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Without standing on his toes, Zelli could see over the top of the battlement down to the valley below. On his toes, he could see as far as the river, which wasn’t terribly distant; it merely seemed so at night, with low clouds and fog obscuring much of the valley. 

The fog disappeared for the most part during the summer. To see fog now meant autumn was approaching, though the days were still sunny. Harvest would come soon, an important matter, even to those in the ancient Tialttyrin fortress who had never worked a field in their lives. 

Harvest, taking away labor as it did, and the slow approach of winter weather meant that business which should have been done in the summer could be put off no longer. Even The Tialttyrin herself knew this. Yet her health would not allow her to attend to the business personally, and anyone else capable was far from the old fortress, off in the capital or in the rest of the Tialttyrin holdings at the opposite end of the vast valley. 

Zelli’s cousin would be preparing for his own harvest, and though he might fulfill some magisterial duties near him, viewing the land, hearing complaints, and issuing judgments was the duty of The Tialttyrin and all knew it. 

This would be the second year without Zelli’s grandmother descending even into the sheltered village at the base of the fortress, much less riding out past the outer wall into the valley proper. People were counting on her and would be disappointed. Moreover, they would begin to doubt the ability of the Tialttyrin family to take care of them and to protect them. What then? 

It was not Grandmother’s fault that her health had worsened. If there was anyone to blame, it was the various cousins, aunts, uncles, and others who were content to live well in the capital but leave the running of the Tialttyrin estates to Grandmother. They claimed they could not travel because of the strife that had consumed the country, although to Zelli’s way of thinking, the workers transporting great casks of grains and wine from their fertile valley to the rest of the country had to face the risk, so anyone with the name Tialttyrin ought to manage at least one visit. But Zelli’s opinion did not carry much weight outside this fortress. 

It did not even carry much weight within it, he reflected sourly, although that wasn’t entirely fair. Grandmother had understood Zelli’s viewpoint; she just did not agree that Zelli should be the one to go in her place. Not as a mark against Zelli, she claimed. Zelli couldn’t argue for himself there, in any case. He was inexperienced and he was young, hardly past twenty. He could not look imposing if he tried, and he had barely left the fortress and the village below it, and that had only been for a journey down the length of the great valley when he’d been a child, before the old queen had been murdered, bless her memory and curse the Canamorra. And, even in a family known for its streak of fae blood, Zelli had unpredictable traits that made him a little too fae for many to be comfortable. More fae than human, thanks to his rather indiscreet parent. 

But he was not wrong in this. Even Grandmother had agreed with his argument, although that was all she had done. She had stood firm about everything else despite being barely able to hold herself upright with the help of a cane and Tahlen at her elbow to lend his strength. Tahlen, listening stone-faced to Zelli raising his voice when he should not have, had exchanged a look with Grandmother that only had made Grandmother more resolute against the idea of Zelli going anywhere for the foreseeable future. 

Zelli hadn’t seen anything in that glance; he never did. But Grandmother saw everything, and she and Tahlen were, as ever, in agreement. She had others to go to for counsel: her siblings and cousins, though they were as fragile as she was and not especially inclined to practical discussions, the Head of House, Nya, who had trouble these days recalling the tasks she’d been working on, which was why Zelli smiled for her while doing the tasks himself, the cousins across the valley, Zelli himself. But it was a guard whose opinion Grandmother valued. A guard sworn to protect the family and the body of The Tialttyrin, one good and dutiful and capable, but nonetheless a guard, one who had only been with their family a handful of years. And Tahlen did not think Zelli should go either, not even just a few days’ ride into the valley. 

It should not have hurt. Zelli didn’t think he had Tahlen’s respect, but he would have thought Tahlen would understand the need for The Tialttyrin’s duties to be carried out. Tahlen always understood such things, guard or not. That was why Grandmother looked to him as she did, why even Zelli had done it, his gaze catching on the upright, strong figure in armor, with small braids tucked into the thick, complex braid down his back. Elaborate weaving that no other guard had ever bothered with that Zelli had seen, and which likely would have done the noblest beat-of-four in the capital proud—not that any noble would have ever have kept their hair tied back as Tahlen did. 

Tahlen’s sister wore her hair the same as she worked in the kitchens, where she had the run of the place much like Tahlen had Grandmother’s ear. She did not have Tahlen’s stone face, at least, not with Zelli. For Zelli, she had scowls and glares, even more so of late. 

Zelli sighed heavily before moving to a position where he could look over this part of the valley without effort, although the fog still hid much... perhaps even enemies. So far, the fighting over the throne that consumed many of the noble families had not crept into their valley. Tialttyrin was not a grand house or an ambitious one, which had probably saved them—that and their legendary connection to the fae. The fae were mysterious, hidden, and powerful. Countless songs and stories warned people not to cross them and most heeded the warnings. But for well over a decade, the noble houses had been allying with one another—then betraying one another—and scheming and killing for their chance to take the crown for themselves, and though many had held it, none had kept it. 

By all reports, the fighting seemed to be getting more widespread and the ambitious families more determined and reckless. It was as though the times of the ancient Earls had returned. When families had battled for centuries until one had proven strong enough to make everyone stop and to keep them from starting it all up again at the slightest provocation—except for the occasional uprising or seizure of the crown by force. Then the Canamorra, one of the oldest families, endlessly proud of the four beats of their name and the esteemed lineage it spoke of, had decided to take the crown again. They had failed, but nonetheless, the country had spiraled back into chaos, and the remaining contenders were growing more willing to harm anyone in their way. 

Grandmother, and likely Tahlen with whatever his glance had told her, were right. There was danger out there. Zelli acknowledged that. 

But he thought the risk worth taking. 

He was aware it was his life Grandmother was concerned about, but considering that Zelli’s life was already being bargained away to help the family, he didn’t see how this was much different. It felt far more useful than hoping someone in a powerful family would be so taken with Zelli that they’d consent to an alliance or perhaps even a real marriage. If anyone was going to be taken with anything, it would be with the wines this valley produced, not with Zelli. 

A journey into at least the start of the valley would not rule out an alliance, anyway. The journey could be accomplished in a matter of days with fair weather. And if they did not act, another family might decide the valley should be theirs and the people in it might agree with them. The benefits far outweighed the slight risk to Zelli. 

Grandmother knew that, but was too fond of him to let him go. 

Zelli made a disgruntled face despite the warmth that filled him at the thought. 

Tahlen, however.... Tahlen’s reasons Zelli did not know. But they would be sensible and practical and Zelli would like to know them. 

At that, Zelli left the battlement, too restless to be still although it was long past even the latest of late dinners and nearly everyone else in the fortress had probably retired hours ago. He went down staircase after staircase, then up another, then down again and along several corridors, for the fortress of stone had been cut into the foothills and it took some time to go from one end to the other. 

