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A Suitable Brat




Westin closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, exhaling moments later as he listened to the hum of conversation around him and the rattle of crockery from the direction of the kitchens. Steam from different fragrant teas drifted his way, mingling with the Maareshetal blend he’d chosen, the cress spice from his bath oils, and the wine enjoyed by someone at the table next to his. Laughter sounded from the direction of the inn’s bar, rising high and then falling low enough to allow him to hear, or imagine he heard, the faint fall of rain on the roof high above him. 

The rain was going to get worse, or so Westin’s wrist insisted. The ache hadn’t yet turned to pain, but it tugged at him, drawing his focus from the soothing, familiar sounds of Solace House. 

An outguard’s life was often one of discomfort. An old injury shouldn’t rankle so much. 

He shifted slightly in his chair and took another breath, counting slowly before he released it. Maareshetal teas were too bitter for some, but that was only when consumed too quickly. Boiling water was poured over the leaves, and then they were supposed to sit, the tea growing smoother as it cooled enough to be drinkable. That was why Westin had ordered it; to give himself the time to seek the peace that had so far eluded him. 

Even his costly bath hadn’t offered the sort of calm he’d expected. The rush of distant rain didn’t seem to be doing much either. 

Exasperated, Westin opened his eyes to stare at the teapot and cup on his table. There were some in the Outguard who found ways to calm themselves with activity, often fighting, but sometimes routine or mindless tasks: kit repair, chopping wood, even mucking stables. 

Westin had no desire to do any of those things and, while Solace House was known to be accommodating, he doubted they wanted him messing about with the staff’s assigned duties. 

Any might feel conflicted in his place, he told himself, then sighed and took a sip of his tea, though it was too early for it to be enjoyable. Perhaps he’d spend the money and get a different tea, something less fussy and more easily consumed. 

He glanced around although he had already looked the place over for trouble a few times, an Outguard habit that might stay with him even once that life was behind him. 

He gave one of the open booths a frown it didn’t deserve, then moved his gaze up to the high ceiling above the main floor of Solace House, then back down to where food and drink were offered at the many tables or in the booths that lined the walls. Chandeliers kept the room bright despite the darkness of the rainy evening, illuminating the bar and the door to the kitchens, the wide, welcoming entranceway, and the stairs leading to the rest of the inn. 

Solace House occupied a strange space. A day’s ride or a few hours by boat outside the capital and situated near enough the river to lure all manner of travelers, it was considered by most to be under the jurisdiction of the current ruler, like the capital itself. However, it actually stood on the border of two territories, not including that of the capital, although the powerful noble family who governed the larger of the territories seemed to have no interest in fighting over the strip of riverfront land or in claiming the rents from the inn. 

That could change of course, beat-of-fours being how they were. But the smaller noble family with the better claim was a peaceable one, and since the patch of land wasn’t suited to farming, the more powerful beat-of-fours likely didn’t consider it worth fighting over. Or perhaps they pitied the smaller, weaker Corilyeth, as much as nobles could pity one another once ambition got involved.  

Over centuries, the Corilyeth had been leveled by opportunistic rulers and their territories reduced. The landlords of Solace House they might be, but they were wise enough to leave the inn alone and to be generous to the owners, letting them run it as they saw fit and not collecting any rent. 

The owners of Solace House had put that money right back into their inn, earning it quite the reputation. Visitors could ride from the capital or stop for the night on their way in or out of the city. Some went out of their way to do so, or to journey from farther territories specifically to spend time in the inn where the chandeliers and lit windows promised warmth, comfort, and, of course, solace. 

Solace meant something different to each visitor. Solace House offered nicer beds than most inns. Nicer food, nicer drink. More varieties of tea or wine. One could visit to have a pot of tea or a meal, or to spend the night, or to spend several weeks. There were also hot baths, with an array of luxurious soaps and oils on offer. But of course, the main draw of Solace House was the conversation.

Conversation in Solace House could mean talk or it could be a polite phrase for whatever the customer was truly interested in. 

To be fair, that was often still talking. Or really, someone to listen. At tables, or behind curtains in the booths on cushioned bench seats, or even upstairs if someone paid for a room. Talking, with someone to truly listen, was the desired activity for many, at least according to Hely, which Westin could believe. Many people, in this inn or out of it, were desperate for company and for someone to listen to them. Sometimes, that meant spilling their problems to outguards. Outguards, in turn, then needed someone to listen as well, and many of his friends in the guard seemed to view Westin as a reliable conversation partner. A comfort and a good listener. 

Westin didn’t mind. But he appreciated that the workers at Solace were paid and paid well to do so because listening could take a lot. 

Of course, some customers came to Solace and wanted other forms of peace or comfort, or perhaps not comfort at all. But that was up to the worker and rarely happened on a customer’s first visit. 

Paid friendship, some might call what was offered. Some wanted company, and someone to listen, and perhaps touch, whatever that entailed. Some found that within Solace House, though many found that with friends, as outguards often did, for much of an outguard’s time was spent alone or with strangers, and friends encountered on the road or in the capital were a great source of such companionship. At least, so it was for many. 

Westin took another sip of his tea and realized he’d missed the moment it would taste the best. But since it was still drinkable, he had some more. He had no call to be sighing over some tea. He was in a warm, bright room, surrounded by people who were trying desperately to shed their troubles for a few hours. He’d had a wonderful bath, and a decent cup of tea, and might get a good night’s sleep since he’d paid for a room. He could have pressed on despite the rain and reached the capital tonight. The palace guards would let in an outguard no matter the hour, although in truth, it would be so late by then that it would almost be morning. 

And… a night of hard travel hadn’t suited him. Not anymore. Not if he didn’t have to. He’d rather be warm, and the bath had seen to that. 

Yet, with that problem resolved, his mind still could not settle. 

He hadn’t wanted to reach the capital, that was the truth of the matter. Though he’d only bought himself a day. A night and a day to reconcile what he wanted with what he must do. Perhaps another day if the rain turned to storms that would slow traffic along the river. Westin’s aching wrist said that was a possibility, and he shivered at the idea of traveling in cold, driving autumn rain. 

Westin was old for an outguard. Over forty years reached was about the age to realize that wandering the country in every kind of weather, under every kind of condition, was no longer worth the pay. Most his age settled into the barracks to teach, or had already left the Outguard years before, or retired to serve a noble family known to be kind. 

“You waited too long,” Hely observed in his familiar, calm tone, touching Westin’s shoulder as he passed him on his way back to the bar or the kitchens. “Your tea won’t be good. I’ll bring you a new pot.” 

“No need to bother. It’s fine as it is,” Westin called after him, watching Hely step behind the bar with the confidence of someone who called Solace House home.  

