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  Of Hazel and Holidays


   


  Nie had seen Hazelwood Manor from a distance on many occasions. It was difficult to miss—sitting on a hill overlooking the rest of Yehnubel County. A grand red house of two stories, the trees of its name covering the field before it in neat rows that made an impressive shield on either side of the carriage as they rode up the white-stone cobbled path.


  It was always the talk of the county—the mysterious Hazelwood, country seat of some lord who never saw fit to visit it… or rather, the young people painted it so mysteriously. They invented all flights of fancy like out of a dark romance, while the older generations sighed wistfully as they remembered the balls that used to be held in such a fine house and asked Muxus Prevaha Anodar if their cousin the new Grand Duke Nehma would be opening the estate next season.


  Perhaps next season had been their usual, hardly optimistic reply.


  “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” Prevaha greeted as their party arrived at the grand front entrance, “Welcome to Hazelwood Manor.”


  They were much as Nie remembered—a decade or so older than himself, with the same coily hair that Rahrin and Boshur had—though theirs was brown, rather than red like their distant cousins.


  “Prevaha!” Rahrin enthused, rushing forward to take their hands in his as soon as he’d left the second carriage, “Why, look at you! Last I saw you, you were only as high as my hip! Tza! And I must appear ancient to you, after so much time!”


  “And it would be no one’s fault but your own!” Furem Imehn laughed, departing the carriage just behind him with her husband, Mivi.


  “I will certainly be glad to avoid carriages for the next month,” Shasol Imehn huffed, stretching as he departed their carriage.


  “I agree,” his sibling Ebal agreed, on their brother’s heels.


  “It is a long trip,” Nie agreed with a chuckle, accepting his husband’s hand to help him step down from the carriage.


  Abuin had been the first out, to little surprise, but Nie had been content to allow the Imehn siblings to leave before him. It still felt odd—to be departing a carriage before Hazelwood rather than Heart Hall, but he supposed he would become accustomed to it in time.


  “Lord Wah—” Prevaha cleared their throat, gently extracting themself from Rahrin, “Pardon me—Your Grace, Grand Duke Wahnera; I admit, I am still surprised by this turn of events.”


  “I understand,” Nie said, “Are you well, Muxus Anodar?”


  “Yes, Your Grace,” Prevaha bowed their head, then turned to Abuin, “Everything has been prepared as you requested, Grand Duke Nehma—feel free to retire and recover from your trip.”


  “Mn,” Abuin replied, though his eyes traveled to the last portion of their carriage train—though it was not a carriage itself.


  Alexei dismounted from Bogdan, one of his Vaugian horses—it was smaller than Nie had expected, at only four and a half feet at the shoulder. Though Alexei had explained at one point that most Vaugian horses were hardy mountain breeds, built for stamina rather than speed—indeed, his tallest mount was Ignat, the Sidai crossbreed, by a full six inches. Though it was also possible Nie was simply more accustomed to the large draft horses common to Rabahn, which stood nearly a foot taller than Alexei’s mounts.


  Alexei was the only member of their traveling party who appeared refreshed rather than tired—perhaps because he had not ridden inside of a carriage. Members of his staff had ridden the other three horses and spoke to each other in Vaugian as they went about seeing to the horses’ needs—including those that had drawn the carriages.


  Abuin stopped Alexei as he was passing to introduce him, “Prevaha, this is Duke Cainov.”


  “Good afternoon,” Alexei greeted.


  “Your room is prepared as well, Your Grace,” Prevaha said, bowing their head to him.


  Alexei nodded, pale face rosy from the ride as he replied, “I see to horses first, thank you.”


  “His family is famous for horses, you see,” Rahrin said, appearing at Prevaha’s shoulder, “Which makes us fortunate indeed, to have him look after our drafts as well! Ha!”


  “Of course,” Prevaha said, “If you would allow me to show you all to your rooms?”


