns to look at Clorinde, awed, and Clorinde just shyly smiles back at her. 

Clorinde leads her to the picnic blanket and holds her hand as she sits down gracefully on one side. Clorinde sits next to her, and she rummages through the basket to pull out two sandwiches for them both. Inside, there are still more assortments of food for Navia, including macarons that seem to be haphazardly put together. 

The macarons in the basket are a little messy, and they’re hardly perfect, but Navia presses a kiss against Clorinde’s cheek for the effort all the same.

“How long have you been planning this?” Navia asks her curiously after her first bite of her sandwich. It’s delicious and had been carefully assembled with loving hands. 

“A few days,” Clorinde replies, smiling at her as she eats. “You’ve been working hard all week. I wanted to give you a break, even if it’s just for a little while.”

Navia shakes her head affectionately. There are times where she still can’t believe that Clorinde can manage to be this sweet, and today is one of those times. She’s certainly surprised her, that’s for sure. And it makes her fall in love a little bit more than she had yesterday. She knows that she’ll manage to fall for Clorinde again tomorrow, and all the days ahead. 

They eat their sandwiches with small chatter between them. The wind is nice in her hair, and the curl of Clorinde’s lips while her eyes never leave her face makes her feel like the only thing that matters up on this hill. 

Navia quietly reflects on the life they’ve managed to build: their marriage, their talk of having another kid (Clorinde wants at least two, she had said over their pillow talk the other week, so that Clementine wouldn’t get lonely), how Clorinde had come home one evening last year with a chestnut hunting hound puppy, how they’ve just narrowly avoided in having Clementine name him Dog, and the anniversaries, the arguments, the crying, the joy, and everything in between. 

Navia watches Clorinde’s face. It shifts, just subtly, into something more pensive. 

She swallows one last bite of her sandwich and says, “What are you thinking about,  mon coeur?” 

Clorinde makes a small noise in acknowledgement. It’s a little while before she replies, “I’m not sure if you would like to hear about it.”

Of course she does. Navia wants to hear every single thing that goes on Clorinde’s head. She wants to know all of Clorinde’s emotions, her wants, her fears, her mundane ideas— everything that makes Clorinde who she is. 

“Tell me,” Navia says gently. “You know I would never judge you for anything.”

Her assurance makes Clorinde give her a tight-lipped smile. The sun is beginning to set over the horizon. It makes the sky look like watercolors, dancing in yellows and reds and smudged in blue. Another gust of wind blows by before Clorinde answers. 

“I’ve just been thinking,” Clorinde says, her voice so very quiet, “that when I die, I want to be buried up here. With… you, I hope. If you’d like to rest up here with me too, that is.”

She doesn’t sound sad. Just contemplative. 

Navia puts down her sandwich on her lap and gives her wife a warm smile. She presses her knee against Clorinde’s, a subtle reminder that she’s here. 

“Of course I want to. It sounds like a good idea,” Navia says softly. “But what’s making you think about that right now?”

As far as she knows, they are years upon years away from meeting their end like that. They’re still relatively young, in the middle of their years, and they have a whole stretch of things to keep experiencing together in the future. She’s always wanted to visit Natlan, for example. 

They’ve already seen Mondstadt for an anniversary a few years ago. She always wanted to see the Windblume Festival over there, and Clorinde had surprised her with the trip. It’s where Clorinde had leaned into her ear and whispered if she would like to get married someday, and Navia had shouted so loud that people turned to look at them. Navia had proposed only months after the encounter, naturally. 

They’ve seen Liyue with Clem, who had the pleasure of meeting an old friend of Clorinde’s who seemed to take to Clem like her own child. Navia nearly fainted when Clorinde had asked her to hold Clementine, then had to watch in horror as her bull-headed wife thunked heads with a twelve foot tall geovishap. 

Inazuma and Sumeru were getaway trips from work. Inazuma was lovely, and Navia had met a very nice firework shop owner who helped them get settled and find the best spots to eat. There’s a picture of them on their fireplace mantle during the Sabzeruz Festival. Clementine’s tree house, which Navia and Clorinde had built for her, has candy from Inazuma tucked away inside.

And Navia knows that she’s not naïve anymore.

She knows that death is always looking over their shoulders. Their play can end right here, an abrupt end if it has to be. It’s always a stark reminder, especially when Clorinde would take just a little longer to get home from a duel, or when Navia would have to chase down yet another criminal by her lonesome. 

It had been that way for her mother and father. It had been that way for Clorinde’s. It makes her chest ache to think that there might be one day where they’d have to leave little Clementine behind against their own wills. 

But such is life.  C’est la vie.  

They’re here now, and Clorinde loves her as much as she loves Clorinde. That will always be the only thing that matters to her at the moment. 

