
to our love send a dozen white lilies

Author’s Note:
      spoilers for 4.0, obviously. some minor canon divergences have also been made, for my own writing reasons.

    


    
    What’s the difference between a Champion Duelist and a Divine Executioner? Clorinde knows the line separating them is thinner than water, diluted by all the blood they shed, intentional or not. It is the rule of the ring.

Once, it seemed holy to her. But holiness fades, and in the end all that remains is her human hands.

The line between wanting to live and die is equally fragile, no stronger than what it takes to tear an ink-written contract apart, no braver than the words you speak only when the person it truly matters to will never hear. She has measured people hundreds of times, and all that they believe in once faced with her blade. It’s in the gaze. She has held their resolve, the shudder of tension between their pupils, and tested them accordingly. And she sees when they enter with the intention to die. It has only ever been a handful, and yet each and every one of them has surprised her.

She sees it in Callas the moment he enters the arena. There is no mistaking it, the way his pupils contract to a pinpoint, his breathing too calm.

“I will honor the rules,” she recites from ingrained memory as they meet at the center, “I will end when you give up.” If one were to wake her in the night she would be able to do this speech without blinking.

“All good, Clorinde,” he says, not letting her finish. “But I intend to die here today.”

It throws her off, and she clenches her fist tight. “Surrender, and I will honor your defeat.”

“Scared?” Callas smirks.

“For you, yes.”

And for someone else.

Her voice on the sidelines catches both of their attentions, and they turn to look at Navia, furiously arguing with Chief Justice Nuevillette, her angry words not carrying far enough to be more than a jagged rhythm by the time it reaches them. 

“Foolish girl,” Callas says, meaning nothing of it. Clorinde has never known a more doting father than Callas. “She needs someone like you.” Clorinde’s eyes snap back to him. She thought she had been subtle, going easy on the lavender perfume, keeping the wax sigil simple.

“She needs you,” Clorinde replies.

He looks up at the grey clouds gathering to obscure the sun. “I am dying, Clorinde. Either by your hand, or by my own failing body, but it is coming. I am choosing my time. Will you honor it?”

“Why did you request me?”

“Who else? You are precise and clean. Don’t let me suffer too long.” 

And it’s her duty to strike true. It is duty that compels her hand to strangle her own heart.

Once, she might have mirrored Navia’s fury, the kind of open-eyed hope that if she just says the right thing she will find the crack to finagle her nail into a flawed moment and peel it all apart. Once, she might have said and what about me? but she is not so naïve anymore. Professionalism as a duelist is merely handling death with the exactitude it demands. Nothing less. 

Some have called Clorinde heartless, and she swallows around the knowledge that in a few minutes, so will Navia. In her heart, she is already cauterizing the place she was carving for Navia, letter by letter, flower by flower. 

If he intends to die, then he will force her hand. And hers is a hand beholden to rules until death stills it.

She puts on her white gloves, pulling them down to fit between her fingers. “Do you have any final words?”

She always asks. She has delivered countless confessions of heartfelt love, passing them on to widowers left destitute from poor business and poorer lovers. She’s confessed sins and hidden heroics with others’ words, taking them in her mouth and holding them, morsels of others’ lives, tasting their dimensions, before they come to rest at their final destination. Children, sisters, lovers, graves. She is the bearer of death, but she does it wholeheartedly. 

Callas is still looking at Navia with the pride only a father could hold, practically glowing with it. “I hope that you will care for Navia, once I’m gone. Watch over her. Take care of her. Not many others will.”

She wishes she hadn’t asked. She wishes she hadn’t cracked open this hidden truth and uncovered this. 

“You have my vow.”

And that perhaps is the most damning weakness of hers, after all — the lengths she’d go to for Navia.

Neuvillette gives the signal that they may begin, and Clorinde bows, moving into position as a leaden silence falls over the ring. There are too many watching for her to acknowledge feeling the burn of Navia’s gaze, but it’s like a hot iron against her neck, searing her skin.

Callas is a brave duelist, retaining a dated form that’s easy to counter. Decades ago he made a name in the dueling circles, drawing fawning crowds throwing roses at him, his charm balancing the flaws in his technique. No one wanted to beat him and risk the ire of the audience.

She read about the stories, sensationalized of course, and distorted by time, but nonetheless, they fed her dreams. She thought him foolish, impure in his vain dedication to the sword. Back then, young and full of hope, struggling to re-balance her center of gravity as her body changed, she wanted nothing but the purity of a clean duel. Swords raised. No distracting sounds. Her unwillingness to lose.

It’s nowhere near as clean this time.

Navia lets out a protesting scream as they begin, and it ruptures Clorinde’s clarity of mind. Callas gets a good first strike on her, not enough to end the duel, just a graze, but the collective gasp tells her it looks worse than it feels.

She is reluctant to strike back, keeping her movements close, staying on the defensive without giving an inch of ground. She is waiting, not out of hope, never hope, but for her resolve to coalesce. Something is dying in her chest and it needs to be extinguished before she can strike.