  Nie knew it was simply Prevaha’s natural demeanor to be reserved—mind usually on matters of business regarding Hazelwood, and he did admire their dedication.


  “Just like their mother,” Rahrin chuckled, winking at Nie as he strolled away, “She tired of my nonsense quickly as well.”


  Nie snorted. He had noticed, in the past month since the wedding, that Rahrin let his guard down in such little moments around him more often. He rather enjoyed the glimpses of the less silly Lord Rahrin, though more so the trust it conveyed.


  The manor had been well maintained—though, of course, it had recently been given a more thorough treatment in anticipation of Abuin’s first visit as Grand Duke. As they were led through the handsome halls with their well-polished floors and carpeted runners, Nie wondered how long before Abuin’s first running session would change the décor.


  “Nie!”


  He turned as Prevaha’s son, Sehmim, ran up to them—the young man clearing his throat and standing straight to say, “I mean, good afternoon, Grand Duke Wahnera.”


  “I think you may be more acquainted with Abby’s cousins than we,” Shasol yawned.


  Nie snorted, “Good afternoon, Sehmim—and Nie is still fine by me.”


  Sehmim’s tail wagged as he bowed to Abuin, “And good afternoon, Grand Duke Nehma.”


  “Mn,” Abuin nodded in reply.


  “My son, Your Grace,” Prevaha said, and gave their son a pointed look, “who is meant to be working in the gardens.”


  “Sorry, Baba,” Sehmim said, “I only wanted to say hello.”


  Prevaha remained stern only a moment more before smiling and shaking their head, “Well, you’ve said hello, now off with you—His Grace will wish to rest before you regale him with your latest exploits.”


  Sehmim’s tail wagged again as he nodded, bowing to Abuin before taking off once more.


  “Exploits?” Rahrin asked, “And what exploits do the youth of Yehnubel get up to lately?”


  “Running a newspaper,” Nie replied with a chuckle, “Sehmim hopes to become a reporter in Remeh—does he intend to ask to return with us once summer ends, Prevaha?”


  “If he can work up the nerve, Your Grace,” Prevaha replied with a chuckle, continuing to lead the way to the residential wing of the house. Once there, she said, “The renovations for modern plumbing went well, Your Grace—there is now a shared bath for every four bedrooms. That door leads to the main suite, with the Prime Spousal suite on the right. The left side of the hall are traditionally all spousal suites, but of course, use them as you all see fit.”


  “Thank you so much, dear Prevaha,” Rahrin said, then asked, “And how is your mother getting along?”


  “She is quite well, Your Grace,” Prevaha said, “If you wish to speak with her, she spends most of her time crocheting in the Garden Room.”


  “I shall do so at the first opportunity!” Rahrin promised.


  “And I as well,” Furem laughed, “Your mother was always such a dear, you know—I should have asked Abby if he would give us leave to come here when he was not, but I never thought of it.”


  “I hardly remember it,” Shasol remarked, looking about, “I remember your stories of bringing us here as children more than being here, Mother.”


  “And this is where you got your name, Bahnaba!” Furem laughed, “Though it has been some time, yes.”


  “Almost twenty years, Your Grace,” Prevaha supplied, “And I am sure my mother will welcome your company. Ah—and the Wahneras arrived two days ago. They sent word they would receive you at Heart Hall as soon as you wished.”


  “Thank you, Muxus Anodar,” Shasol said on Abuin’s behalf.


  Prevaha left them to their own devices—which was largely bathing and changing out of their travel clothes, with as much unpacking as doing such required. They had a light, late lunch on the veranda—Nie admiring the carefully cultivated hedge maze that he knew from his cousins was still used to hold an annual fall festival.


  “Did you wish to walk to Heart Hall?” Nie asked his husband, “After all that time in a carriage, I could do with the exercise.”


  “Mn,” Abuin agreed, licking Nie’s cheek before rising with a stretch.