Clorinde shrugs at her question. Her gaze smooths over to the trees and pathways below them. “I know everything is perfect between us right now, but it’s hard not to be acutely aware of how time can act,” she says, her fingertips rubbing the fabric of her pants. “I’ve loved you for so long that it feels like I’ve loved you for as long as I’ve taken my first breath. I could— I  will  lose you some day, or you’ll lose me first, and I know that we’ve talked about at length multiple,  multiple times, but I—” She breathes out a laugh, and Navia just puts a comforting hand on her knee.

“It’s hard not to pray that I get one more tomorrow to love you, every single day that I get to wake by your side,” Clorinde says again, her voice wavering. “I don’t think a million tomorrows with you will ever be enough; but at least, I hope and I  pray,  that I will at least get to fight tooth and nail for a happy ending with you.”

Navia squeezes her knee one last time before taking her hand in hers. Navia has to blink away her tears. She will never get used to how sweet Clorinde can be. Not in a thousand years.

“Can I tell you something?” Navia says, swallowing back the lump in her throat and giving Clorinde a sincere smile. 

Clorinde blinks, then says, “Of course. Always.”

“I think I’ve always loved you, even before we met,” Navia just says. 

Clorinde’s smile widens, just slightly. She looks between Navia’s eyes, as if waiting for the punchline. When Navia says nothing more, she chuckles. 

“How could you have known?” Clorinde asks, exasperated but awfully fond. 

“It was always a matter of time, don’t you think?” Navia muses. “I was bound to find you. We were always meant to love each other. Yesterday, tomorrow, now. Forever, even.” 

She doesn’t care if it sounds cheesy. It’s always been a thought in the back of her mind. Who was she to love, if not Clorinde? If not Clorinde, then who?

It’s always been Navia and Clorinde, and Clorinde and Navia. 

There is no end to Clorinde as much as there is no beginning to Navia.

“You really think that?” Clorinde asks her softly. The open expression on her face makes Navia want to coo and put her lovely face back in her hands. 

So Navia does exactly that. She takes Clorinde’s face in her hands and kisses her with a fervor that Clorinde returns. 

Navia nuzzles her nose. “I’d find you in this life and the next,” she says sincerely. “Sometimes I like to think we were lovers in our past lives too. Maybe I’ll find you in the next one. Maybe you’ll be a sulky black cat and I’ll be a happy little orange one that gives you fish as peace offerings.”

Clorinde laughs, but it’s heady with her joy. 

“I love you,” Clorinde says in lieu of a response. “I love you, Navia. I’ve always loved you. I will  always love you.”

Navia’s laughter is just as joyful as Clorinde’s. She plants another kiss on Clorinde’s lips. Her lips tingle with the feeling, and it makes her feel alive. 

“And I love  you,” Navia says with a hum. “My Clorinde. The beginning to my end.”

“You never make any sense,” Clorinde murmurs against her lips, but Navia can feel the stretch of her smile ghosting against hers. 

“And you still love me for it,” Navia ripostes. Clorinde just smiles at her, happy and openly in love. 

The wind blows against her back. It whispers to them, looping around their ears and turning their gaze upon the setting sun and the mountains that stay still with time. Clorinde’s arm snakes around Navia’s waist as they watch the sun begin to set, like a curtain to an end. Navia puts her head on Clorinde’s shoulder.

Navia will never know what holds for them in the future. 

It’s terrifying. 

But when Clorinde smiles down at her like this, small wrinkles in her smile as a testament to the length of their love, Navia knows there’s nothing better than the gift of being able to love Clorinde through every passage of time. 

 


 

Clorinde wipes her tears, once more, away from her eyes. 

The wind up here is biting, causing her eyes to dry and force tears to run down her nine year old face, but it’s a strong preference against the humidity from anywhere that isn’t Mont Automnequi. 

Clorinde practices, albeit clumsily, with her stick. Her form is off, and she knows it. She has to pull it together before she runs home for dinner. 

It’s just that she can’t stop thinking about that girl she met, just days before, at the picnic. 

How bright her smile was, how her eyes seem to widen at every little thing that she sees around her. Her blonde hair is a striking shade of yellow, and her smile never seems to wane even when Clorinde shies away from her. 

Clorinde had never met a girl like her. Granted, she hadn’t met a lot of girls her age, broadly speaking. 

But there’s just something about that girl.

Has she met her before? 

She swears she has. 

But even if she hasn’t, Clorinde knows that a girl like that would be hard to find again. It’s like seeing her had ached something in her heart, a pull to something that she had once known, that she  should know. Déjà vu, she thinks. Maybe she’s experiencing déjà vu for the first time in her little life. 

Clorinde thinks of that girl again. 

 Navia, something whispers to her. 

Her name is Navia. 

The name brings a lump to her throat. How does she know that? She’s never heard someone speak her name before, but thinking of Navia, this girl with the bright smile, suddenly makes her want to weep. It becomes an ache in the center of her chest, like her heart is reaching for something there, something  close.  

She doesn’t know why. 

Perhaps it’s just the bite of the wind. 

Clorinde wipes her tears away from her eyes.
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