A visitor at another table swung a look in Westin’s direction, probably for his raised voice because Solace House was not a rowdy place, or possibly because Westin was slightly underdressed in just a shirt and trousers after his bath; no sign of the travel cloak or heavy cloth gambeson that most outguards wore for protection and to identify them to anyone in need of help. 

But the visitor continued to stare, and Westin briefly wished for his cloak and armor back, only to wonder just what was wrong with him if he was already so unsure of himself. Twenty years in the Outguard and he’d forgotten how to simply exist in an inn as himself. Or perhaps something of the Outguard remained in his manner or his weather-roughened face, and the visitor had something they wanted to share. 

Westin didn’t know whether to sigh over that or invite them over. He wasn’t retired, not yet, but he was already looking for problems to solve like a bored former guard who needed something to occupy their time. That was likely also why Hely kept glancing his way; he wasn’t used to seeing Westin unsettled. 

Westin tried to give the visitor a reassuring nod so they would resume their conversation with the worker sharing their table, then reached up to check that his braid at least passed muster for the common room. His hair was still damp from his bath but soft and as perfumed as a spice cake. He couldn’t bring himself to enjoy the honeyed or floral scents in the baths, but the spiced ones were at least interesting. 

The end of the braid fell between his shoulder blades, hair longer than most in the Outguard would bother with but not unheard of, and was dark as night if one ignored the streaks of silver. The rest of him, his plainer clothing aside, should have been acceptable. His broad brow, dark eyebrows, even his beaky nose, big though it was, were unobjectionable. He’d shaved his beard in expectation of returning to the capital and because he’d never cared much for the beards grown while traveling, though they were certainly easier to deal with than trying to shave on the road. 

The skin of his jaw was smooth as well, the work of more potions from the baths. He ought to buy some before he left. Solace House did offer them for purchase, and who knew when Westin might make it back this way. And perhaps once at home, he’d want to look his best. 

Even with no one but family to show off for. 

Westin turned away from the visitor to have more tea, although the visitor continued to eye him. They looked wealthy. Maybe they were the kind of beat-of-four to object to Westin’s simple clothing. The wool of Westin’s shirt was decently soft and undyed, a pale off-white that went well with his dark, gold-under-brown coloring, the collar loose and untied because Westin was still warm from the bath. The bit of chest hair peeking out shouldn’t have offended anyone, and Westin wasn’t remarkable enough in any direction to attract that much attention. Maybe the visitor had seen Westin arrive, and Westin, tired from travel and a few nights of poor sleep, had walked with less care than he should have. 

He thought he walked quite well for a man missing a few toes, though that had taken time and effort. But he did grow clumsier when exhausted, and some people were strange about those with injuries or difficulties. 

Then Tura, the worker sitting with the visitor, turned around and said with a smile but loud enough for Westin to hear, “That’s Westin. He doesn’t work here,” before taking the visitor’s hand in his, which effectively recaptured all of their attention. 

Westin blinked several times and resisted the urge to glance to Hely. Hely knew everything anyway and would hear about it from Tura by morning. Nonetheless, Westin focused on sipping his tea and considering if he had ‘good listener’ written somewhere on him. 

It was that, or the gray in his hair, or his size. Those could attract people. Westin wasn’t all that large—not among outguards anyway, who tended to be broad and tall. Being a giant wasn’t a requirement, but the hazards of the work were reduced for those who looked at first glance as though they would win all fights. Smaller outguards traveling alone certainly seemed to get into more trouble. 

The ache in Westin’s wrist spiked, nearly making him drop his cup, and he glanced up as though he could peer through the roof to the clouds. 

“Are you in pain?” Hely’s question arrived a blink before Hely did, setting a new pot of tea on the table before seating himself at the chair on Westin’s right. 

“You’re too good at your job.” Westin informed him without malice. 

“Observation is something they teach outguards too,” Hely said, not appearing even a tiny bit modest. “But I am very good at my job, yes.” 

One of the best, if the stories were true, although these days, Hely really did stay mostly behind the bar or work managing the inn. He might still have regular customers, or friends, or those who were both, but keeping things running smoothly seemed to make him happier. 

There was a thought; Hely had changed a career, or at least, changed how he handled it. Westin ought to consider that. 

He glanced over Hely instead, his short hair, also showing gray, his big green eyes, the nearly spotless apron. 

“Are you all right?” Westin wondered. “Still enjoying life away from customers?” 

“It’s not about me.” Hely smiled. “Not out in the common room like this. Tsk.” 

Westin had not put conversation on his tab and gave Hely another look. “I haven’t asked for that.” 

“You’re not happy.” Hely reached out to accept the cup of wine one of the workers brought over for him. “Usually some rest, a bath, tea or a meal, and you’re at least settled. Tonight, you’re almost twitching. You never twitch, not our Westin. Perhaps what you’re looking for is not to be found in Solace House.” 

He managed to sound a little insulted. 

“It might not be anywhere,” Westin answered, then hurried on when Hely’s eyes widened. “If you want to be off your feet, I don’t mind. But I truly didn’t come here to complain to you. You’re busy as it is. Unless,” Westin paused, “you had something you wanted to talk about?” 

“Westin.” Hely had some wine. “Don’t you do that enough? Offer to listen? And for free?” He had some more wine, or at least, appeared to have some wine. Westin had long suspected most of the workers in Solace House didn’t actually drink much wine or ale while working. 

He rolled his eyes at Hely’s concern but softened it with a smile. “I don’t mind most of the time.” Which was true. “Especially not with friends.” 

Hely grinned for that, a real one that crinkled the corners of his eyes. His husband adored those crinkles. 

But they were there and gone; Hely was serious again. “But do they listen to you, your friends? When the other outguards find you to share a campfire, or turn to you for an ear or a body, do they also allow you to do the same?” 

Westin regretted ordering tea. Wine suddenly seemed a much better idea. “That’s a little more pain than I was looking for this evening,” he said lightly. 

“What are you looking for?” Hely raised a politely questioning eyebrow. “You aren’t here to sit in silence—you’re frowning. Which is in itself an event. Our patient giant is frowning.” Westin wasn’t a giant but didn’t bother interrupting Hely. “Either an injury is troubling you or you have a problem. You’re going to end up brooding. You’re nearly there now. I refuse to allow it. You’re my friend and a good customer, but also,” he leaned forward and lowered his voice, “it will affect the mood in here.” 

Westin cracked a smile despite himself. Hely seemed pleased with that result, leaning back again. 

“I’ll tell you what I’d tell anyone who’d want me to be direct: think about what it is you’re actually looking for.” Hely left the options—peace, companionship, quiet, excitement, touch, a fuck—unspoken. “And then consider where that might be found and if it’s here. If you need further help, then I would ask if you want to be happy or if you want to be content, and when was the last time you were either.” 