He passed a few guards who had known him since childhood and regarded him now with confusion and perhaps even some worry. Zelli wondered idly, as he often did, what they thought of a younger guard, not even from the valley, coming here and rising in position so quickly. But from what he had seen, they didn’t mind too much. Tahlen never shirked his duties, even the nights spent down in the guard towers by the gate to the village, which had been a dull job not so long ago. 

The guards did not think it dull now. If any trouble came, it would be the guards on duty there who would face it first. 

Anyway, Zelli had even seen them laugh with Tahlen, and Tahlen, remarkably, smile back at them. They didn’t seem to mind him one bit. It was likely only respect for Ric, the aged Captain of the Guard, that had kept Tahlen from taking on that role. He had a fine sense of tact, their Tahlen, and showed the same respect to old Ric that he showed to Nya. 

Zelli reached the armory and the sparring ring, silent and empty at this time of night, and nodded to two guards headed out of their living quarters. Carr and Nel did not stop him but definitely had questions they wished to ask. 

Zelli stepped lightly down a couple of stairs to reach the main hallway that held the rooms each guard claimed for their own except for the few who lived in the village. Then he frowned and went back up the stairs with a question for Carr and Nel, since Zelli did not actually know which room was Tahlen’s. 

Having received the information he needed and gotten yet more curious stares, Zelli ventured back into the guard’s living quarters. 

It was disrespectful of him to be there. But he would be quick and he would apologize to Tahlen for the visit. Tahlen would probably not react to the apology one way or the other, but Zelli would apologize all the same. Then he’d be on his way. 

He got lost only once, because a candle in one of the wall niches had gone out and the way was dark, and the niches on this level of the hold were too high for Zelli to reach. The family apartments, built for Tialttyrins who were, as a rule, quite small due to their fae ancestry, had much lower niches. 

Of course, reaching Tahlen’s door and actually knocking on Tahlen’s door required different levels of courage, so at the threshold, Zelli faltered. 

Tahlen might be asleep, which was a strange thing to realize. Tahlen was a person; obviously he would need to rest like anyone else. Yet Zelli held back from knocking while he imagined Tahlen sleep-soft and relaxed, maybe even grumpy when woken. He might braid his hair differently for sleep. Some did. Not Zelli, but that was because Zelli’s hair slipped out of all braids no matter how tight. 

Tahlen would surely take off some of his armor at night. It couldn’t be comfortable to sleep in. 

Of course, thinking about Tahlen without armor was not the sort of thing to do in a moment like this, since it generally led to situations that could not be entirely blamed on Zelli’s fae blood and would be extremely unwelcome to Tahlen. 

Although Tahlen perhaps did not think so, Zelli reflected, his voice uncertain even in his own mind. 

He knocked before he could let thoughts of Tahlen without armor, or clothes, take hold of him again, then twitched when Tahlen called for him to enter. 

“Is something wrong?” Tahlen asked before Zelli had pushed open the door, the question trailing at the end as though not even steady, smart Tahlen could fathom the sight of Zelli in his doorway. 

This was fair, since Zelli spent several stunned moments blinking at a Tahlen with his hair loose, sitting in a wide, comfortable chair before a fire, a length of cloth across his lap and a sewing needle in one hand. 

Before bed, Tahlen apparently unbound his hair and let it fall around him in a shining, smooth curtain of rich brown, marked with the pattern of his braids even now. He wore a white undershirt and the warm, brightly dyed sleep pants worn by villagers who lived in houses without the grand fireplaces and heating systems of buildings like this one. The guards’ rooms had only the fireplaces, which was perhaps why Tahlen had the pants on. Woolen socks hid his feet from view. The shirt, open at the top, revealed hair at his chest. 

Zelli had not known Tahlen had such hair and foresaw himself obsessing over the visible patch of brown hair for many nights to come. 

“Zelli?” Tahlen was already rising to his feet, although Zelli belatedly thought that he ought to assure Tahlen he didn’t need to stand; Zelli was unexpectedly visiting him in his private quarters, after all. No ceremony should be required. 

Tahlen put his sewing on the bed. As the room was not large, he did not have to step away to do so. Zelli watched the action, stared harder to see the striped tabby cat curled up on Tahlen’s bed, then transferred his attention back to Tahlen, who reached for his hair as if he might braid it right then but stopped himself. 

The style among the old families in the capital was for braided hair or unbound hair with braids in it and sometimes jewelry as well. A style designed to be annoying for people like Zelli, with hair that was not straight or inclined to fall down his back, and which only reached his shoulder blades. It wasn’t as if seeing Tahlen’s hair was forbidden or an unearned intimacy. But perhaps it felt like one to Tahlen. 

Zelli swallowed, then finally moved his gaze to the fire. Some movement in the hall made him inch forward, nearly silent in his pillowy indoor boots. Then, glancing to Tahlen again, he closed the door behind him so this wouldn’t be overheard and cause Tahlen any problems. 

“I’m sorry for bothering you.” Zelli could not seem to keep his voice level without effort. That occurred frequently around Tahlen and was even more difficult for him now. Even finding Tahlen in his armor would have been too much, Zelli realized now, with the two of them alone and the hour late. He opened his mouth to try again to sound as reasonable and calm as Tahlen usually did. “I didn’t know you had a cat.” 

He winced as he said it. 

“I don’t,” Tahlen answered, in the same tone in which he said everything, so controlled that it was nearly emotionless. Apparently, he had recovered from the surprise of Zelli’s visit. 

Zelli jerked his head up and gestured to the tabby, which, from what he knew of cats, was probably not asleep and merely pretending to be. 

“It’s not my cat,” Tahlen said, but went briefly silent when their eyes met. “It sleeps where it’s warm,” Tahlen explained further, as though he read things in Zelli’s expression even when Zelli said nothing. “It belonged to Reas.” 

He didn’t need to add more. Reas had been another sworn guard, with the family for at least two generations, but who had nonetheless chosen to leave, as some had of late. Sworn guards didn’t need to give reasons to leave, only request to be freed from their oath of service, and since no one would keep someone who wished to be free, Grandmother had released anyone who asked. But all in the fortress and the village below could guess the reasons for so many departures. Some guards felt the Tialttyrin family were too weak and not worth the rising risk, or they sought better pay and to be part of the action with a bolder, more aggressive house. In the case of Reas, Zelli suspected the first. With constant warring, any great families seen as vulnerable would eventually find themselves in trouble. The Tialttyrin had never sought guards who enjoyed fighting, had never needed to, and those like Reas certainly had not signed up to give their lives over a war for a crown the Tialttyrin did not even want. 