Sweat drips over Callas’ brow as the minutes tick by, his breathing heavy, his footwork beginning to falter. She needs to end it before it becomes humiliating, but there are still embers glowing in her heart.

“Clorinde!” Navia’s voice echoes across the ring, high and pleading. “Clorinde, please!”

Never before has her focus dropped, never before has she been as unprofessional as she is in this very moment, turning her head just slightly to gaze at Navia. Anger makes her beautiful, Clorinde thinks distantly, but then again, every emotion colors her a different way, all of them enchanting. There is something in Navia, her eyes wet, her hair rippling in the wind. Clorinde knows its name: love doomed to die at her hand.

Callas tries to use the distraction to his advantage, but even without full attention, she deflects it gracefully, not straining a muscle. She holds Navia’s gaze for a moment longer, a hundred confessions swirling in her mouth and boiling down to a simple, I have loved you and I am sorry for that. She is not sure how she can ever convey it appropriately.

Turning her focus back, Callas is trying to swing at her again, wielding the sword with abandon. She parries and inflicts a horrific wound. He goes down to his knees, blood soaking through his clothes. If he calls it here, there is still a chance a medic can patch him together, she’d even offer her own blood for transfusion…

“Surrender,” she pleads under her breath, hoping against hope. The audience holds their breath. “Stop, and we can end it here.”

Callas pushes himself off the ground, one arm hanging limply at his side. “I am not defeated,” he says, loud enough that the crowd hears it. “Again.”

He lunges at her, leaving his chest open. Their eyes meet for a split second. Do it, his gaze screams silently.

Who is she to deny a dying man? She has always excelled at her job, her form exquisite from dawn to dusk. A clean killing blow is her at her kindest.

She angles her blade to catch the burning red of the setting sun, blinding the corner of the audience where Navia is as she drives it into his chest. It isn’t exactly merciful, but she is precise, and that’s a different kind of mercy. The right cut spares more than the doubting hand.

There’s a dark and terrible thrill in the moment of victory, always. A sharpness that cuts through everything else, everything that has faded and gone still like a dying pond. It is a rush, one she has never found anywhere else, one she has never spoken of to another soul. 

She feels it this time too. It is no different, despite how she can already hear the judges calling, she can hear Navia’s wail as she climbs over the balustrade, and despite how she turns to look while knowing what she must look like at this moment — that intoxication of death on her hands, how it alters her. How the mercy of justice stains her.

Navia’s eyes widen as she sees Clorinde for who she is; the duelist title hides the cold executioner underneath. Oh, how her love is withering. But she doesn’t stop, she doesn’t let it intimidate her. Clorinde has never met anyone who can hold her gaze after she has won a duel to the death. It’s suffocating seeing Navia undeterred.

As Callas sags onto the ground, Clorinde catches him and lowers him gently.

“Thank you,” he gasps, mouth opening and closing like a fish.

“Papa!” Navia cries as she reaches them, too late. Clorinde knows how to defeat a man and give him no more than five breaths before his heart stops. 

“Navia,” Clorinde says, her voice heavy and low, both of them leaning over Callas’ body. “I’m—”

She lets out a frustrated scream and slaps Clorinde, hard, cutting off her words. Clorinde’s cheek burns with the sting, her ears ringing. She steps back as two judges dart between them, keeping them apart.

She has deadened many nerves in her life, but Navia still manages to strike one of the last living ones.

Angling her sword she looks at herself in the folded metal’s reflection, the blood dripping off the edge. She usually never dares to. She knows the horror, but she wants to know what Navia saw. Why she didn’t flinch away. It’s the same horror as always, though her cheek stings raw and red, and she can’t stand the sight of herself. It’s the same horror. Always.

You have to give something up to take on this mantle. It’s glorious and isolating. It’s being the lone barren isle in the middle of a lake, never visited. There is nothing in you. It’s hollowing out a vessel to carry out justice’s necessities, divine commandment. She has been content with it for so long that she never imagined anything else for herself. Not until Navia.

Was it foolish of her to think she could be full of something else?

Navia curls over her father’s limp body, her entire body shaking with sobs. Clorinde wants to stay, and knows she shouldn’t. Even without the complications of what today has destroyed, Navia hates being pitied.

Navia looks up at her and there’s bottomless sorrow, before they focus on Clorinde and a sneer twists her face. At least the love is dead, bleeding out on the sand between them.

Clorinde wipes her sword clean and leaves. The horror never changes.


Their first meeting seems a lifetime ago.

Clorinde enters a café, the bell ringing loudly, tables empty at the very end of the lunch rush, holding a thick folder under her arm. Some light reading, to share.

It was a quiet deal Callas struck with the Chief Justice office, after much badgering from him. Nothing official, only a simple lunch meeting once a week where she would go for a long lunch break and it so happened that they would be dining at the same secluded café down in Quartier Lyonnais. And it so happened that each time she brought a folder of a case the garde were unable to investigate further, leaving it open on the table for him to peruse for an hour. Nothing more, nothing less. She is just the courier.