  It was still a bit odd, but in a delightful sort of way—his husband. Though their more enthusiastic passions had cooled a bit since the wedding, and his claim mark was healed, there was still a lightness in his chest when he considered that they were wed—he and the man he loved.


  “How far is Heart Hall?” Ebal asked, fanning themself.


  It was still cool enough for early summer, but the furred savbahn had already begun dressing in much lighter fare than the human Nie. Linen shirts and trousers, which he knew would give way to breeches and short to no sleeves as the temperature continued to rise. Nie would be dressed in his own linen soon enough, though already felt sympathy for his savbahn companions.


  “Three miles,” Nie replied, stretching as well, “Though the route will take us through town, if you wished to meet the locals.”


  “How far is town?” Ebal chuckled in reply.


  “One mile,” Nie answered.


  Ebal rose with a groan, “One mile there and back I can manage, thank you—six would be much for me, though I suppose you can impose on your relatives if you do not feel up to returning.”


  “They would certainly have us,” Nie agreed, “Shasol?”


  “Please do go with Ebal,” Furem said, “or I fear who they may find on their own.”


  “I fear how many,” Mivi added with a grin.


  Ebal laughed, “I do hope for at least three or four handsome folks to entertain me over the summer!”


  “An eligible noble?” Nie snorted, “Half the county will be eager to entertain you, Ebal—the other half being already wed.”


  “Then I suppose I had best join them,” Shasol sighed, “Though I imagine they will be as eager to entertain me…”


  “Parents seeking good matches for their children are universal,” Furem chuckled, “And they all have good eyes, to vie for mine.”


  “Thank you, Mother,” Ebal said, waving as their group made to leave.


  “Nie, is old Vavem still running the linen drapery?” Rahrin asked.


  “His son does, but you can still find him smoking on the porch with Uidohn and Badabil,” Nie replied.


  “Excellent! Then they shall all be free for cards at my convenience!” Rahrin grinned.


  “Vavem was sweet on me, dear,” Furem said to her husband, “And a charmer—he’s a widower, so if you like him, we should spend some time with him.”


  “If you like him, I’m sure I shall, my love,” Mivi grinned, licking his wife’s cheek.


  “I will let him know, Lord Rahrin,” Nie replied.


  “Do you think Yaluha will be more or less likely to accept a request from someone in the country?” Ebal asked as they went around the side of the house rather than through it.


  “Perhaps if you actually took the time to court someone, she would accept someone,” Shasol replied with a roll of his eyes.


  “And if you took the time to court someone, Brother,” Ebal replied, “we would all stop teasing you to marry Abby.”


  “Then I suppose we are both of us short on luck,” Shasol replied dryly.


  The walk to town was pleasant—there was a cool breeze to ease the sun’s heat and little traffic on the stretch of road between Hazelwood and town—though Nie supposed that was likely to change as soon as the occupants knew for certain their party had arrived.


  Indeed, no sooner had they set foot in the town square—to plenty of looks and whispers—than did Evushi Wehnra—Sose’s twin—come rushing up to them.


  “Cousin! You’ve arrived!” Evushi said, pulling the human into a hug before pulling back, “It’s still so odd, you know—you arriving separately from the rest of the family! But I suppose that’s to be expected of a married man, haha! And congratulations! Oh, but where are my manners?” he stepped back further to bow, “This must be your husband, Grand Duke Nehma—oh, you look just as my sibling described, Your Grace!”


  “Mn,” Abuin replied, tail wagging lazily.


  “Yes, this is my husband, and thank you,” Nie chuckled, “And with us are Abuin’s valet and close friend, Greater Marquis Shasol Imehn, and his sibling, Ebal Imehn. Abuin and I are headed to Heart Hall, but Shasol and his sibling intend to explore the town. This is my cousin, Evushi Wehnra.”


  “Charmed,” Ebal grinned.


  Nie noted the whispering crowd and added, “I’m sure, as another eligible single person, Evushi, you could better guide Ebal than I.”