Several times, Zelli had started to ask why a guard as highly regarded as Tahlen had not also left them, but he didn’t even know why Tahlen and his sister had come here four years ago. It was not his place to ask and Tahlen was already dissatisfied with Zelli. But thinking of why that was made Zelli’s insides feel decidedly unsteady. 

Zelli glanced to the cat again, frowning. “He left his cat behind? I am at least glad you’re here to care for it. Loyalty should be rewarded, not thrown away. Maybe we are better off without Reas if he behaved so abominably.” 

“I don’t...” Tahlen stopped his protest short when Zelli looked up. Tahlen gave a slight shake of his head. “It only sleeps here.” 

Zelli smiled even though the knowledge that a tabby slept on Tahlen’s bed was as disconcerting as the unfinished sewing. 

Tahlen’s eyes were a deeper brown than his hair. He was several years older than Zelli but not even near thirty, when, in different times, he might have expected to be promoted or to take on more responsibilities. His face was that of a young man of twenty-five or twenty-six, but his eyes were so much older. And he was careful with his smiles. The cat might receive some of them. Zelli never had. 

Zelli straightened his shoulders. It was a little pointless since much of his too-bright hair had been pulled free of his twin braids by the winds along the battlement and Zelli’s clothing had no embellishments, but he tried to have dignity. 

“I didn’t come here to talk about your cat,” Zelli announced calmly, then ruined the effect somewhat by pushing out his bottom lip as he imagined the cat lying against Tahlen’s side through the night. “What’s its name?” 

Tahlen ignored the question and took a small step forward. “Why have you come here, Zelli? What did you have to say that couldn’t be said where others can hear?” 

Zelli had to tilt his head back, but he had to do that with everyone and couldn’t really resent it now. He didn’t know what to make of Tahlen’s tone, or lack of one. Tahlen’s questions felt weighted, though with what, Zelli didn’t know. 

Tahlen was like the rock in the foothills and mountains around them. Zelli couldn’t be that steady if he tried. Even without reaching for one of the weapons leaning against the wall by the door, Tahlen was ready to leap into action if Zelli gave the word. Zelli would have looked afraid or worried in a moment like that. Tahlen was only so very still, his eyes so very dark. 

“Earlier,” Zelli blurted, his thoughts jumbled as they spilled out, “with Grandmother.” 

Tahlen turned his head, studying the wall before turning back to Zelli. He gave the impression of stepping away without moving a single one of his many muscles. “Earlier,” he echoed, as nearly emotionless as ever. “You’re here because of what was said today. You’re in your nightclothes,” he observed after that, as though the two things were related. 

Zelli glanced down over his long, heavy robe and the boots he wore for his duties inside the hold’s stone walls. The blue wool of the robe was of a fine weave, but thick enough to more than conceal that Zelli wore only a knee-length shirt underneath. 

“I couldn’t sleep,” he explained himself, twitching the robe to try to see how Tahlen had guessed what was beneath it. 

“Because of earlier, with your grandmother,” Tahlen prompted, meeting Zelli’s eyes again when Zelli raised his head. 

Zelli let the folds of the robe fall back down. “Did you think I was foolish? Was I wrong?” 

He could not claim Tahlen had no emotions because Tahlen’s eyebrows flicked up for a second’s surprise. “You’re asking me?” 

“Who else would I ask?” Genuinely perplexed, Zelli continued to stare at Tahlen despite the crick in his neck. There was no one else remotely suitable, aside from Grandmother herself, which Tahlen was too clever not to realize. “You have no doubt seen things many others have not, in your mysterious travels before you came here. You speak, when you do speak, with knowledge and experience. Grandmother respects your opinion and insight even when she does not share it with me. And I have never seen you act with anything less than sense.” 

It might have been nice to see that, Zelli sometimes thought. At least once. 

For not even the space of a heartbeat, he almost caught an expression crossing Tahlen’s face. Then it was gone. 

“You... were not wrong,” Tahlen admitted slowly, Zelli tried not to think reluctantly. “There are people to be seen to and reassured, as well as places to visit before plans can be made for next year. You were also right in that you might lose more guards if this continues. They are not convinced any sacrifice will be worth it for a family that cannot even take care of its basic obligations, even though most of those remaining like it here and like your family. This part of your family,” he added, and that was with reluctance. 

Zelli waved off that piece of forced honesty. The Tialttyrins outside the valley who would not return to do their duty were not worth any politeness, his parent included. 

He spoke over the fast beat of his heart, pleased despite the situation to know Tahlen agreed with him. “But no one will step up!” he exclaimed. “If all of that is true, and Grandmother cannot go, then someone must. If there is no one else, then don’t you think...” 

“Zelli.” 

“...That I should?” Zelli carried on, moving closer to Tahlen in his agitation. “Not the whole distance! Not even half the distance. Merely enough to get the word out that we are still here! That we will still listen! We have to trust Cousin Adifer is doing what he says he is across the valley, although he always has and he has yet to ask for help or send out any alarms. But a small show of our presence, even just a few days’ travel into the valley, to remind people that we stand with them and to hopefully convince them we have more strength than we do. At least... at least until an alliance can be secured to ensure that.” There, Zelli darted his gaze away, focusing again on the comfortable, happy cat. “And we must let them know that problems can still be brought to us. Of course, they can’t leave the fields for long, which is part of the problem. They won’t even want to. I could... I could go as far as a few waystations along the main roads. Make sure they haven’t started to fall down. And there is one village there where I know they have been waiting for messengers and probably judgments as well.” 

“Zelli.” 

“It should have been done last year. It can’t be put off any longer. And... and Grandmother isn’t well. What if...?" Zelli pulled in a deep breath. “What if the new Tialttyrin acts too slowly, or foolishly? Then all will be lost, Tahlen!” 

“Mizel,” Tahlen said in a low voice, drawing Zelli’s gaze back to him. “It’s good that you think of possibilities. But you need to calm yourself, for your own good.” 

“We don’t even know which cousin would take her place,” Zelli complained but did his best to be calm. “I should have suggested you go in her stead.” Zelli was less bitter about it than he would have expected himself to be, maybe because it made Tahlen go very still again. How strange that Tahlen should react to surprise as though it might hold a threat. “That would have pleased her, and we both know you would do the job well. I know I would not do it so well. I’m fully aware that I’m only qualified to go because I’m the youngest Tialttyrin here. You don’t need to say it.” 

“Your grandmother does not think you unfit for the task,” Tahlen objected. 

Zelli waved that off too. “Someone has to see to things. We have not even had outguards pass by here in ever so long. I’m not even sure whoever has the palace now has maintained the Outguard.” 