Except this time Callas is nowhere to be seen, and Navia sits there in his usual spot, wide-eyed and curious.

“I expected someone else,” Clorinde says, not sitting down. She is of half a mind to leave, perturbed by the disruption to their usual arrangement. 

“Papa’s ill,” Navia says, her voice a bit too loud. She catches herself, lowering it, leaning over the table. “He told me everything I needed to know. I work fast, I promise. I achieved the highest grade in shorthand class.”

“My agreement is only with him, not you.” 

Clorinde still hasn’t pulled out the chair, and Navia nudges it out with her boot, looking up at Clorinde from under her thick lashes. 

“I won’t waste your trust in me. You can strike me down if I do.” She says the last part with her eyes drifting to the sword handle Clorinde is resting her wrist on, before snapping back up to Clorinde, fluttering her eyes like one of those lovelorn ladies swarming around other duelists.

It’s annoying how persistent she is, but Clorinde folds, not wanting to skip out on lunch. She puts the folder down, unties the string, and orders the usual Wednesday special of duck confit. 

“One hour.” Nothing more, nothing less.

Navia beams, silently clapping her hands together before she fishes out a notepad and pencil, getting to work with a diligence not even Callas can rival. Usually, he tries to chat with Clorinde now and again, asking about her week, what her weekend plans are, if she’s willing to come over and meet the people he has over on Sunday dinners. She politely declines, he laughs, and that’s that.

Clorinde can’t help but wonder if she would have met Navia had she agreed. At least the circumstances would have been more pleasant than the shelved case of a disappearing woman from Quartier Narbonnais.

She eats her lunch in focused silence, looking out the window at people passing on the street while Navia flips the pages, scribbling quick notes with one hand. Her shorthand is indecipherable when Clorinde peeks at it, much to her relief — perhaps she is as good as she claims. She quickly glances away before Navia can catch her looking, returning to watching the street. 

Clorinde admires Navia’s focused brow furrow in the window’s reflection, finding it difficult to force her eyes to see past her image. She sits up straighter, relaxing her shoulders, sipping from her glass of wine, but none of it proves to be a lasting distraction. Her gaze inevitably strays back to the reflection, slightly unfocused, and a peculiar curiosity unfurls in her chest. She could watch Navia for hours, she realizes, and still find something new to rest her eyes on — the curve of her nose, the glossy sheen on her lips, the way she brushes her hair back over her shoulder when it spills over.

A small noise escapes Navia’s lips, and Clorinde notices the shiver of wetness along her lower lashline. She freezes, unsure if she should turn, if she should say something. The minutes tick by. Navia works just as quickly as before even as she cries. 

“Demoiselle,” Clorinde says, finally turning at the end of their hour, reluctant to disturb her. “We are almost out of time.”

“I know,” Navia replies, rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand. “Let me finish this page and you can have it back.”

Clorinde never has been the one to comfort grieving widows. At best, she mirrors Neuvillette’s cool pity, a distance she maintains and calls professional, required. Nothing more. 

Here, that perfect balance won’t do.

She unfolds the handkerchief she keeps in her pocket and offers it to Navia. She doesn’t understand what has come over her, but she senses she is crossing an inevitable border, beyond which a new and daunting vastness opens up.

“Thank you,” Navia sniffs, taking the folded piece of cloth, and wiping at her cheeks before looking at the embroidered C., running her thumb over it. “I’ll wash it and return it to you. I promise.”

“Keep it,” Clorinde says, gathering the folio and tying it back together, intending to slip it back into the cold archive as if it has never been gone. “You may have more need of it.”

“I don’t need your pity,” Navia says, her voice clear and sharp. “People have always pitied me because I cry easily. Because my mother died young. Because they think I’m so many things I’m not. I abhor it.” Then she softens her voice, a teasing smile on her lips. “But if you’re giving it because you want to be nice to me, then I’d accept it.”

“Then it is because of niceness.” Nothing more. Nothing less.

“A Champion Duelist’s handkerchief,” Navia muses, rubbing at the tear stains on it. “It’d be uneven if I didn’t give you something back.” She reaches up to her hat, plucking a rose from it. Clorinde thought they were artisan fabric ones, but no, it’s fresh. Fragrant. Delicate. 

On the way out, she pays for both her and Navia’s meal, and for the rest of the day, she holds the rose in her cupped hands, carrying it to the office and back home where she places it between the pages of her heaviest book, pressing it flat to preserve it before putting it in a glass frame in her study.

The week after that, Callas is back in his regular spot, laughing as he sees Clorinde’s expression. 

“I see,” he says, smiling wide as if he knows some great secret. “I’ll make sure Navia is the one coming next time.”

“No need,” Clorinde says, putting the folder in the space between them.

“Are you sure? She’s been talking up a storm about you. Saying you are so kind, so generous, and a lot of other adjectives I struggle to remember.”

Clorinde’s chest burns hot. “If she wants to, I suppose I would not mind.”