  Ebal chuckled as they watched a few locals rush off, “I do appreciate the assistance, Nie.”


  “And I appreciate being left out of it,” Shasol snorted, “If your cousin does not mind keeping my sibling out of too much trouble, I think I would rather go on to Heart Hall.”


  Evushi’s tail swished as they said, “Certainly, Your Grace! Though there is not much trouble to be had in Yehnubel, truth be told.”


  “Though I see one source of it approaching,” Nie said, nodding down the way.


  Evushi turned and chuckled, “Ah, yes—Missus Bonahn. Though admittedly, her daughter Lahsu is one of the beauties of the county…”


  “You’d have to earn her twin Erahn’s approval,” Nie snorted, “and while he is equally handsome, he has a much sharper tongue and less forgiving nature.”


  “Which is why the two of you have always gotten along famously,” Evushi snorted, then said, “Missus Bonahn! Good afternoon! It is a bit late for you to be out and about, isn’t it?”


  “Oh, Evushi Wehnra! Good afternoon! I see your cousin Lord Nie—no, it’s Grand Duke Nie now, is it not?” Missus Bonahn greeted, tail wagging as she curtsied, “And this must be your husband, Grand Duke Nehma! I did have the pleasure of knowing your father, in his youth, Your Grace, though I was a bit younger than he—and we of Yehnubel County are so glad for your return to Hazelwood! I was just out with my eldests—ah, there they are—Lahsu, Erahn! Come here, dears!”


  Nie was certain Missus Bonahn had rushed the oldest Bonahn twins to dress and come to town as soon as the Nehma coaches were spotted driving through to Hazelwood—though he did look forward to seeing Erahn. They exchanged letters throughout the year, but ’twas hardly the same as seeing each other in person.


  Ebal straightened as the pair approached, and Nie snorted to himself—but then, Lahsu Bonahn had that effect on people.


   


  Of Matchmaking and Betrayal


   


  Missus Bonahn had the same coily fur the Nehmas had, though hers was a graying black to their red as it fell about her shoulders and down her back. Her skin was a darker umber brown, as well, and her eyes a rich chocolate—though lines aged her face, Nie had never doubted the stories that she herself was considered a beauty in her youth, though a more modest one to her daughter. Her dress was well cared for, but a few years out of season—though the same could be said for most of Yehnubel county, as the fashion of the city spread more slowly outward. Even in houses not blessed by rare quintuplets to strain their finances.


  Though he was not present, Nie knew Mister Bonahn had wavy black fur and hair with symmetrical brown patches, and white patches on his hands, feet, and tail tip—his russet brown skin a closer match to the mahogany of his prized desk in his study, where he spent most of his time… to Erahn’s eternal frustration, as it left him to wrangle his five younger sisters more often than not.


  “Should I call you Your Grace, now, or is Nie still acceptable?” Erahn asked, arching a brow as he and his sister approached. Nie forgave the irritation in his tone—no doubt his mind was on whether the younger Bonahns would settle and behave for dinner with no one present to check them.


  Erahn looked much like Nie had last seen him—with wispy wavy black fur with brown patches and a loose bun of black hair pulled to the back of his head, one triangular ear flicking back in irritation. His eyes matched his mother in their brown, with a fraction of his father’s hazel in the top left corner of each iris. Unlike his father, he had no white patches, excepting a small streak in his hair at one temple.


  “Nie is fine, Erahn,” Nie snorted, “And may I introduce my husband, Grand Duke Abuin Nehma—his valet, Greater Marquis Shasol Imehn, and Shasol’s sibling, Ebal Imehn.”


  “Your Graces,” Erahn and Lahsu said together, the first bowing and the second curtsying.


  “Forgive me,” Erahn said, “as my mother has likely told you, I am Erahn Bonahn, and this is my twin sister, Lahsu Bonahn.”