“I doubt any of those trying to claim the throne lived long enough to turn their thoughts to practical matters of governance.” 

It was such a Tahlen thing to say. The other guards did not speak like him. 

Not calmer, but trying to be, Zelli ducked his head, peering up once or twice to Tahlen’s eyes, to the hair on his chest, to his eyes again. “And, after all, I will have to travel eventually if an alliance is arranged, and there really won’t be anyone here to manage it then, unless Grandmother’s health improves. What difference is there between traveling then and now, except that on my way to meet my intended I will have an escort to better demonstrate the dignity of the Tialttyrin?” 

Tahlen’s profile was unyielding. Nevertheless, Zelli kept trying. “Summer is already fading, Tahlen. Soon it will be time for the harvest. Things have to be seen to. It would be only a matter of days. I would not even offer judgments. I would relate the cases to Grandmother and ensure responses were delivered.” 

Tahlen finally turned back to him, eyes deep brown and unreadable. “Are you asking me for permission?” 

Zelli pursed his lips to hold in his denial. “I’m asking if you approve.” 

“You don’t need my approval.” Tahlen said it as though Zelli should have known that, as though Zelli did not know that. “And you don’t have the approval of The Tialttyrin.” Something shifted behind Tahlen’s eyes. Zelli only caught it because they were so close. “But you plan to go anyway.” 

He did not ask. 

Zelli did not look away though he wanted to. “Will you watch over her while I am gone? And Nya too?” 

A child of an ancient house and the merciful, powerful fae should not beg. 

Tahlen lowered his head to study Zelli more intently, his hair falling to where Zelli could easily have touched it. “You could order me to let you go.” 

Zelli tore his gaze away from the pretty fall of hair. “Your oath is to Grandmother first.” 

Tahlen drew his dark eyebrows together. “You can’t mean to go alone.” 

Zelli had not thought out all the details, only that he would have to go soon, possibly even by morning. But it was true, he had never even been to a waystation by himself. He might need some guidance. 

“You will not go alone,” Tahlen continued, once again knowing what Zelli might have said before he could say it, “because it could be dangerous. That was the original objection, Zelli. You can’t be in danger.” Tahlen said this as though he could make it so with just words, shaping each one so clearly that Zelli was slow to realize he was staring at Tahlen’s lips. “Then I will go with you.” 

Startled, Zelli jumped, then stood gaping at Tahlen for far too long. “But you don’t approve,” he managed at last in a whisper, “and Grandmother needs you.” 

“She needs you,” Tahlen countered. “And no one else would agree to this, no matter how charming you’ll try to be. They won’t defy The Tialttyrin.” 

Zelli nearly sputtered. “But you will?” 

“I wouldn’t consider it defiance. Not with...” Tahlen shut his mouth with the rest of his sentence unfinished. He could be resolute even half-dressed and unbound. “She knows your determination. She’ll probably guess your intentions by midmorning tomorrow, and if she can’t stop you, it will reassure her to know I’m with you.” 

Which was true. She likely wouldn’t even punish Tahlen for it. Zelli frowned at him anyway. “But... you wouldn’t mind? I had no intention of...” 

“I know.” 

“...Dragging you into trouble,” Zelli finished, lifting his chin to give Tahlen a displeased glare for the interruption. Tahlen stared back at him as if surprised once more. 

He would be less surprised if he stopped assuming he knew all of Zelli’s thoughts, Zelli decided, before crossing his arms and glancing away. “Your sister will not be happy with me.” 

It made Tahlen sigh. “You worry about everything but what you should. You won’t have much time until your grandmother will anticipate your plans.” 

“Yes, I am incapable of being discreet when I feel something strongly,” Zelli agreed testily, having heard those words from his grandmother already. “I was... I had no definite plans, you understand, but I was thinking of leaving early this morning, before dawn, while the fog remains.” 

“Earlier than that if you want enough of a lead that she won’t send the other guards after us to haul you back and bury me in some dungeon.” 

“I’d never let her.” Zelli looked up sharply, then eased his shoulders down. “She wouldn’t. She respects you too much. Me, however....” He abandoned that thought as he followed Tahlen’s meaning and his mind began to plan around it. “We could leave now, unless you want a few hours of rest.” Zelli would not rest, not with his thoughts leaping forward. “I have only to pack. You really will?” He regarded Tahlen in absolute confusion. “I’ll do my best to ensure no trouble for you.” 

Tahlen gave him not even a hint of an expression for that. “Pack light, with clothes for the chill of night in the valley where the fog settles. And... do you have any armor? I’ve never seen you in any.” 

“What for?” No one would expect Zelli to fight. No one thought him capable and he wasn’t sure they weren’t right. “There is some in the treasury that belonged to family members in the past. I could...” 

“Ancient armor will not help you if it’s not in good condition.” Tahlen’s voice at least had grown stern. “Wear layers then, many of them.” 

“But it’s not truly cold enough yet for—oh. For protection. An armor of sorts.” 

“I’ll look for mail in your size. If you don’t change your mind,” Tahlen paused there, then went on as if aware that Zelli’s mind would not change, “then I’ll meet you by the kitchens whenever you’re ready.” 

“Really?” Zelli could not help the smile on his face as relief and a funny, elated feeling sank into his bones. He swept forward recklessly, nearly taking Tahlen’s hands before he recalled himself. Tahlen stared down at him, wide-eyed, mouth open. Zelli beamed at him. “I will make you proud. I swear I will. And I will allow no harm to come to you if I can possibly prevent it.” 

Tahlen shook his head. “I am supposed to swear to you, Zelli.” 

Zelli nodded excitedly. “Yes, but I would never demand your body for mine, Tahlen. You’re far too precious for that.” He stepped back, bumping into the door when he had trouble breaking Tahlen’s stunned gaze, then turning to slip outside and close the door quietly behind him. 
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Two
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Perhaps Zelli hadn’t fully thought about traveling alone because he’d known it might make him hesitate. He thought about it now, letting it sit alongside the knowledge that he would be attempting this with Tahlen. Even though Zelli would undoubtedly embarrass himself more than once, he moved faster at the idea of Tahlen’s company. 

Tahlen had gone with Grandmother on one of these trips; he would know what to do. And he believed it was right, as Zelli did. After all, if Tahlen had wanted to stop Zelli, it wouldn’t have taken much to hold him or bring him to Grandmother and tell her all. Tahlen was over twice Zelli’s size... though plenty of other adults were. Tahlen just made Zelli feel it more than most. 