Callas laughs, waving down the waiter to order lunch for them both. It’s their last shared meal together.


Clorinde pays for wreaths of mourning lilies at the florist shop, requesting it to be sent over to Navia’s estate. The next morning she wakes up to all the flowers dumped onto the ground on her doorstep, the fragrance of crushed petals lingering at the threshold for days, reminding her each time she comes and goes. 

It could be worse. 

She finds reasons to return home, things forgotten, a glove, a report, or a cuff link, and each time she lingers a little longer at the front door, the sweet scent fading too fast. 

Inevitably, the wake draws attention in the city. Mourners, business associates, detractors, and no friends to stay on her side — Callas’ reputation died in the dirt alongside him. Neuvillette signs off on a security detail at Clorinde’s behest, but Navia rejects it. Hardly surprising, but nonetheless she should know better considering Callas’ debts. So Clorinde goes alone. Her mere presence quells the crowds into lowering their heads, dampening conversations.

She feels like an ill omen, but she has noticed the way creditors of the deceased have been circling Navia’s estate, and even here they are, gorging themselves on what they can pick clean from his corpse. It’s unsightly.

Navia spots her across the room and her glare is vicious and icy. It shouldn’t make Clorinde feel her heartbeat in her throat. And yet.

Navia could send over her men to tell Clorinde to leave. Instead, she comes herself, the black dress covering her arms, sweeping along the cool stone floor. “You’re a dark cloud on this day,” she says as a way of greeting, voice dripping with contempt. “I don’t need you.”

“I’m sorry, demoiselle,” Clorinde says, bowing her head, “but the Chief Justice requested…”

Navia bristles, but reels it back in. “Whatever. Just stay out of my sight if you must be here. I don’t need you, nor your pity.”

It’s not pity that draws her back near Navia, but saying that is breaking a sacrosanct vow. It is a kind of penance, she supposes. One she deserves to be put through. 

The wake is a long, subdued affair. There’s less respect paid and more a gathering of people torn on who Callas was, hero or thief, criminal or devoted father. All throughout Clorinde finds ways to discreetly intercept any creditor or loan shark that has come to leverage what hold on Navia’s guilt they can find, exploiting debt loopholes and questionable contracts. Clorinde makes a note to have an attorney assess them before Navia can be tricked into paying any of them a single coin. It’s all she knows how to do.

Clorinde has never been good at funerals. She rarely gets invited to them, understandably. There is something so horrific about them, the way a life is distilled into nothing but tepid recollections, phrases that mean nothing, mourners casting about for ways to distract from the weight of the moment through talking about the minutiae of the living instead.

She drifts on the edges of the people milling about, keeping her gaze fleeting, trying not to let her thoughts stray too far. Inevitably, they do. She wonders if Navia is keeping well, noticing the dark circles under her eyes, the anemic tremor in her hand. She sits more than stands, normally so at ease being the center of attention, but she has never done well with pity. Even as people begin trickling out, Clorinde lingers, wanting to see something, to make sure one final detail is as it should be.

At the end of the long wake, it is just them left, Clorinde not realizing until it’s too late and there are no more bodies to put between them, no way to break the white-hot burn of Navia’s grief. They stand on opposite ends of the parlor, a sea of wilting carnations and roses between them, the sweet smell of petals and sugared confections making the air sickly. 

“Why are you still here?” Navia asks, her disappointment palpable.

Clorinde remains silent. She should have left long ago, she knows, but she needs to witness what her tainted hands have wrought, just this once.

“Your very presence torments me,” Navia says, her voice raw, her cheeks wet with tears. “I look at you and all I see is the executioner who took my father and now sees to destroy me in turn. Is that it?”

Clorinde weighs words on the back of her tongue, testing their horrors, sizing them up as balms to Navia’s pain. None are adequate. She has never learned how to do this, how to wield words with the grace of lawyers and poets, turning lies into truths and truths into lies. 

“Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?” Navia crosses the room, the sound of her heels filling Clorinde’s head, and she is unprepared when Navia shoves her. “Do you have anything at all in that cold heart of yours?”

Clorinde stumbles back, losing her footing. She holds her hands steady at her side, fearful she might instinctually reach for Navia to stop her fall. Her heart hammers in her chest as if it wants to tell Navia all that lingers still, despite Clorinde’s attempts to excise the last remnants.

“Don’t touch me,” Navia says, seething. She pushes Clorinde again, and this time she falls back on the floor, landing on her back so hard that the air goes out of her chest for a brief moment.

Strange, Clorinde thinks. How fast love turns to hate. And how much she deserves it — oceans, oceans worth of it, undercurrents to carry her far out and pull her down deep. 

Navia straddles her waist, putting her hands around Clorinde’s neck without pressing down. Clorinde lays still, her eyes not daring to rise higher than Navia’s elbow crease.