  “A pleasure,” Lahsu said, with a meek smile. She had always been a shy and reserved woman, which rather matched her kind demeanor. Her fur was a curly gray, with dapples of black and brown. Her hair was the same gray, framing her face as it fell down her shoulders, contrasting against her golden brown skin, her onyx eyes catching the light just so as she looked up at them through her long eye lashes.


  “The pleasure is all mine, dear lady,” Ebal said, reaching forward to take one of Lahsu’s hands and bow over her knuckles, “Have I mentioned I am very single and quite eligible?”


  Erahn shot Nie a look of disgust from over his sister’s shoulder.


  Nie rolled his eyes and waved a hand—Ebal was harmless, just an uncouth kind of a flirt.


  “Oh, my, we are most glad to hear it, Your Grace!” Missus Bonahn said, tail wagging as she looked between them, “And, might I say, you won’t find a more handsome woman in all Yehnubel to my Lahsu!”


  “Mama, please,” Erahn sighed—he did understand his mother’s position, as he and Nie had spoken of it both in person and letters. Their home of Fen Cottage was actually deeded to their cousin due to bad blood between Mister Bonahn and his late father; while Mister Bonahn maintained the right to it for his lifetime, it would pass to his cousin upon his death, and seven children was a large number to see suitably settled before then.


  So while Erahn—and most of the county, really—could forgive Missus Bonahn’s overt enthusiasm, Erahn still felt she was too blatant in her schemes.


  “Unfortunately, our sister the sitting Greater Marquess will not join us for another month due to business matters,” Shasol said dryly, “I am afraid it is her judgment my sibling defers to when it comes to matchmaking as they are rather fickle.”


  “You wound me, Brother,” Ebal teased, a hand to their heart even as their eyes never left Lahsu Bonahn.


  Shasol rolled his eyes.


  “And you, Your Grace?” Missus Bonahn asked, peering around less subtly than she likely thought, “Forgive me, but I notice you have no marital braids yet either. I do have five more daughters that debuted just this past season, if you are also—”


  “No,” Shasol cleared his throat and offered a strained smile, “Thank you, madam, I have no romantic interest in women, you see.”


  “Oh, of course,” Missus Bonahn waved a hand, “But my Erahn is also quite a handsome man, is he not?”


  “Mama,” Erahn pleaded once more.


  He shared a look with a Shasol that Nie could only describe as mutual polite disinterest.


  “Perhaps Erahn would like to join us on our way to Heart Hall,” Nie suggested, “while Evushi and Lahsu show Ebal the sights in town?”


  “A marvelous idea, Your Grace!” Missus Bonahn said, and looked up at the sky auspiciously to say, “Oh, but look at the time! I must be getting home to prepare for supper! It was so lovely meeting you all, goodbye!”


  “Oh,” Lahsu said, shifting her weight awkwardly, “I… Your Grace, I fear I would not make a very good guide of town.”


  “Lahsu, Nie was just sending Mother off,” Erahn snorted, “You do not have to show Their Grace the town if you do not wish to.”


  It was hardly the first time Nie had given a bit of a lie to that end—though usually, it was so Missus Bonahn stopped attempting to match himself to Erahn, though she had given up that venture within the past four years or so.


  “While I would adore your beautiful company, dear lady,” Ebal said, “I would certainly not force your hand. I am sure Evushi would be a most competent guide on their own.”


  “Oh, oh no,” Lahsu said, tail swishing but once, “I do not mind, I simply do not know what would entertain a Greater Marquis in Lohmur. Nie has written my brother of so many wondrous places in Remeh, we must seem quite dull by comparison.”


  “Nonsense,” Ebal grinned, “My mother has spoken very fondly of her past trips to Yehnubel, and I am already finding the change in locale quite refreshing.”


  “If that’s the case, I’m sure Lahsu and I can manage from here,” Evushi laughed, “as Nie will likely wish to be on his way to make it to Heart Hall for supper.”