Summer. Westin had last been happy in late summer, with autumn in the air but the weather still warm enough to make him sticky beneath his clothes and stare longingly toward the river parallel to the road he’d been on. He should have hurried to get to the next village, not let his gaze linger on the sparkling water so often that his desire to jump in and cool off had become obvious. 

No, Westin thought in the next moment. Not then. Later. In that village that same evening, in a too-small room, in a too-small bed, sticky and hot all over again. A barn would have done for a bedroom. Nobles and innkeepers were required to give outguards somewhere to sleep, and piles of straw happened more than straw-stuffed mattresses. But Sun had insisted on a bed. 

“I don’t think I’ll find that here,” Westin realized aloud. Nor was he likely to find it in the capital or anywhere else. He might have told himself that he hadn’t yet made up his mind about retirement, but he had and that memory proved it. He had felt heavy even then, as if a part of him had known it was his last trip to that village, his last break from duty to slip his feet into a cool stream, his last time spent watching the brat charm an innkeeper into giving him something nice for less money or for free. He’d felt it in his chest then and he felt it now. He summoned a smile for Hely anyway. “But I’ll settle for some peace if I can find it.” 

The entrance door opened with a crash of thunder, the suddenly louder sound of heavy rain, and the startled exclamation of someone at the bar. The rain was muffled again following the quick rush to close the door. Then thunder boomed with enough force to rattle dishes and Westin glimpsed a flash through a window—lightning, and not that far away, before another rumble passed over the inn. 

“Just in time,” the new arrival panted a few feet from the threshold, a long, hooded cloak dripping a puddle at their feet. The dark wool was familiar, practical and sturdy and meant for nights like this one. Hanging from one of the visitor’s hands was a bundled travel pack, and in the other was a sword, still in its scabbard and gripped around the middle—to be carried, not to be used. 

“The fae and their mothers bless it all,” the newcomer swore—not too loudly, in all fairness, but the common room had gone silent at his entrance, so the words traveled. “Not a night for anyone to be out.” 

The cloak was almost too large for what seemed a slender and not especially tall figure. The hood fell to below the fellow’s nose, keeping most of him hidden until he pulled the hood back, baring his handsome face to the gazes of everyone in the common room who hadn’t returned to their conversations. 

Some of those conversations seemed to die again, unless Westin imagined it. He didn’t believe he did. 

A worker fluttered over, ostensibly to take the wet, dripping cloak before it could do more damage to the floor, but there was likely some interest there as well. She certainly took her time explaining herself and helping with the clasp at the newcomer’s throat. 

It was good that she did so, Westin told himself. He had seen Sun shake off water like a dog—though, granted, Sun had been in the house of an unfriendly noble and the rudeness had been intentional. 

“Blessed fae,” Sun swore again, quieter but still audible some distance away at Westin’s table. “Why does it smell like every good thing in the country in here?” It was nearly a sigh. “Roasted meat and baking bread from one direction. Then jasmine and roses. Or lilies? Light and sweet as a noble’s bathwater? Is that scent you? What a lovely choice.” He sniffed the air, possibly to amuse the worker practically giggling for him. “Roses and violets,” he finally determined, which drew another giggle from the worker. Apparently, Sun had guessed correctly. 

Hely made a small noise. Westin assumed it was because the worker was younger and new and had forgotten that she was supposed to be charming customers, not the other way around. 

Well, at least with unknown customers, they were supposed to be charming. After all, some customers didn’t come here for charming. And Sun was an unknown customer, as far as Westin knew. He certainly had never mentioned visiting Solace House. But then, Sun could be guarded. He might be a returning visitor and hadn’t mentioned it to Westin because he didn’t want Westin to know. But Sun tipped his head back to marvel at the high ceiling and the sparkling chandeliers as though he’d never seen them before, so Westin doubted he was a regular. 

“Exactly as they say,” he remarked with appreciation, his gaze skipping over to the stairs and what was visible of the two upper stories on the east wing of the building, then returning to the ceiling before falling to the wide bar and all the stools lined up for those who wanted a nice meal or a drink but no conversation. 

The worker, perhaps having received a chiding look from Hely, disappeared with the wet cloak, leaving Sun on his own in front of the entrance, his hands full, his attention elsewhere. He appeared to be in good spirits and not noticeably injured. Westin found some comfort in that. 

On the smaller side for an outguard, Sun reached Westin’s chin, and appeared slender, perhaps even slight when without his gambeson—and even when with it, to be perfectly honest. That gave the impression that he was weak, which had fooled more than one drunken lout causing problems in a tavern. Sun, like most outguards, was all muscle from training and from days upon days spent walking or riding. It was not a life that allowed for much spare food, and in Sun’s case, without any family to supplement his income, he was possibly even slightly too thin. Something he’d resent Westin for suggesting but then wheedle Westin into buying meals for him without any space in between to consider any contradiction or hypocrisy. 

He’d charge, “How dare you?” or “Fuck you,” in one breath, and then stare enviously at Westin’s plate until Westin pushed it toward him and got up to order more for himself. He had a warm smile for servers and grooms and library assistants, and a meaner, sharper one reserved for anyone who happened to have pissed him off. Both smiles suited his exceptionally handsome face, which he knew. 

He had short, sleek, dark hair, starting to curl around his ears, and warm brown skin not weathered too much, either because he had only been an outguard for seven years, or because he wore his hood up when traveling in all but the hottest weather. 

Westin suspected that was about the freckles that many an outguard had teased Sun about when Sun had been younger. The freckles, a starry sky across his nose and cheeks that spilled down to the top of his chest and even to the back of his neck, made Sun, already slender, already small, and, at the time, young, look even younger. 

At not-quite eighteen, Sun had responded to the teasing with violence, leaping into fights he had often lost until he’d learned to fight better. Westin had heard about the conflicts before ever setting eyes on the Outguard’s wolfling, as the others had called him. In time, Sun had calmed, learned to understand teasing and camaraderie, and taken the lessons of the guard elders to heart, but still, he worried over more freckles, and so the hood stayed up. 

It wasn’t the only area where the supposedly wild wolfling fussed over his appearance. He shaved regularly no matter where he was because his attempts to grow a beard hadn’t gone well, and wore tightly fitted clothes in and out of the capital that showed off the muscles in his arms and legs and the firm curves of his ass. 

Old Lim had taught the wolfling patience, and how to get along with others, and that diplomacy was easier than challenging the entire country. The former weapons master had helped to hone Sun’s skills and make him a deadly creature. But Sun had learned how to dress and charm and present himself to win over others all on his own. 

Westin had been an outguard for twenty years. He knew defenses when he saw them. He also knew not to poke at them. If Sun wanted to use his face and body to get what he needed, Westin was hardly going to challenge him about it. Anyway, Sun would probably laugh in his face if he tried, the biting, delighted laugh that put Westin in mind of sharp puppy teeth. 