“I thought you were brave.” Navia’s nails dig into the tender skin at Clorinde’s throat. “I thought we were…”

Press down. There is a precise point where, upon applying pressure, the blood flow cuts off to the brain, slowly asphyxiating the person. She thinks that if Navia puts her thumbs there, she will dare to look up and meet her eyes again. That would be her dying wish: one final moment between their eyes. Nothing more and nothing less than they had before. 

A gaze holds so much. Promise, above all. It’s the suggestion of a hundred futures, of shall I come over, take your hand, shall I kiss you under the blossoming apple trees? Shall we wait? It’s the idea, the flutter of hope beating itself against the inside her ribcage, shredding its wings in a matter of seconds each time, dying when Clorinde looks away — only to be brutally reborn when she looks again. Over and over.

But look she must. There is an anxiety rooted deep in her chest, that she will find the same hollowness in Navia’s eyes that took up Callas’. The desire for the end.

Raising her eyes she is met only with a glossy hatred. It aches to see, eviscerating in how it lays Clorinde bare underneath her, but it is brimming over with life. Navia, even dressed in mourning black, radiates a light Clorinde can only dream of glimpsing and never touch. There is nothing to fear. 

Navia’s fingers twitch at Clorinde’s throat, but she lets go instead of acting on it, climbing off Clorinde and refusing to look at her again. “I’m not like you,” she says, aimed at the room as much as Clorinde. As if she is nothing more than a lifeless vase. 

“You’re not,” Clorinde agrees, the crescent indentations on her neck from Navia’s nails warm and bloodless. 


In the first months following the funeral, Clorinde gets a promotion to bodyguard for the Hydro Archon. She turns over the honor like a dual-edged blade in her mouth but she accepts it nonetheless. As she packs up her belongings to move into the court proper, she lingers over the framed pressed flower in her study. The color has faded only a little. She boxes it up with all the letters she can’t bear to touch anymore.

Life moves on, churning onwards, changed and unchanged at the same time.

She keeps her distance from Navia, and she keeps her watch. There is nothing else to do — if she enters a shop where Navia is browsing, she can’t bring herself to stay, thinking over and over of how Navia called her a torment. If Navia comes to a café where Clorinde is eating she hurries up and leaves, clearing the place for Navia. She makes a point not to meet her face. 

The city shrinks, their paths endlessly crossing, and the wound gapes raw and festering between them. 

She has tried other ways of showing the care Callas requested, but relations between her and Spina di Rosula have withered as well. The promise itches like a strangling command in the back of her throat, a chain around her wrists. Her hands are bound to fulfilling the vow she made Callas, in the end.

As the tepid spring turns to sweltering summer, Clorinde notices a trend. She is not the only one keeping an eye on Navia. There are others watching, mapping out her daily habits. Shadows passing in the corner of her eye, gardemeks turning to focus on Navia when she passes: little details piling up to form the contours of a concern.

It grows slowly, but it possesses her waking thoughts and tears at her conscience — she needs to give Navia space, even though the circles of the city keep drawing them into each other’s paths enough that she could pass it off. Still. It eats at her during the workday, to the point that the Chief Justice has questioned why she keeps leaving the side of the Hydro Archon, and it’s a cause she can never quite verbalize. No single part is evidence enough nor are the few pieces she has put together. Still. She has to. 

She does not know what to tell Callas’ tombstone if she breaks this one promise. Keep her safe. What a wicked design of him. He must have known that Navia wouldn’t understand, just as Clorinde understands that it could not have been anyone but her to deliver the killing blow; it’s all simply dimensions of necessary cruelty. 

So she follows, a loyal albeit despised shadow. Through the city, through the quartiers, past the aquabus stops and shop fronts, never wavering, never losing sight of Navia. 

In the sweating market, she feels the pressure settling in, thick and heavy. Hemmed in by people she struggles to navigate as smoothly as before, visitors not paying attention as their eyes are drawn by the bright colors and shiny goods, meandering between stalls to sate their curiosity. 

All the easier then to spot the one person moving with purpose, sliding expertly between gaps in the crowd, slinking closer and closer to Navia. 

Clorinde calculates if she can get there in time, but the math is not in her favor. She cannot let him close to Navia. She cannot dare to fathom the betrayal it would be. Desperation forces her hand as she raises her pistol and fires a shot into the air. The crowd parts and the assassin turns. She takes aim but he dodges, too smooth to not be trained. Even worse. 

There’s a reason she was chosen to be the Hydro Archon’s bodyguard, and with the slight distraction offered she launches into motion, her vision crackling with static. She wonders, briefly, what the assassin sees as she approaches — he’s frozen, eyes wide, fingers white around the dagger handle — and then it does not matter anymore. His skin breaks just the same as any other man.

It’s over in a flash, Clorinde blinking rapidly. She moves her jaw from side to side, trying to swallow down the strange mix of pride and disgust. He cut at her lower arm but did not manage to inflict anything too deep. She folds her glove down over it to hide the cut.

“Sorry for the interruption,” she says, glancing over at Navia, rapier still dripping blood. She’s safe. Whole. All the paperwork she will have to file for this incident makes it worth it, knowing she’s unharmed.