Zelli took the back staircases to his room, mentally assembling which belongings he would need and could fit into the pack he had traded with someone in the village to get a few days ago. The corridors were empty at this time of night, the guards stationed outside, far from the personal apartments of any Tialttyrins and their guests within. The corridors were also considerably warmer than those in the guards’ living quarters, something Zelli absently frowned about as he slipped into the large family bathing room. His private bedchamber had a room for bathing and personal grooming, but the communal baths were centuries-old and used the steam within the mountains to keep the room and the water warm at all times, and Zelli was in a hurry. 

He didn’t linger in the water, scrubbing up quickly to ensure he would hopefully still be presentable when he faced any villagers. He despaired of his hair, as he always did, for it had a life of its own. He dried it hastily and combed it with oil so it would stay malleable for a brief time, and then hurriedly divided it into two braids to rest down his back. 

Pinned or braided into place, in dim lighting, Zelli’s hair might have been mistaken for dark red or even brown. But the moment it slipped free of any bindings and the light found it, it was the colors of a particularly fiery sunset. Orange, red, and yellow all together, with shades of purple and blue just starting to appear, curls and straight locks, fine and thick, like silk until it wasn’t. Fae hair. More obviously fae than anyone else’s hair in his family. Or maybe simply what happened when fae traits and human traits mingled to the degree that they did in Zelli. 

Back in his room, he chose a hooded cloak to help him hide his wild mane, and swept what jewelry he owned into the pack, fastening the rowan tree pendant that he wore every day around his neck. He looked as respectable and dignified as he possibly could; the freckles that ran down his throat to his shoulders could be hidden, but not the ones across his nose. There was nothing to be done for that, or for the sharpness to some of his teeth, noticeable if he smiled widely or laughed, or for his eyes, which did not seem to stay one color. 

It was when he was choosing layers to wear as Tahlen had suggested that Zelli paused to consider the possible problems of traveling with someone else—with Tahlen specifically—while being Zelli. That was to say, while being a Tialttyrin with more than a touch of the other world about him. 

It had been months since any of Zelli’s other fae complications had popped up to bother him so he hadn’t factored them into his plans, except to vaguely consider the best excuses to make if anyone happened to witness anything. Grandmother knew and had stories ready. But out there in the valley, Zelli could hardly keep to his room for days at a time. 

Perhaps, if something did happen, it might be better for Tahlen to be there. Zelli would face explanations that would make him cringe, but Tahlen could see that Zelli was undisturbed or return him to the fortress if need be. 

Zelli shivered a little, not sure if he liked or disliked the idea of Tahlen seeing him altered, much less Tahlen touching him when he was like that, as Tahlen would have to in order to get Zelli back here. Zelli would humiliate himself, no question, and Tahlen likely would not react at all. That was good and also somehow terrible. 

But it was not the lingering warmth from his bath that stung Zelli’s skin as he thought about it. 

He did his best to banish the imaginary sensation of Tahlen’s hands on him and the crush of Tahlen’s disinterest, or disgust to see Zelli out of control. Zelli would worry about that only if his conditions showed signs of appearing, although it would be considerate to warn Tahlen of the possibilities before they left. 

But that would raise two problems. One, Tahlen might decide not to let Zelli go, even though the risk was minimal and hardly life-threatening, and anyway, neither complication had happened in months. And two, it would be tricky to explain to Tahlen because it was Tahlen. Zelli would stare up at him and feel this... strong pain in the center of him... this inconvenient, aching, sorrowful spot in the middle of his chest that only made things worse, and if that happened, he would have no chance of convincing Tahlen of anything. 

Really, it was some sort of fluke that Zelli had managed to get Tahlen to agree to even this. 

He would tell Tahlen if the situation required it, he decided, because it wasn’t as if it was a total surprise... usually. As satisfied as he could be, Zelli finished dressing and stuffed his pack to the brim, including a handful of coins for those events in which he would be expected to hand over money. 

He didn’t have much, personally, and could hardly approach the treasury for it now. But hopefully this would do for one attempted session of judgments and a few visits at waystations. 

He paused before grabbing his quiver and arrows, only ever used in the practice yard, but since he didn’t have any other sort of skill with weaponry, he felt as if he should have something to make Tahlen less annoyed with him. 

Then he pulled his hood up and left the room to head for the kitchens. 

––––––––
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Zelli took paths that would keep him away from any guards and any questions they might have. He was so focused on that, in fact, that it didn’t occur to him why Tahlen would have suggested the kitchens for a meeting place until he got there and found some of the fires going and Tahlen’s sister working in front of them. 

It was too late, or early, even for the bakers to be at work, which meant Tahlen had woken her and likely told her all. Love for Tahlen had probably kept her from going to Zelli’s grandmother with the knowledge, but the glance she shot Zelli when he stopped in front of one of the fires was all cold fury. 

Esrin looked like she’d dressed quickly and in the dark, but Zelli did not comment on her sleep pants, though they were a pretty green. Her hair was a lighter brown than her brother’s, her skin much paler since she rarely seemed to leave the kitchens or even the fortress. Zelli didn’t know her age but suspected she was older than Tahlen from how she fussed over him, which was something he had seen some siblings do. 

She wore a sheathed knife at her belt that was not used for cooking. Zelli had witnessed her using it in the sparring ring once or twice. He thought she’d wanted him to see her do it, although he couldn’t have said why she’d care enough to. 

Maybe it was that Zelli was a beat-of-four and she didn’t like members of the old noble families. Esrin had never had much warmth for Zelli no matter how nice he tried to be, but in the past few months, her glares had grown so fierce that Zelli had started to avoid the kitchens altogether. 

She said not a word to him now. After her frosty glare, she had returned to her task, which seemed to be preparing and packing up rolls and hand pies. Zelli watched her furtively, debating speaking to thank her or leaving her to her furious silence, but when she was done, she stalked over him and shoved several bundles into his hands, forcing him to drop his bow and quiver. 

Esrin scoffed out loud to see them or for the noisy clatter they made on the floor when her every movement was quiet. Her gaze stayed on the packages, which she rearranged when they started to slip. 

“You will make sure he eats, both on your travels and when you stop. He must rest too, do you understand?” She didn’t wait for Zelli to nod, although he did, forcefully. “Those pies are his favorites. They’re for him, not you, Mizel of the Tialttyrin. For you, there’s bread and cheese, as well as a few apples.” 

“I thought Tahlen liked apples,” Zelli remarked foolishly, and blinked when Esrin raised her head—then lowered it—to meet his eyes. 

She opened her mouth, but closed it and looked behind Zelli to someone coming in. It must have been Tahlen, but oddly, Esrin’s expression didn’t change. She still looked like she wanted an excuse to use her knife. 

Zelli twisted around to make sure it was Tahlen, and released a small puff of air to find Tahlen in traveling clothes and armor, his hair once more in a braid. He had not chosen heavy armor or any of the more ornate guard equipment available to them, although his light, summer cloak would have the Tialttyrin rowan tree and grape vine embroidered in the center of the back. 