He’d last heard that laugh when he’d given in and left the road to follow Sun to the river, where Sun had already shed his clothes on the bank and vanished under the surface of the water. 

Westin, far more cautious, had removed his boots and socks, rolled up his breeches, and sat on a higher portion of the riverbank to dangle his feet in the water. That was cooling enough for his dignity, and didn’t involve air drying on a riverbank or trying to put his clothes back on while damp. They were due to reach a village and an inn that evening. He could bathe there. 

Nearly the very moment his feet were in the water and Westin was sighing at the blissful feel of cold water on overheated skin, Sun had popped up between his knees, merry at getting Westin to join him without even a pretense of an argument first. 

Sun had doubtlessly watched Westin yearn for the river and taken it upon himself to win a debate Westin hadn’t known they were having. He’d directed his horse toward the river, slid from the saddle, and begun stripping his clothes off while Westin had watched like a mindless lump. 

Once he’d won, getting Westin to the river and surprising him by starting up from the water, Sun had put his wet hands on Westin’s knees, pushed his way between them, and laughed up at him with mean delight before sliding his hands higher still. 

No one was that hungry for Westin that they’d lure him to the water specifically to get undressed and get their hands on him, but Westin knew better than to argue with the brat. And he hadn’t wanted to, which Sun would have known. 

If he hadn’t, he certainly would have by the time Westin had drawn him up to kiss river water from his mouth. 

“Another outguard?” Hely’s voice pulled Westin from the memory. Hely seemed confused although not troubled; outguards probably were not frequent customers, not with Solace House being so close to the capital and the Outguard barracks, where a bed and a meal were free. “Did you invite him?” 

Westin shook his head. 

“Sun,” he explained, watching Sun approach the bar and lean in to say something to the worker there. “Sunlark,” he added. 

“Sunlark?” Hely asked with real surprise. “That’s a name for a horse, not a person.” 

Hely wasn’t wrong. People tended to have names from the long-forgotten ancient tongue. Pets and working animals tended to have more fanciful names. 

It wasn’t Westin’s place to share details, but Hely ought to know there were topics best avoided around the brat. 

“His mother named him that while drunk, he says.” It was all Sun ever said of his mother, except to sometimes joke, or not joke, that until then, people had simply called him “Child.” He likewise shared no information about his father. Westin half suspected that Sun was part fae, but there were no obvious signs of it. Sun wasn’t that little. And his hair, while a pretty color in the sun, was a normal human color. Sun either had no family or was ignoring the one he had, because instead of a family name, he identified himself as Sun of South Burrow, wherever that was. 

That hair, currently curled around Sun’s ear where he’d tucked it back while smiling at the bartender, was shining, although its gleam was nothing to the glitter of two ear cuffs high along the shell, or the darker cuff hanging from his ear lobe. There was, Westin belatedly realized, a slim cuff on one side of his nose as well. Except for the darker cuff, they were all polished silver. The darker one might have been pewter. One of them seemed to have agate or amber stones set in it that flickered in the candlelight. 

Those were new. 

Someone had been generous, Westin thought with a pain in his wrist and a faint ache in his chest. 

“He’s what? Half your age?” Hely guessed quietly. He wouldn’t have missed how Westin was staring. 

Westin tore his gaze away to blankly consider the far wall. He took a breath, then tried a smile. “Not quite that.” His attention returned to Sun, who seemed amusingly taken aback by the selection the bar offered: ales, wines, and teas from all across the country, with no loyalty to any particular noble family, not even the one who controlled the land the inn was on. “Five or six years off from that,” Westin added, then made himself turn to Hely and Hely’s expression of patient interest. There was no judgment in Hely’s tone, but there didn’t need to be. “Though still far too old for him.” 

Hely met his stare levelly, evidently wanting Westin to know he was sincere. “I didn’t say that.” 

Westin only sighed. That he was on the verge of retirement said enough. He poured himself a cup of tea and answered without tasting it. 

“Too old for anything beyond what any outguards might do together,” he amended. His future should be spoken of. “Hely, I plan to leave the—” 

“There you are!” Sun called out, and Westin knew it was directed at him from both the flip in his chest and the reproach in Sun’s tone. Westin had done something to vex the brat, which happened often and was rarely explained, although since the consequences mostly meant Sun teasing him, Westin had never fought hard for an explanation. 

Sun moved with swift purpose, as if he intended to plant himself in Westin’s lap despite the height of the chair and the table in his way. Sun hadn’t once ever sat in Westin’s lap in public despite acting as if he were entitled to; Westin was weaving fantasies with that summer day and his lonely future on his mind. 

Sun was halfway to Westin’s table when his gaze fell on Hely. His open-mouthed smile sharpened. His demeanor shifted from eager and excited to something altogether more calculated and worrying. Tura’s customer tracked Sun’s dangerous, deliberate progress until Tura clucked his tongue and left the table without a word of farewell. The customer, realizing his mistake, scrambled after him—too late, unless that was a game they played. 

“Confidence works for your Sun,” Hely remarked for only Westin to hear. He was watching the brat’s approach as well. 

Westin couldn’t blame him. “Yes, it does.” 

“West,” Sun showed his teeth in a different smile, “there you are.” 

Westin forced away the sliver of worry, or perhaps fear, at that smile and whether or not it was for Hely. “Is someone looking for me?” 

Sun stopped. His hand tightened around the straps to his travel pack. “Lani said you often come here on your way to the capital.” He didn’t make it a question, but Westin heard it as one. 

Sun glanced to Hely, then turned on his bright, charming attitude the way Westin had turned on the tap to the hot water for his expensive bath. Suddenly, Sun didn’t look like someone who could be considered a walking armory of hidden weapons. 

Westin normally approved of those weapons. The life of an outguard could be dangerous, and Sun was on the smaller side and needed extra protection. But he would prefer to avoid bloodshed in an inn known for peace. 

“I do often stop here, yes,” Westin said in the mild tone he used to end fights before they began. Perhaps Sun recognized it, because his eyebrows flew up. Then Westin, who ought to know better, who was certainly old enough to know not to poke wild creatures, couldn’t resist adding, “Was there a desperate need for me?” 

“Westin,” Hely chastised, although Westin didn’t dwell on what he’d done to deserve that tone. Not with the brat’s cheeks flushing darker and his eyes wide and alarmed and pretty. 

The surprise was only for a moment anyway. Then Sun fluttered his eyelashes and answered in an overly sweet voice, “You know you’re irresistible to me, West.” 

Westin scoffed and shook his head. He was about to tease back in kind when Hely tapped the hand Westin had resting on the table. 

Sun’s gaze fell, possibly to Hely’s hand over Westin’s before Hely removed it to reach for his wine again. Then Sun was even more obnoxiously charming. 