For a moment, Navia’s eyes aren’t icy cold. The familiar warmth — the same glimmer of promise that once had Clorinde wrapped around her little finger — and then she blinks, it’s gone, it must have been a mirage.

“I could have handled it myself,” Navia says dryly, not the least bit rattled.

“I did not mean to overstep.” Clorinde lowers her head, turning over the dead man. 

“You’ve been following me again.” 

“I was concerned for your well-being,” Clorinde says, patting down the assassin. The market is emptying out around them, and she only has a few minutes before the gardes have the area locked down. If there is any vital evidence, it risks being lost. But no, nothing, not a shred, his pockets empty. 

When she looks up, Navia is already speaking with an officer, twirling her parasol in the way she only does when she’s nervous. Their eyes meet, briefly. It must be that mirage playing tricks on her again because she thinks she sees a sliver of that soft kindness shimmering by.

Later, Clorinde thinks of that warmth as she sits in her bathroom, biting down on her leather glove as she stitches the wound up herself. It makes the sting worse, but more tolerable for it.


On the day before the first anniversary of Callas’ death, she goes to his grave, carrying lilacs surrounded by chrysanthemums, put together by the florists at her specific request. Conveying meaning to the dead is a foolish endeavor, all things considered: they are gone. There is only the cold tombstone, moss crawling up year by year, engravings eroding under wind and rain. 

She thought she would have things to say, but her mouth goes dry and empty. She brushes fallen leaves away, takes the old decaying flowers to the compost, and then stands there, facing his final rest.

Has she been keeping her vow? Has she done enough to keep Navia safe? Difficult to say. She watches from afar, keeping herself hidden in the shadows. In the first months, Navia barely went outside, but as of late she has resumed her evening strolls around the city, and she’s back at the Spina di Rosula offices. Other gardesmen are complaining of her arguing with them, a problem Clorinde is a little envious of. Between the two of them, it’s still silent. 

Perhaps for the better. 

Clorinde has done a few small things — stricken debts from Navia’s inherited estate, slipped flyers for plays into Navia’s mail, pretended to be an anonymous admirer sending over teas and sweets from the pâtisserie. There’s a horrid fluttering of joy spotting Navia coming out from the theatre in the late evening, or when she comes down the quartier stairs with a light green package in her hands, the scent of sugar trailing behind her. 

It’s the small things, in the end. At least she is doing something with her stained hands. She brushes some dirt off of Callas’ grave, resolved to do better in the coming year. She owes him that much.

The next day, idling in the courtyard as she waits for the Hydro Archon to decide if she wishes to take a walk downtown or not, she hears a familiar click of heels coming her way across the cobblestones. Dread knots in her stomach as she recognizes Navia’s golden hair catching in the sunlight. 

She’s carrying the bouquet Clorinde placed on Callas’ grave yesterday, though in Navia’s arms, it looks absurdly outsized. She didn’t think it was that big, and an embarrassed flush blooms on her chest. 

“Why are you mocking me like this?” Navia says, nostrils flaring, her voice drawing the attention of everyone coming through the courtyard. “He is not yours to mourn. You have no right to even go near his grave.” 

Navia throws the flowers at Clorinde. Too stunned to catch them, they fall to the stones between them, and Navia glares at her, grinding her boot heel into the petals.

“You taint everything you touch.” Navia’s chest heaves with words held back as if her first salvo didn’t hit perfectly on the first shot. “It’s been all you, hasn’t it? All these beautiful little things, I thought I truly had an admirer, a guardian oceanid, someone who cared, but it had to be you. I regret everything I have ever shared with you, now that you know me so well to use it against me.”

“Navia, I…” Clorinde swallows and lowers her gaze. She can’t breathe. 

The seconds tick by, Navia waiting, and then she scoffs. “You don’t even have anything to say, do you? I shouldn’t have bothered coming.”

She turns and leaves, and Clorinde feels like she’s suffocating. She gathers the shredded and dirty lilacs in her hands, walking past the crowds watching and gossiping behind their gloves hands. She keeps her head high, her face frozen. Not a single emotion ripples through her as she makes her way back to her quarters, where she closes the door and lets out a heaving, shuddering gasp. She sinks to the floor with her back against the door, the thickness in her throat breaks, and she struggles for air, drawing in lungfuls of lilac scent as something unspools inside of her, too fast to reign in, too fast to control.

Why is she still feeling like this for Navia? Why won’t the love die?


The rains fall in heavy sheets, the wind carrying it horizontally. It’s a miserable night and the streets are empty, not a soul around save Clorinde. She waits, dripping with rain, her clothes soaked through to the undermost layer. 

It’s the seventh night in a row she has come straight from her duties down to Navia’s street, standing in wait outside Navia’s door, knowing she’s being absurd but that she has to convey her contrition. Navia comes home, sees her, ignores her. Repeat each day until the lights are turned out, and she has no choice but to leave — though last night Clorinde could have sworn someone stayed in a window upstairs watching, so she stayed, well past midnight, hoping against hope.