  “Yes, thank you again, Evushi,” Nie said, “Did you wish to join us, Erahn? I promise I would not leave Lahsu in the care of a scoundrel, but I quite understand if you would rather remain.”


  Erahn considered, then sighed, “I may as well go as far as the fork to take me home with you. I’ll simply tell Mama I felt unwell and then we’ll be too busy with the younger ones for her to give it much thought.”


  They bid the three intended to tour town farewell, once more on their way down the road to Heart Hall.


  “I feel you have yet to forgive me, my friend,” Nie said, Abuin watching the streets around them with interest.


  “For what?” Erahn asked, “Wedding a stranger for their wealth and status rather than love? If His Grace will forgive my rudeness.”


  “Mn,” Abuin said, an ear flicking.


  Nie chuckled, “Abuin is well aware of my reasons for accepting his proposal—though I do love my husband, Erahn.”


  To that, Abuin leaned down to lick his cheek, pausing long enough for Nie to return the gesture.


  “But no,” Nie went on, “I rather only meant the part where I was wed at all.”


  “Ah,” Erahn nodded, then smiled as he said, “No, I haven’t, and certainly never shall. It is a great betrayal, Grand Duke Wahnera. The greatest of our friendship.”


  “Erahn and I swore to be Yehnubel’s career bachelors together at twenty,” Nie explained.


  Shasol snorted, “I am rather surprised Miss Lahsu Bonahn is yet unwed, as pretty as she is. Nie implied she has you to thank, Mister Bonahn.”


  Erahn rolled his eyes, “Erahn, please, Your Grace. And yes—my sister would have no doubt dutifully wed whichever requester my mother found suitable, which is mostly a matter of income, bless her. I, however, have much higher standards—no offense to your sibling, they are not meeting them.”


  “Ebal can make a rather poor first impression,” Shasol sighed, “But, as they are hardly likely to truly pursue your sister’s hand, I do not think you need even consider their qualifications. They are a gentleperson, and you saw they state their intentions quite plainly, but as I said before, rather fickle in their inclinations.”


  “I suppose I cannot hold honest statements of intention against anyone,” Erahn snorted, “as my mother will continue to try to convince you to vie for me, Your Grace.”


  “Lovely,” Shasol rolled his eyes, “Then we must at all cost prevent her from meeting my mother, so they will not scheme together.”


  Erahn chuckled—genuinely—before adding, “With your sibling at Lahsu’s hem, I doubt we can prevent such a disastrous event. Perhaps we should merely pretend to court—it shall keep the other hopeful parents at bay.”


  “There’s a thought,” Shasol said, but shook his head, “But no—I imagine disappointing your mother’s hopes would be far more disastrous in the end.”


  “There is certainly truth in that,” Erahn sighed. Then he added, “Oh, and it appears someone has let Fenhollow. At least, crews have been restoring the old manor for the past month.”


  “Truly?” Nie snorted, “I wonder who.”


  Fenhollow was the estate a mile or so behind Erahn’s family home of Fen Cottage. It had been the estate of the local lord some fifty years ago—before the seat was moved closer to Fahboir, as the town had grown into a small city due to more trade passing through it. It had sat empty since, and the local adolescents often used it as a hideaway. Nie and Erahn had gone there themselves, exploring the empty halls for any forgotten treasures or hidden passageways.


  Despite the abandonment, it had originally been built as a fort, so the stone structure was solid enough after half a century.


  “Levol,” Abuin supplied.


  “Levol has let Fenhollow?” Nie arched a brow, “Did they say as much to you?”


  Abuin shook his head, “Fehmra told me—she intends to stay with them. They should arrive by next month.”


  “An unmarried Grand Duke coming to town as well?” Shasol snorted, “My, perhaps I will not need to dodge quite so many matchmaking attempts.”


  “By the Six,” Erahn groaned, “an unmarried Grand Duke but half an hour’s walk from my house—oh, Mama will have us passing by every night.”