“And hello to you, handsome older stranger. You must be a friend of Westin’s. He has so many friends.” 

“He’s friendly,” Hely agreed, smooth as cream. 

Westin frowned between them, certain Hely didn’t need a wolf pup chewing on his shoes, but uncertain if that was the case, or if Sun’s flirting was genuine. It was hard to tell with Sun. The charming demeanor wasn’t a lie, exactly, but he did definitely choose to put it on. 

Westin finally cleared his throat to introduce them. “This is Hely, Sun. He works here. And yes, he is a friend.” 

For a moment, Sun looked at Westin as though Westin had just cheated at cards or stolen his horse. Then he was back to regarding Hely too warmly, too brightly. “I’m Sun. I would have said I was a friend until now.” 

Westin had his head back to retort with something sharp when he realized he was being provoked. That was Sun. Always biting. Always testing. Never charming, not with Westin. But Westin had seen Sun grow into his skills over the years. Maybe Sun knew Westin wouldn’t be fooled. Or maybe he just liked to bite certain people with a pup’s needle teeth. 

“Brat,” Westin finally sighed, “you know you’re my friend.” 

Evidently pleased with that despite being called a brat, Sun put his sword and his pack down, pulled a chair over to the table, and plopped down across from them. He raised his head to observe the room again as he removed his gloves and tucked them into his belt. “It really is a nice place,” he said, and seemed sincere. “It’s not the palace, but I’ve never thought of the palace as comfortable.” 

“Solace is for everyone,” Hely remarked. Sun’s attention slid back to him. 

Westin spent yet another moment wondering if he was going to have to watch Sun flirt with Hely, but then Hely smiled coolly and Sun slouched in his seat, abandoning charm in favor of looking disgruntled to the point of sulky. 

“It’s still outside of my budget,” he commented. He must have asked the bartender the prices. 

“Surely not for food and a bath? Tea?” Hely offered, genuinely concerned but also making money for the inn, as was his job. “A drink? Many come here just for those, although not tonight in this weather.” 

Hely got another look from Sun. It wasn’t warm this time, though. “Is that why West comes here?” 

“You could ask me,” Westin pointed out. He wasn’t even spared a glance. 

Hely continued to smile. “Let me know what you’d like, if you decide. I’ll see what I can do for you.” 

Sun was not one to be put off with a smile. “As a friend of West’s?” 

“As a customer.” Hely took, or pretended to take, another sip of wine. When Sun pushed out a growly breath, Hely added, “And yes, as his friend. He matters to me.” He said that with weight. Westin would have said Hely was scolding but he didn’t act like it and Sun only waited for him to go on without spiking up with temper. “And I don’t think he’d want you to go without.” 

Sun swallowed and looked away. When he looked back—still at Hely, not at Westin—he grinned, bright and toothy. “He’s generous.” 

Hely inclined his head as if a serious issue were being discussed. “Too generous, would you say?” 

“Hey.” Westin was hard to miss and yet they both seemed to have forgotten him. 

Sun’s eyebrows rose, then fell, staying down in a decidedly displeased manner that boded ill for someone. “I know of two guards who owe him money and who should have paid him back years ago but haven’t.” 

“It’s fine,” Westin insisted. “Truly.” 

It got him a glance at least, scornful though it was. “They have the funds. You’re too nice, West.” 

“Says the brat,” Westin returned, taking a drink of his tea which once again was beyond its most flavorful point. 

Sun gave Westin a sly, almost smug look. But silence from Hely made Westin tear his gaze away from a preening brat to look at his friend. 

Hely’s stare held questions. 

Westin tried to think of why Hely should seem so startled, then realized he had just teased the brat… and called him a brat, for that matter. He suddenly felt the need to explain himself to Hely as if he were a new Solace House worker. 

“The others sometimes call him that,” he offered. Westin was a quiet, careful outguard and a respectful guest in all inns. Hely must think he’d lost his mind or had been at the wine. “It’s meant fondly.” 

“It was not and they do not any longer.” Sun punctuated that with another show of teeth disguised as a grin. “Only Westin calls me that now.” 

“Oh,” Westin said again, warm with some shame. “I didn’t realize it bothered you. I’ll stop.” 

“Did I tell you to stop?” Sun scoffed to the ceiling, puffed out a breath, then gestured toward Hely. “Too nice.” He gestured again. “Too generous.” 

He made no sense. Westin nearly gestured in appeal to Hely too. “That is why I still you call you that.” He paused, but had no real fear of the knives up Sun’s sleeves or in his boots or his belt or wherever else. “Brat.” 

He made the ‘t’ especially crisp. 

Sun lifted his chin and straightened his shoulders, but didn’t have a single, snarling reaction to the nickname, though there was some color in his cheeks. 

His blushes were subtle, but Westin had gotten into the habit of looking for them, even if he didn’t always understand them. Sun could suck his cock on the bank of a river not far from a public road, but would flush ever so slightly darker when gently teased about his hair growing too long, or whenever someone—Westin—would buy him an extra cup of something or wait for him at a market stall while he debated which treat to get himself. The color looked good on him, made him seem youthful but not young. Excited, Westin supposed was a better way of describing it. Innocent or happy in a way Sun rarely got to be. 

Hely coughed. 

Abruptly aware that he was staring, again, Westin forced himself to look at Hely. 

Hely was hiding behind his wine without drinking it. He arched an eyebrow. 

Westin heaved a breath and gave in, admitting the truth with a nod. 

“Well,” Sun broke in as thunder sounded, “I could probably go for something to eat, judging from the delicious smells coming from the kitchens.” 

“And a hot bath,” Westin added, firmly ignoring Hely, although aware Hely probably had both eyebrows raised now because Westin had nearly made that an order. Westin quickly tried to make it sound better. “You’re wet and the night will be cold.” 

He was prepared for Sun to bristle. Anyone would have in his place. 

Sun did stiffen, but then shook his head and leaned in. “I won’t freeze, West.” His tone was gentle. “But all right, I’ll have a hot bath.” He didn’t glance down as if to look through the table to Westin’s boots, and Westin’s feet inside them with a shortage of toes, or in any way overtly acknowledge Westin’s fears and the reasons for them. He was gentle, but that was all. Agreement out of the way, he inched in even further to sniff the air around Westin. “Can I choose perfume for the water too? I’ll feel like a noble’s pampered pet.” His eyes were wide and breathtaking, dark enough to sparkle in candlelight. “Please?” 

Westin had last seen Sun’s eyes like that on a late summer’s evening in an inn not far from a cool river. 