She’s not so sure anymore, a mild fever blooming out from her temples. This has to be the last night. She can’t keep doing this.

Callas’ old butler steps out, unfolding his umbrella as he gets ready to head elsewhere.

“If there is a chance,” Clorinde says as she seizes on the opportunity, voice even despite the chill going down to her bones, “I wish to speak with demoiselle Navia. Just for a moment.”

“Isn’t it enough?” Melus says, not entirely unkind. “She has made her point clear.”

“Some apologies are best made face to face,” Clorinde says, repeating what she has said for a week now. “That is all.”

He shakes his head sadly before setting off, and once she’s alone again she turns and coughs into her elbow. Each night she promises to leave it alone, and each morning she wakes up thinking she can smell lilacs, the guilt hammering in her ribcage so hard that she has to put ice against her chest to make it calm down. 

She squares her shoulders, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, and breathes in deep, all the way to her stomach. There is a selfishness to her stubbornness, she knows as much, and it’s another sin she can stand bearing. She will endure for one more night. And then— 

The door opens, cutting Clorinde’s thoughts in two as light streams out onto the dark street, silhouetted against Navia. It strikes Clorinde that she has never seen Navia dressed so casually, wearing only pants with a loose white shirt tucked into them, her long hair gathered into a braid. And still, she is so radiantly beautiful that it makes her heart ache.

“They said you were still out here,” Navia says, raising her umbrella and stepping out into the street, lifting it high enough so that Clorinde is under it. “When will you give up?”

“I must apologize for my mistake,” Clorinde begins, a hacking cough interrupting her. 

“You are here making yourself sick.”

“I am sorry, demoiselle Navia, for my brazen misstep—”

“Oh, shut up. I don’t care. Forget about it, go home, don’t come around here again.”

Navia steps back, and the icy rains slide down Clorinde’s back again, even more painful than before.

Clorinde looks at her, eyes resting on her collarbone. With her weak apology stymied, she finds herself… Lacking.

“Why aren’t you leaving?”

“I don’t think I have the strength to move anymore.”

“You are so foolish.” Navia steps inside but leaves the door open, the warmth from the door not wavering. “Well? Come in, before I change my mind. I won’t have you dying on my doorstep.”

Clorinde sways on her feet, unsure of if she’s dreaming or not. It takes all of her last strength to step over the threshold, Navia closing the door behind her. She drips rainwater over the tiled hall, taking off her boots and hat awkwardly. Navia watches, arms folded across her chest before she elbows a door open. 

“You look miserable,” Navia says, gesturing for Clorinde to step into the bathroom. 

Clorinde stands in the middle of the tiled floor, trying to keep her shivers to a minimum, as Navia lights candles one by one, keeping the electric lights off. It strikes her this is the first time she has been inside Callas’ home proper — well, Navia’s now.

“We haven’t had electric lights installed here yet,” Navia explains, placing out lights on the sink and vanity. “Only water. Papa liked it rustic like this. When I was a teen I constantly complained about it. Dad, why can’t we get it all electrified too? Now I’ve grown to like the crackling of firewood. I even like cutting it myself, and nothing beats the smell. Pine trees are my favorite.” She sighs. “And it keeps the maintenance costs down.”

“You could have it upgraded.”

“I know. Melus had a crew over to give an estimate. Maybe in a year or two, the winters haven’t been so bad.”

Navia wears her heart on her sleeve, and it’s even more obvious in moments such as this. 

“How difficult has it been since he—”

“That is not your concern, now is it?” Navia says, cutting Clorinde off. She glares her down. “We had to sell off one part of the house. It’s not so bad. It was too big for me alone anyway.” 

Clorinde wonders what an appropriate response is. Not that it matters — Navia moves on, opening the taps to fill up the bathtub and all Clorinde can do is stare, dumbfounded. She’s fine with the resentment, with the harsh reproach for what she does, but this? It’s outside of her map. She doesn’t understand what Navia is doing.

“Close your mouth,” Navia says, sprinkling salts in the water. “I just want to avoid a scandal having you hanging around my door much longer.”

“I came only to apologize.”

“Save it.” She unscrews the cork on a vial and pours a generous helping of fragrant oil into the water. “There is no apology from your lips that matters. It is merely about balancing the scales: you saved me, I save you, and then it’s even. Do you understand?”

Clorinde saved Navia’s life in the market, true; and Navia, for all her scathing hatred of Clorinde following the duel, can’t make herself be that cruel. For all the furious edge she can summon up, she’s got a softness underneath. Only it shouldn’t be Clorinde stirring it. She has done nothing to deserve that kindness. 

“Undress behind the screen,” Navia commands. “And give me your clothes so I can dry them in front of the fire.”

“There is no need.”

“There is.” A blush creeps up Navia’s cheeks, reminiscent of how she’d look when peeling apart problems, nearing the solution. “Now stop being so stubborn and let me help you so we can be done with each other.”