His quilted doublet beneath his mail was dark and unassuming, and any shirts beneath that were not visible. He had arm guards, leg guards as well, which Zelli was willing to bet added warmth... but thought Tahlen should have chosen the winter cloak with the fur at the hood, just in case the weather turned. 

He had not come armed into the kitchen, except for the practical knife tucked into his belt. 

Zelli quickly looked up from Tahlen’s waist and realized his arms were still full of food. He cleared his throat and turned to try to figure out how to get some of it in his pack. 

“Not surprised to see me?” he asked Tahlen. 

Esrin made a sound in her throat. 

“No,” Tahlen answered over the sound of his sister’s annoyance. “You’re not one to go back on your word. Is that your bow?” Tahlen’s voice went stern again. “Leave it.” 

Zelli jerked his head up. “Why? I can hit the target every time.” Esrin picked the bow and quiver off the floor and carried them away as if that was that. Zelli stared at her, then at Tahlen again. “I don’t want to be useless.” 

“A target of straw is not a person,” Esrin said from the other side of the kitchens. 

Tahlen kept his eyes on Zelli. “You would have to be at a distance to be of use with your bow, and have a cool head when you chose to kill someone. I don’t wish that for you.” 

Zelli bit his lip instead of letting out his initial responses. He weighed pressing the issue and Tahlen’s possible replies. But it was mostly Tahlen’s phrasing that kept him from protesting. It was probably what had kept Esrin from objecting as well. Wishes were not to be taken lightly. And... and Zelli had not considered killing anyone, though he should have. 

He settled on, “Am I supposed to do nothing if you are endangered?” only to glance nervously to Esrin, but she was back to packing up food as though intending to feed them for days. 

“You’ve taken no oath to protect me.” Tahlen held up a hand as if to prevent Zelli immediately offering such an oath. Zelli closed his mouth. “If we’re smart, and careful, and lucky, it shouldn’t come to that. As you said, there are no reports of anything and we will only be gone a few days. We are also not attracting attention with a large retinue. And, well, you are of the fae.” 

If Zelli revealed himself as being even partly of the fae, anyone wise would not bother him. Unfortunately, people were not always wise. Zelli proved that with his next words. 

“If my appearance is so disturbing, then surely you don’t need to come with me,” he heard himself say, sour as old wine. He didn’t even mean it. He wanted Tahlen with him. But he was tired of being odd and avoided. 

Tahlen was stiff. “I am aware you didn’t plan on my presence. But once The Tialttyrin discovers your absence, it will soothe her to know I’m with you.” 

“For Grandmother,” Zelli muttered, mostly to himself, then jumped when Esrin dumped several more bundles of food into his arms. 

“I will protect you,” Tahlen said as if in answer to Zelli’s whining. Zelli looked up and regretted it with how warm he grew. He always knew what he was doing until Tahlen was near. 

Frazzled, confused, faintly embarrassed and uncertain as to why, he grumbled. “I can’t fit all this food in my pack.” 

“I’ve put another on Lemon Blossom.” That Tahlen had already been to the stables and prepared Zelli’s favorite horse made Zelli grumble again, not unhappily. “I found no mail in your size within the guards’ spare equipment. When we get back, I’ll ask for some to be made.” 

“I’ll make a note in the household ledger,” Zelli answered with surprise, “if you think I should have it.” 

“Lolo,” Esrin called to her brother from the opposite side of the kitchen. Tahlen left Zelli to go to her. Zelli truly had no more room for all the food, but attempted to find some rather than appear to be listening to the brother and sister across the room. He didn’t know why Esrin sometimes called Tahlen by that nickname and could never ask. But if he happened to overhear....

“You don’t have to do this,” Esrin whispered, low and upset, as if she had already said it but had to try again. Tahlen must sometimes be like stone even with her. “Let him make his own choices or bring someone else.” 

“Who?” Tahlen asked softly. He didn’t say that there was no one else willing to do it or that no one else was nearly as capable as he was, but Esrin must have understood all the same, because she crossed her arms. “I have to,” Tahlen added when she didn’t speak, his voice even softer. “Even if I didn’t, I am sworn to protect them with my body and my life.” 

“They will be up in these hills, behind mighty walls,” Esrin argued. “Where they do little good, but at least don’t get in the way.” 

Tahlen shook his head. “And he will be out there alone, doing what they should be doing.” 

If Esrin didn’t dislike Zelli so much, Zelli would have shared a smile with her for her aggrieved sigh. Tahlen had a powerful effect on certainty with everyone. 

Esrin muttered something else which Zelli did not hear, then lightly shoved her brother out through another door. She stared after him, though, hands clasped tight behind her. 

Zelli took his chance. “Do you have any tarts or sweet cakes?” 

He stopped abruptly in his approach when Esrin rounded on him. “I just gave you enough to feed a...” 

“No, no.” Zelli did his best to gesture placatingly. “I meant, something special. I’m going to leave an offering by the gates to ask the fae to assure his safety.” He didn’t know why that would make Esrin freeze, but he was glad she did. Zelli lowered his voice though Tahlen was gone. “There is no convincing him not to come, but I didn’t mean to drag him into it, and... I don’t want him harmed. It’s a big favor to ask of them, so the offering must be something good. I have nothing they could want, but they do like sweets.” 

Esrin stared at him without blinking, then pulled the knife at her belt so quickly Zelli jumped. In one motion, she tugged a lock of hair loose from her braid and sliced it off. She held the lock of pale brown hair out and Zelli shifted the food bundles once again to get one hand free. She set the lock in his palm and gave him a look that for once was not furious. “Don’t tell him.” 

Zelli nodded. “I won’t.” 

Esrin cleared her throat before turning away. “Then get going. The sooner gone, the sooner back. And be careful.” 

She said that for Tahlen’s sake, but Zelli nodded again though she couldn’t see him, then left to make his way to the stables. 

––––––––
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Lemon Blossom was happy to see Zelli, happier still to sniff at the food that Tahlen took from Zelli the moment Zelli was close enough. Starfall, Tahlen’s horse, had also been readied, with a short staff strapped to the saddle alongside the bags that must have held Tahlen’s things and where he stashed the extra bundles of food. 

Tahlen had armed himself in the meantime as well. Zelli did not comment on the sword across his back or his own lack of one. He went to get the mounting block for himself only to stop when Tahlen knelt down to offer his help before Zelli could take more than a step. 

Tahlen had taken no oath to do that. But the stables at night were no place to argue about it, especially since they were trying not to attract attention. Once seated on Lemon Blossom, Zelli nodded his thanks and held his tongue while Tahlen checked things one final time, then mounted Starfall. 