“A room’s better than a barn,” he’d said, mischief in the smile he’d directed at Westin. The room hadn’t cost a lot in the end; Sun had charmed the innkeeper too. “Think of the sense of safety visitors will feel with two outguards nearby,” he’d argued, getting the price knocked down within moments. Then he had stacked his things next to Westin’s in a tiny room, by a tiny bed. Westin could have spent the night in a barn, which would have been free and where he would have had room to stretch out. Instead, he had pinned a gloating Sun to a sliver of a mattress and then slept restlessly in the heat with Sun passed out on top of him. 

An uncomfortable night, Westin reminded himself, if a dear one. 

He wasn’t actually sure why Sun had requested the bed, except possibly to prove that he could. Sun probably got most of what he asked for from people, and Westin was no exception. But Westin had more money than Sun and he didn’t really mind. Sun only ever asked for things like that from him anyway. Practical gifts. Certainly not jewelry. 

“‘Pampered pet,’” he echoed, gaze sliding to Sun’s ear. The words flew out, quietly, if not sensibly. “I’m surprised there’s no necklace or collar to go with those sparkles.” 

Blessed fae. It was not his business what Sun got up to when they were apart. It never had been. 

A moment passed, Sun perhaps staring at him or perhaps frowning or perhaps considering getting up and leaving Westin at the table with Hely. 

Then Sun slipped back into a slouch and reached up to stroke the cuffs at the shell of his ear. “You noticed.” He smiled softly, possibly at the memory of receiving his gifts, and touched them again. “They are shiny, aren’t they?” He turned his face toward Hely, but darted another look at Westin. “Do you think they suit me?” 

“Oh yes,” Hely agreed, calm, but then, he had no reason not to be calm. “You’re a glittering, pretty thing even without them, and will likely only be more so after a bath and a meal have warmed you.” 

Sun shimmied at the praise before frowning delicately. “And the cost of those would be…?” 

“Don’t worry about it.” Westin spoke without thought again, because he was an idiot. The idea of Sun in a bath in a real tub, with steaming, hot water and perfumes and soaps was distracting enough. The idea of Sun in such a bath while decorated with shining jewelry was apt to make anyone say foolish things. Westin blamed the knowledge that he would likely not see Sun much, or at all, once he retired. Sun wasn’t even trying to charm him. Westin had no excuse for his behavior. 

He picked up his cup of tea and downed it though it was cool and bordering on unpleasant. When he set the cup back down, it was to silence and two handsome men watching him with questions in their eyes. 

“What? I’m not ‘too generous’ now?” Westin didn’t snap. He was a patient giant, after all. He didn’t even frown. Which was why he made himself add, almost pleasantly, “If you need a place to stash your pack and that sword, I have a room.” 

Westin didn’t snap and he didn’t angle. He made the offer to store Sun’s belongings sincerely and Sun would know that. Sun would find his way to a room tonight almost certainly, and it very probably would not be Westin’s. Westin was foolish at the moment, but he wasn’t so foolish as to forget that. 

“You got a room?” Sun prompted sharply. “For sleep or something other than sleep?” He glittered more than his many cuffs did as he turned to Hely. “That costs too, here, does it not? Or are the stories wrong?” 

“Just a bed, Sun.” Westin rubbed his wrist, irritable at the ache that meant the rain wasn’t over, and that he was an aging man with injuries and pains, and all he had wanted to do, even in Solace House, was sleep in a nice, warm bed. “But if someone did decide to offer solace, even to me, what of it? The house has bills to pay, the same as everywhere else.” 

“‘What of it?’” Sun was disbelieving then abruptly still and quiet. “‘Solace?’” he echoed that too, young and lost, before his shoulders went back and his chin went up. “Solace,” he said again. It was different the second time. “That means peace, right?” 

“A nice bed’s not jewelry, I admit,” Westin insisted, somehow unsurprised when Hely nudged his foot as if to tell him to mind his tone. He pushed out a breath. “But I’m an old, tired guard. Perhaps we want different things.” 

Sun went still again, a slight line between his eyes. “Old?” 

Hely cut in diplomatically. “A few hours of peace are worth a great deal to some at any age. Less so to others. But we try to make our friends happy here, as long as they are friends.” 

Westin couldn’t tell if that was a warning or not, or why Hely thought he needed a warning. Westin already knew he was just another companion in the Outguard to Sun. He’d always known that. Some jewelry didn’t make any difference, even if Westin was having trouble feeling settled this evening. But perhaps the warning, if there was one, was meant for Sun, who breathed hard and stared at Westin with an expression that could have been bewilderment, or anger, or anger about being bewildered. 

But Sun was only a brat when it suited him to be. He was a well-trained, successful outguard the rest of the time. He smoothed whatever he felt from his face before he turned to Hely. His voice was even. 

“What happens if someone isn’t friendly?” he wondered, curious. “I didn’t spot any burly types by the door as some taverns have.” 

Hely didn’t seem offended. “Those get discovered and shown the door early on most of the time. One has to make friends here first. But it also helps that we have a frequent outguard visitor.” He nodded toward Westin. Sun’s gaze slid to him, lingered, then returned to Hely as Hely continued. “And though we are on Corilyeth territory and they aren’t particularly strong, they are respected enough that locals mind their manners.” 

“It’s other nobles that usually get pushy.” Sun made a face. “Especially the lesser families.” He paused. “Corilyeth? Four beats yet I’ve never heard of them.” 

“Their power has weakened over the centuries,” Hely explained in an especially gentle voice. “I don’t know all the history. But they don’t charge us rent, and in return, we provide news from river travelers and we use their crops here in the kitchens. They are a farming family, known for that, and a little bit for their honey and some beets used for sugar.” 

“And Westin is a frequent visitor.” Sun kept his focus on Hely. “Is he from around here, then? Westin Lyeth makes me think so. Not that he has ever said.” 

Westin opened, then closed, his mouth. “The family used to be Corialyeth,” he heard himself offering a moment later, as though Sun cared for trivial bits of knowledge. “Five beats. But the family is so small now and their power so reduced, they dropped a beat a century ago so as to seem less foolish.” 

“So, you are a local,” Sun interpreted. “Why not work here? Why the Outguard?” 

Westin was unprepared for the intensity of the question, or for how Hely hummed and agreed. 

“Yes. You would have done quite well here, Westin. Still would, more than likely. You have a soothing presence… most of the time, that is. There seem to be exceptions.” Hely glanced pointedly at Sun. 

Sun’s mouth was set in a line. “But maybe too well. He’d listen and never volunteer a word about himself.” 

“I thought you liked that.” Hely had finished his wine. Westin must have been wrong about how much the workers consumed. “All that attention on you must feel rather remarkable.” Hely continued over the sound of Sun’s small gasp, “You really would do well here, Westin. All it takes is discreetly determining what a customer is actually after. Some make it obvious.” He gestured to Sun, who narrowed his eyes. “But with some it will take a few visits, or a few games of dice, or a few hours spent over tea discussing whatever you like. Most of our workers have regulars for that reason. It’s less work once you know.” 