Clorinde goes behind the screen, but her fingers are frozen stiff and rigid, struggling to get the clothes off.

“What is taking so long?” Navia complains. 

“I can’t undo the buttons. My fingers are too cold.”

“How do you keep finding ways to be such a hassle?” Navia comes around the screen and looks at her, half-undressed, her eyes indecipherable. “Cut them off? No. Sorry. That’s a waste of thread. Fine. Come here, let me.” 

Navia’s breath is a warm flutter against her cheek as she starts with the shirt cuffs, removing the cufflinks and dropping them on the windowsill before undoing Clorinde’s jacket, who shrugs it off awkwardly. Without the wet wool weighing her down she feels even more vulnerable, her white shirt so soaked it’s see-through in places. Her embarrassment is belied by the sheer relief.

Navia stares at Clorinde’s chest, fingers just over the vision. “May I?”

Clorinde breathes in deep, trying to keep her voice steady. “Yes.”

It’s so fast, how Navia undoes the ribbon and carefully takes the violet vision in her hand as if it’s a delicate treasure, carrying it with both hands to the windowsill and placing it down like a precious egg. 

“Are you okay, being apart from it?”

“It’s right there.”

“I mean, I can’t sleep well unless mine is next to me on the pillow. I have such horridly empty dreams without it.” She shuts her mouth, not waiting for an answer as she returns to undoing the buttons of Clorinde’s outfit, working in silence. Her touch is so cold and clinical, even as she unbuttons the front set on the pants, and when that’s done she leaves Clorinde to finish the rest on her own. 

“Are you done?” Navia asks.

“Yes.”

“I’ll turn around. Get in the water.”

Clorinde’s limbs move stiffly, and it takes some careful effort to get out from behind the screen and her leg over the edge of the bathtub. The water is so hot it feels like needles at first, but she sinks into it, covering her body with the overflowing bubbles Navia poured in.

“Thank you,” Clorinde says, and Navia’s eyes drift over her briefly before she grabs the soaked-through garments and takes them out of the room.

Clorinde lets out a tired sigh, flexing her sore fingers under the water’s surface. They prickle and sting, but the sensation is coming back. Her head is spinning. She shouldn’t be here, yet she is. She rubs at her tired shins, willing the muscles to relax so she can make the trek home. 

Navia comes back after a few minutes, bringing a steaming cup of tea with her that she puts down on a side-table near the tub. As Clorinde reaches out to take it, Navia’s eyes dart to her arm.

“Did it heal well? The… I mean…” She inclines her head towards the scar on her arm, the jagged tissue still shining bright red all this time later. “I saw you get cut that time you stopped the assassin, you know. You weren’t as discreet as you think.”

“It healed well. It looks worse right now than it was.” She takes a sip of the tea, strong and sweet, feeling the heat spread throughout her chest. “My thanks.”

“I’d hate to see you die over something as silly as your own foolishness.” 

Navia falls quiet, lips pursed. She’s impossible to read in the low candlelight, the shadows flickering across her face. She lifts her hand, lowers it, then brings it up to Clorinde’s face as she tries to tuck back some of Clorinde’s hair behind her ear, but Clorinde flinches away, and immediately the warmth between them dies. The room goes cold, despite the steam covering the window panes and mirrors. 

“I can’t believe I ever thought of you as warmly as I did,” she says, slowly pulling her hand back. 

“Because you are too good for me,” Clorinde replies, eyes lowered.

Navia laughs, sudden and bitter. “No. I am not good. I am keeping you alive so you can feel the guilt of what you have done, every day and every night. If you want to repay me for what you have done, live on and carry that guilt. I hope it weighs heavy on you.” 

“It does.” 

“Good.” She smiles, not entirely sweet. “Your clothes are drying in the kitchen. Leave when you’re done. Don’t come back here.”

Clorinde sinks back into the tub, listening as Navia ascends the creaky old stairs, a door closing, her feet moving across the floor above her. There is nothing she can do to repair what has been broken between them anymore. She can feel it so clearly, the jagged and shattered pieces digging into her skin, reminding her of the wound she carved into Navia with her sword. It was a clean mercy for someone, but not for either of them. 

She lingers only long enough in the bath to warm her aching body up and then gets out. Her clothes are still damp, but Navia has put an umbrella next to them. Clorinde dresses and hesitates as she looks at it. 

It’s one of Navia’s favorites, she remembers when Navia would meet up with her and bring a new one each time, spinning them and making Clorinde look at the details, telling the story of how she got each of them. This one was a special order, an indulgence for doing well on an exam. She weighs the carved wooden handle in hand but decides she has tested Navia’s goodwill enough and accepts the offering, resolving to find a way to return it without bothering her.

As she leaves, the house is silent, and she takes care to close the door gently. Clorinde swears that she feels a pair of eyes on her all to the end of the street, but when she turns around all she sees is the dark night bearing down on rain-slick cobblestones, Navia’s house dark and desolate at the end of it.
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