Dark Starfall nearly blended into the night. Lemon Blossom, glossy and bright, would not. But Zelli let Tahlen take the lead as they went out of the stables and began the ride out of the hold, first through the large gate at the entrance and past the heavy stone walls draped with falls of nasturtium, a plant the fae favored, then down the winding paths through the homes and buildings of the village. The torches that lined the road to the land below the fortress and some of the lanes in the village were still burning, and would continue to for a few hours yet. 

The air grew colder, although it did not carry the chill of true autumn. Most in the village were sleeping. Only one or two buildings showed signs of lights within. The fires in the guard towers on either side of the smaller gate that closed off the village from the fields around them were visible some distance away, even through the fog. 

Tahlen turned once, glancing to Zelli, but when Zelli only stared back, he rode on. He did not even stop when those in one of the towers called to him, although he did answer when they asked what he was doing at that hour. 

“We’ve a long way to travel,” Tahlen told them, unreadable as ever. Ivey and Forna’s commiserating jokes ended abruptly when they noticed Zelli behind Tahlen. 

“Zelli.” Their greeting to him was more cautious. Zelli gave them both a friendly, if anxious, nod, and rode on as if he expected the gate to open for him. Uncle Rou often said the only people to demand explanations from a beat-of-four were other beat-of-fours. 

Whether or not Uncle Rou was right, the gears for the gate mechanisms turned and the doors opened enough for Tahlen and then Zelli to ride through. Tahlen called out something else to Forna that made him laugh, but Zelli’s attention was fixed on the rowan trees in front of each guard tower. 

In daylight, the ribbons and trinkets hanging from their branches would glitter and flutter. With little wind and no light, the trees seemed unnaturally still. Zelli left the road to reach one of them, aware of the doors of the gate shutting behind them and Tahlen and probably the other guards in both towers watching him approach the tree. 

Some places had statues, or niches in their walls for people to place offerings to the fae. The fae in the other world could be anywhere in this one, though humans did not often see them. But places for offerings were marked and it was felt that the fae were present there. 

It must be true, for offerings had a habit of vanishing in the blink of an eye. Someone could leave a bit of fruit or seed cake out for the fae and stare at it for hours, but the moment they glanced away, the offering would disappear. 

Zelli pulled Esrin’s lock of hair from his sleeve and secreted it in the crook of two branches, hopefully where Tahlen could not see. 

He kept his voice down. “We ask that you keep him safe, if you can. Thank you.” 

It was polite to thank them, whether or not they answered. Getting a response might depend on the mood of whoever listened, or the offering itself. Zelli’s family had always insisted that it was the sentiment attached to the offering that was of interest to the fae. Allegedly, in ancient times, a thimble full of honey had won an Earl a crown, but Zelli suspected there was more to the story than the honey. If it was just a matter of sweets, then a dollop of cream would grant anyone the riches of the wealthiest old family and it clearly did not. 

But that might also have been a question of intent, which perhaps the fae could sense. If the fae responded, it would be how they felt the wish should be answered, which was not always how the people asking had expected or hoped for. 

Zelli did not question how his family knew this any more than he questioned how fae traits carried through generations without affecting everyone in the same ways. 

He looked away and then back to make sure the lock of hair was gone. 

“Thank you,” he said again not to be heard by anyone else in this world, and turned Lemon Blossom back toward Tahlen, who had kept his gaze turned politely away. 

Together, they rode out into the fog. 
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Zelli’s nerves settled after several hours of riding through the dark, enough for him to yawn more than once, although he wouldn’t allow himself to drift off. If Tahlen wouldn’t, then he wouldn’t. Of course, at times, he thought Tahlen was asleep, since Tahlen said not a word except to occasionally whisper to Starfall. 

They rode slower than they might have because of the thickness of the fog. Zelli watched Tahlen’s unbending figure for a while when peering through the clouds grew dull, then tried to turn his mind to other things. The other things promptly made him anxious again, but he did need to consider what he was going to tell people and also how he would explain himself to Grandmother when he returned. He was hoping his trip would go well enough that Grandmother would not be too angry. 

The fog lingered, densest along the river, although they veered away before they could reach the quay where shipments to the capital and other territories came and went. There were places along the river in the holdings of other families that had been destroyed or fought over as the warring went on. That was another problem to eventually contend with; how the winemakers of the valley should export their wines and other goods if the rivers and the countryside were no longer safe. It did no good to grow and make wine if they could not sell it, and the mountains on either side of the valley kept the valley fairly protected but also made transporting large shipments tricky.

Tahlen would no doubt say that Zelli was thinking of things he should not yet, and could not help, in any event. 

If the family were stronger, Zelli would not need to worry so much. But he could not make them stronger by force of will. The family would need others to respect them, and if necessary, fear them. They would need guards, and everyone united in obeying The Tialttyrin. And, in addition to the revenue to benefit the valley that renewed wine sales would bring, they needed the rest of the country to remember their reputation. 

Reputation meant a lot. The Arlylian had kept themselves out of the conflict because they were a family famously known to not take sides or to act rashly. They might be drawn in, but the day the Arlylian were finally pulled into the chaos would be calamitous. 

Zelli did wonder about the consequence of angering such a family, even if he did not voice his musings aloud. The Arlylian had an iris owl on their crest—dignified, yes, but still a bird that would kill other birds, pretty feathers and venomous talons. 

Zelli worried about a lot. He couldn’t help it. Some in his family were content to live only in the day-to-day, but Zelli managed the household when Nya couldn’t, and the accounts too, and that meant looking to the future. His grandmother said that was what all wise people ought to do. But Zelli thought it didn’t mean much if the future was not something he was allowed to change. It meant all he could do was worry. 

Until this, anyway. If he didn’t fuck it up. 

That phrase, one overheard by the sparring ring, would have made his grandmother lift an eyebrow. 

Zelli thought of it, and how much Tahlen had already troubled himself for him, and kept himself from prodding Tahlen to speak. 

They rode on. 

––––––––
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They reached a crossroads with a marker and a small waystation just after dawn, when some but not all of the fog had lifted. The waystations were built along the roads through the valley about half a day’s ride or a day’s walk apart, if there was no village or settlement to offer shelter instead. The stations extended into the mountains on the far side of the valley, although once beyond the first peak, the stations were farther apart and maintained by the Rossick. Zelli didn’t know if other families had such stations, and didn’t know the original purpose of them other than to offer some comfort to travelers. Possibly they were meant for the messengers who had frequently gone up and down the valley in busier times. 