“Is Westin a regular?” Sun demanded immediately. 

Hely smiled and ignored Sun to look over Westin’s forgotten teapot. “It’s barely warm now. Tsk.” 

“Warm enough to help you stop shivering.” Westin met Sun’s eyes right as Sun blinked, startled. “Even with your hood up, your hair got wet, and I bet some of your clothes as well. You’ve been trying not to show that you’re cold.” Westin didn’t think about why. “But you are. Here. Before you get something hot.” He poured a cupful and pushed it across the table at Sun. “There’s a seat by the fire too, but I suppose you aren’t done needling me yet.” 

Sun peered down at the cup, full of a flavor of tea he already might not have liked, but now no longer at its best, then closed both hands around the bowl of the cup and raised it to drink it all. 

He made a face but swallowed, then returned the cup to the tray. “That was awful, West.” 

“Yet you drank it,” Hely remarked. 

“Appeasing my worries,” Westin admitted stiffly. “I shouldn’t make him do that, I know.” 

“Make me.” Sun scoffed. “I don’t fucking think so. I choose, West. I do.” He again turned to Hely, as if Hely was the only reasonable person at the table. “Understand, I knew people were messy before I was ever in the Outguard. They’re horrible, just absolute shits. They reject others, or bully them, or treat them badly, and for the stupidest reasons—they can do all those things, I should say. Those same people will help an injured bird, or go out of their way to give water to travelers, or urge an outguard to go easy on a thief who was only after food. Makes no fucking sense, but they will. I didn’t always see that. I was different when I was younger.” He shot a heated look to Westin as though Westin had been going to object. Then he was back to talking only to Hely. “I see it more now, which is funny, with this work. Or not, I guess. Because outguards see far more of the country and the people in it than they might see in one little village. The majority of people are good and bad. And all of them have feelings that are a mess. They’ve all got quirks and fears and things that bother them. Even the ones who seem steady on the outside.” 

“And that’s Westin?” Hely had not lost his softness. 

“He’s got fears and he has good reasons for them.” Sun shrugged as if unconcerned but didn’t meet Westin’s eyes. “I don’t need to be told to keep warm, but I don’t mind if he worries. That’s what you do with…. That’s how you’re supposed to do it, right? Accept that sort of thing with your person?” 

He didn’t say what ‘it’ was, but Hely nodded. “I’m so glad to have met you, Sun.” 

For a moment, Sun seemed younger, his chin dipping almost bashfully before he recovered, but by then, the blush had reached his cheeks. 

“I’m glad you got to see more good in people.” Westin was possibly softer than Hely had been. 

Sun put his head down, then flicked a glance over to him. “Some people, no matter how much you push at them, are mostly good. It’s like they work to be that way. If they can do that, then so can I, to be better and to be worth their time.” 

“They might not like being pushed,” Hely pointed out. 

Sun kept his gaze down. “It’s not very peaceful, no.” 

“Too much peace can be boring.” Westin was inviting more trouble for himself with that. It was nearly a dare, if he considered his history with Sun. But then, history was all there was now. So perhaps he wanted to dwell in it. Maybe that was why tea and the quiet of the common room hadn’t helped him tonight. Westin would have peace enough when he left the Outguard, and that didn’t seem to be what his heart longed for. 

That felt like something he should have known before, and then like something he had known before, but hadn’t needed to deal with because he’d see Sun every few months. As his mother said when referring to exceptionally good seasons: sometimes was better than never. 

But never was approaching. 

A strange moment for Westin to admit to himself exactly how much he liked being pushed, and prodded, and nibbled on by sharp wolfing teeth. He really should have faced it before now. He had enjoyed it all, right from the start, from the very first time Sun had demanded his attention. 

A friendly palace guard had thrown an impromptu party in one of the palace gardens to celebrate a coming baby, with everyone contributing their stashed casks or bottles and whatever food they’d wheedled the kitchen staff to make. Westin had acted as the judge of several card and dice games, then drawn into some sort of game of chance with the Outguard’s small danger, the rules of which he still didn’t understand. 

Their first real conversation. The first time Sun had needled and pressed on sore spots and then backed away. Assessing Westin, Westin realized now. But Sun must have approved of him, because he had approached Westin the following day and visited with him again the next time they were both in the capital. 

Sun at that time hadn’t been nearly as wild as the younger wolfling Westin had glimpsed once or twice when in the barracks, but he also hadn’t been as close to settled as he was now. He’d been assigned to wander, unlike the guards who had regular routes, because those in charge had wanted him to see more of the country, and perhaps that had worked some to calm him. 

Although Sun had just said it was that as much as it was meeting some of those who genuinely tried to be good. 

He had no marks on his record that Westin knew of aside from those early fights, which Westin was willing to at least partly call self-defense. Sun was dutiful and well-liked, something Westin had glimpsed often enough when they’d traveled together. 

Most of Westin’s routes were regular, so he was easy enough to find. He worked alone, more because he didn’t need assistance than a lack of desire for company, so he hadn’t minded the brat popping up in places he was visiting. 

Winding up in bed together, or on riverbanks, or alongside campfires, was common among outguards, even if Sun did poke and prod at Westin first instead of simply asking as most did. He could bare his teeth or smile prettily and bat his eyelashes, but it always ended the same, with the snarling wolfling flushed and lovely, voice rising with pleasure until he was full of cock, or had his seed splashed over his stomach and his hand working on Westin. Then his gaze was open and soft. Then he was pliable and clingy. Then he was hot hands and a shivering body and no desire to move out from under Westin even with an innkeeper banging on the door. 

“He’s more tired than I think he realizes.” 

Westin became aware that Hely and Sun were speaking, apparently about him. He blinked and tossed his head to return to the moment, but neither of them offered an explanation. 

Hely was getting to his feet. “I was only visiting with a friend,” he said to Sun, but then quirked a mischievous smile that would have done the brat proud. “Only visiting for now.” Sun jerked in his seat, then glowered at Hely, who seemed unbothered. “I will order a bath to be readied for you. If you decide on food or a drink, please let me know. Or ask Westin to, since it seems he will be paying.” 

He didn’t wink or give even a hint of a smile. He simply turned and made his way from the room. 

Leaving Westin with an irritated brat who was practically throwing off sparks. 

“I can see why you come here.” Sun appeared to be speaking against his will. “He’s good looking.” This was pronounced matter-of-factly, but Sun was back to staring around the room instead of looking at Westin. “Everyone here seems to be,” he added, before slinking down into his sulky posture and reaching up to stroke the cuffs on the shell of his ear. “Perhaps I’ll have fun, then, while you look for peace.” 

Westin gritted his teeth. “Sunlark.” 

It got him a sharp, unhappy look, so Westin reminded himself that it wasn’t Sun’s fault that Westin was older and tired. 

He took a breath. “You never told me why you were seeking me out.” If it was urgent, Sun would have said already, no matter how much he might have wanted to needle Westin by talking with Hely. 

Sun examined his fingernails. “Did I say I was seeking you out?” 

Westin swallowed the distant hurt of that and looked away to the flash of lightning through a window, only to look back at the glitter of the amber or agate in Sun’s jewelry when Sun turned his head too. 

“Westin!” Alit called as she cleaned off Tura’s abandoned table. “Good to see you.” 

“It’s good to see you!” Westin returned, feeling he was too loud with Sun so strangely quiet. 

Sun watched Alit until she was gone. “Lani told me you might be here. Apparently, this a long-standing habit of yours.” The weight he put on apparently made it significant, though Westin wasn’t sure why. Sun carried on, his tone light, his expression almost furious. “Maybe I wanted to see the famed Solace House for myself. It seems like a place where I could enjoy myself.” 

“It does.” Westin had to agree on that whether he liked it or not. “But that’s its purpose. Or at least, to offer rest and some peace.” 

Sun’s scoff was barely audible. “‘Peace’ again.” 

“You don’t want that? Even for a while?” Westin truly didn’t understand, or believe, that. Not with his memories full of Sun clingy and sweet after a tup, a wild creature turned tame, content to be fed and petted and to sleep in someone’s arms. 

“That’s what you want,” Sun muttered, not quite under his breath. “Of course it is.” 

He pushed himself out of his chair without another word and went over to the bar, where the bartender seemed happy to see him again. 

Westin absently rubbed his wrist though that wouldn’t soothe the ache the rain had brought. Sun and the worker at the bar appeared to be discussing wines, not food, which Westin tried not to be vexed about, while also ignoring his own stomach’s needs. Wines were poured, evidently for Sun to taste. Westin wondered if he or Sun was going to pay for that wine and suspected neither of them would. Sun and the bartender were enjoying themselves. Tasting wines from across the country in a warmly lit room while it stormed outside was peace to some. Westin shouldn’t be jealous of that. 

He shouldn’t be jealous. He wasn’t the kind. Though he hadn’t avoided romance, he hadn’t expected the lifelong love of his parents, and neither was he the sort to demand a one-and-only. He never had been. 

Too generous, he imagined Sun sneering, as though not demanding love or a single lover was a failure and not something perfectly normal. Just because Westin didn’t demand something didn’t mean he couldn’t accept it. Or so he argued with the Sun in his head. But the fact of the matter was, Westin wasn’t territorial. 

At least, he never had been. There was no point in such feelings. Some might even have said such feelings were dangerous. People like that started fights or wars, and often lost them. Ambitions, even for a single, devoted lover, were simply not something Westin had. 

The Sun in his head bared his teeth before laughing at him, perhaps because Westin was watching Sun flirt while gifts from other lovers or friends twinkled at his ears, and Westin did not like it. 

It was knowing this was all over, Westin told himself, as if that would cool the fire burning low inside him. He was upset because now Sun’s flirting mattered more since it wouldn’t be followed by time with Sun in the future. That was all. Westin hadn’t actually believed Sun was here for him, although he and Sun had agreed to meet at the barracks in a few days. A visit before winter, when traveling was more difficult and even Sun wasn’t going to want to track down Westin wherever he was and keep him company. 

A small, hateful part of Westin wondered if that was why the winters seemed to have grown longer and harder for him in recent years. The larger, sensible part of Westin knew it was why Westin had stopped here instead of hurrying on to meet Sun a day sooner; he was going to have to tell Sun that he was leaving, and while Sun would be upset, he wouldn’t be nearly as upset as Westin was at the thought of never, or hardly ever, seeing him again. 

Westin was far too old to be this stupid about his own feelings. 

Too generous, he imagined Sun and Hely telling him. Hely would likely add something about how conversation was important, and Westin ought to have more of them, instead of merely listening as others talked. 

A glass goblet full of red wine appeared before him. Sun set it on the table in front of Westin when Westin didn’t take it, then sat in the same chair he’d used before, but seated sideways so they weren’t facing each other. “Min behind the bar swears that this should be to your tastes, although he also said you usually only get tea. I’ve seen you have wine elsewhere, which I told him, so he chose that one for you. I also ordered more tea for you since you gave me yours. But not that blend.” He wrinkled his nose. “That was awful.” 

“It’s good when you have it at just the right moment,” Westin heard himself explaining, then abandoned his point to lean over and sniff his wine. “Spicy, not sweet,” he murmured appreciatively, knowing Sun preferred sweet wines. “Thank you.” 

“I can be mannerly.” Sun huffed. “Even if I’m no Hely.” 

Westin paused before he could raise the glass. “Why should you be Hely?” 

Sun gave a snort. “Why indeed?” 

Westin pushed the wine toward him, nudging the tray of old tea out of the way first. Sun gave him a look, but picked up the wine to take a swallow. He grimaced, but had another sip before he pushed it back. 

Westin had a taste as well then, the rim of the glass warm from Sun’s mouth although he wasn’t thinking about it. They’d kept this wine in oak and he sighed appreciatively for Sun to hear. 

“It’s a good choice for me. Thank you again. But I get the sense that something is bothering you, brat.” 

He used the nickname gently but purposefully, and wasn’t surprised when it made Sun turn to look at him. He also expected Sun to respond with a snippy retort, but if Sun had one, he kept it to himself. 

“They pay people to listen here, don’t they?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Do you?” Sun watched Westin hesitate and narrowed his eyes. But instead of a snarled or snappish opinion about that, Sun stayed serious. “Yet you’re asking about me?” 

Westin cocked his head to the side and frowned a little, trying to understand the heat beneath the question. Most of the chats Westin had with other outguards involved him listening. He was quiet, and people assumed that quiet equaled wise. Or perhaps they didn’t think about it that much, or quiet was all they needed. But outguards spent their time investigating misdeeds or alleged misdeeds, or spying on nobles committing misdeeds. That meant they had burdens, and Westin didn’t mind helping others carry theirs. 

“You’re my friend,” he finally answered. “I can listen.” 

Sun’s brows came together over his wounded eyes. “So can I.” 

Westin shook his head. “Of course you can. I didn’t mean to imply you couldn’t.” 

“Stop being nice.” Sun worked his jaw. “This is a place to find peace or comfort, right? So which did you come here for?” 

As he asked, his gaze left Westin to track something cross the room. Westin turned to see Hely paused in some errand to chat with someone at another table. 

“You came here searching for peace,” Sun announced, certain. 

Westin exhaled heavily. “I am here because I had to make a decision. No, that’s not true. I’m here because I made a decision, but I wasn’t happy about it. And perhaps because I wanted to delay my arrival to the capital.” 