The waystations were not much more than three walls and a roof, with a thatched extension on one side for animals. Each held a firepit, although, according to reports Zelli had on his desk, the supply of wood in them was often not properly maintained. They were all supposed to have a privy somewhere nearby, redug each year. Only one had a well, but most people traveled with their own water. 

Zelli belatedly realized he had not brought any, then sighed. There was a small cask with the bags Starfall carried because of course Tahlen had thought of it. He’d probably learned to during his journeying before he’d found the Tialttyrin holding. 

Found a home, Zelli hoped, and planned to stay. Though if the others all left, why should Tahlen not go with them? 

“Are you hungry?” Tahlen asked, slowing and not showing much concern when Starfall took the chance to nibble on a bush along the roadside. 

Zelli was so startled by Tahlen speaking to him that Lemon Blossom came to a stop, both of them staring expectantly at Tahlen before Zelli recalled himself. 

Evidently, that was answer enough for Tahlen, who reached into one of the bags on Starfall and took out a wrapped bundle. 

He paused when Zelli politely refused one of the pies but accepted an apple and a wedge of cheese. 

Zelli thanked Tahlen as he crunched his apple. He thought of Esrin. “You should have something. The pies look good.” 

For a moment, he thought Tahlen was going to ask why Zelli hadn’t wanted one, but Tahlen only studied him before turning away. 

Zelli kept his head down but watched Tahlen eat three pies—they truly were his favorite—and did his best to look away whenever Tahlen glanced at him. 

––––––––

[image: image]


With nothing else to occupy him, Zelli mulled over Tahlen’s silence while trying to ride slightly behind Tahlen so that Tahlen would not see the way Zelli studied him. Tahlen was not one for a lot of words, it was true, but Zelli could not tell if he was being cruelly ignored or if Tahlen simply had no interest in talking with him. 

There had been a time where they had exchanged words at least once a day. Although, when Zelli had been younger, those had been stumbled, blushing greetings from Zelli and brief acknowledgements from their handsome new guard before Tahlen had carried on with whatever duty Grandmother had given him. 

That had changed over time to Tahlen being the one to accompany Zelli down to the village more often than not. Zelli had taken over more and more of the work of the Head of House as he’d gotten older, and he suspected his grandmother had thought he’d appreciate a companion closer to his age... or she’d hoped some of Tahlen’s sense and composure would rub off on him. 

Then Grandmother had suggested the possible alliance now that Zelli was of age, and since Zelli would never get suitors where he was, he had agreed; he would get to travel and meet others, if nothing else. And shortly afterward, Tahlen had... Tahlen had expressed a desire to court him. 

Three months ago. Nearly four now. 

Zelli hadn’t understood it then and still did not. That Grandmother’s favorite guard, who at times seemed to know everything, who was trusted and listened to, who did not smile at Zelli or joke with him or even talk with him as he probably talked to that cat, would ask for courtship without the least flicker of interest on his face. 

Zelli had finally broken the silence that followed with a confused, if hopeful, “Are you asking to bed me?” 

Because that was an idea from his fantasies, but he would have understood such a request. Perhaps Tahlen had lovers within the fortress or down in the village but had grown bored. He would likely expect Zelli to say yes, because Tahlen must know he was handsome and that Zelli especially found him so. 

But Tahlen had drawn his eyebrows together in something too quick to be a frown and repeated himself, “To court you, Zelli.” 

Zelli had stared up at him, grateful they were alone in his room at the time, because he was sure any witnesses would have laughed. He would have suspected Tahlen of playing a trick on him if it hadn’t been Tahlen, who wouldn’t anyway and definitely wouldn’t with Zelli. 

“But you don’t even like me.” Zelli hadn’t meant to say it, and hearing it had made him stumble on. “Which I understand, Tahlen, truly. I’m not really anything. I don’t know things like you do. Grandmother is trying to secure an alliance, but I think my family was hoping I’d turn out better to make it more advantageous to everyone.” He’d touched his hair, loose and wild again because he’d been correcting accounting errors by himself in his room when Tahlen had knocked on his door. “Being from an old family is my only draw, and the fae blood seems to cancel that out for most. Did you... oh.” Zelli remembered turning his face away. “Is it to make you like a beat-of-four?” 

That made much more sense. 

He had turned back in time to see the tic in Tahlen’s jaw. Zelli had only realized later that it was anger. Tahlen had been angry. “You believe I’d court someone to rise in rank?” 

“It’s what many beat-of-fours do,” Zelli had answered honestly. “They don’t put it in exactly those terms when they write to Grandmother about it, but it’s understood. It is all I have to offer. They’ve made it more than clear.” Zelli was grown. His lower lip had not wobbled. “If I were to have someone for myself outside of that, I would want it to be someone who actually wanted me. Which is foolish, I know. Even if I were allowed to...” 

“Allowed?” Tahlen had shocked Zelli by cutting him off. “When does anything stop you from doing what you want?” 

“What I want?” Zelli had echoed, suddenly hot all over. He’d been angry too, and painfully embarrassed over what he’d assumed Tahlen had thought of him. But he hadn’t yelled or shouted or even clenched his jaw like Tahlen. He’d been quiet. “Did you expect I’d be grateful for the attention because I stare at you and I’m alone here?” 

Tahlen had suddenly been close in front of him, his hands at his sides, his gaze like the fortress they stood in. “You’re not alone. I made this offer because...” Tahlen hadn’t seemed to know what he’d wanted to say and finally finished, “because I admire you,” in a voice without tenderness. 

And then, reading Zelli’s thoughts as he always did, Tahlen had bowed his head and murmured, “I’m sorry to have bothered you,” before leaving the room. 

Tahlen had not been a besotted would-be lover, Zelli had decided after a sleepless night trying to imagine Tahlen as one. Zelli had seen people in the depths of infatuation before, in the village, among the servants. He had even listened to a visiting cousin describe her affairs with palace guards. Besotted would-be lovers were much louder about any feelings they had, and they certainly did not reluctantly admit to merely admiring someone. 

A polite lie anyway, since Tahlen almost certainly did not admire Zelli. 

Nothing had changed between them, either, except that Tahlen did not make even light conversation with Zelli these days. 

Grandmother had observed the two of them for some time. Zelli had felt her curiosity and disapproval and hadn’t been surprised when she’d finally called him into her room to ask him what he’d done to her favorite guard. 

Zelli would have glared at her, but the story had come tumbling out instead. She had listened as his grandmother but also as The Tialttyrin, and discussed it the same way. 

“Do you regret the refusal?” 

Zelli had not actually refused, he reflected now as he hadn’t then. Tahlen had decided he knew what Zelli was going to say—again. But whatever Zelli might have given him in answer, Tahlen had changed his mind quickly, so it didn’t matter. 
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