  “Never fear, my friend,” Nie snorted, “Grand Duke Huin is terribly rude—and even the most gracious Reboisa Bonahn does not tolerate rudeness.”


  “I’m saved,” Erahn agreed, then sighed, “But for the militia company on their way to town as well…”


  “They will likely also be staying at this Fenhollow,” Shasol snorted, “as Levol is in charge of them. Fortunately, the soldiers are more likely to visit you, so it shall save you the walk, at least.”


  “Yes, and my sisters shall all be aflutter,” Erahn sighed, rubbing his temples.


  “Well, Suvo and Pahn will be glad to have Aroh and Mineh to play with,” Shasol said, “if Fehmra and Ehnui intend to come as well.”


  “That is Grand Duchess Imolah and her wife,” Nie added, for Erahn’s benefit.


  “All three grand ducal families at once?” Erahn scoffed, “My, it seems Yehnubel’s rank has risen with your own, Nie.”


  “So it would seem,” he agreed.


  They soon came upon the fork in the road, bidding his friend farewell as they continued on to Heart Hall.


  “Since you intend to spend much time between Heart Hall and Hazelwood,” Shasol remarked, after they had walked some time in comfortable silence, “You may wish to ask Alexei to teach you to ride.”


  “That may be prudent,” Nie agreed. While he did enjoy walking about the county, in the past he only went all the way into town but once or twice a week, skipping a week here and there as the harvest needed. Daily six mile walks—or even three—were not so appealing, especially after a day picking and hauling bushels of peaches.


  “Erahn seems nice,” Abuin commented.


  “He’ll warm up to you,” Nie promised, though he knew his husband was not being sarcastic by the remark. He added, “He does much to help care for the younger girls, and has been having a time of it since they all debuted and are looking for spouses.”


  “Mn,” Abuin agreed, and leaned down to pick his husband up. He rubbed his cheek against Nie’s, tail wagging as he said, “I can smell peaches.”


  Nie laughed, “Yes, you can start to see the orchards through the tree line here—but the house is still a mile off. We’ll pass Blossom House on our way—the Wehnras’ home.”


  It took them another twenty minutes to do so—Nie waving to the youngest twins playing in the yard as they passed. The triplets were on the porch—they would be debuting in a year or so, Sose and Evushi having debuted three years passed as the eldest twins. One of their mothers, Sen, came out to wave when one of the children called inside—telling them to stop by for a visit another day.


  Soon enough, they arrived at the main house—Heart Hall, the Wahnera summer estate.


  Of Sleepwalking and Relief


   


  Heart Hall was larger than the Wahnera Estate—larger even than Hazelwood. Though that was partly because the Eastern Wing served as a bunkhouse for seasonal workers brought in for the harvest, while Hazelwood had a separate group of buildings for the same purpose regarding silk harvesting. Their workers were more permanent, though, as silk was harvested year round rather than only during one season.


  It was designed like most Rabahni architecture—the main structure of the house raised a foot off the ground by thick stilts, the walls of the first level of the house made of brick covered by stucco painted in the Wahnera pastel green. The second floor was made of thin vertical wooden planks, painted Wahnera pink, naturally. A porch covered the length of the front facade, with a sloped roof to prevent snow buildup in the winter. Recessed square windows cut across at even intervals, each pane broken into four squares. The tall gabled roof was also sloped, with decorative eaves depicting peaches and peach blossoms. There was a dormer on either end of the roof, and chimneys beside them towards the center of the house.


  Abuin set him down as they approached the porch steps, and Nie took a moment to appreciate one of the support beams for the porch—carved with decorative peach tree branches.


  The wings were oriented towards the back of the house—creating a U-shaped building. The Wahnera Estate in the city was much the same, though much smaller, as was the Nehma Estate. Hazelwood’s wings were only one story, though the main building was two.


  “Your Grace, welcome,” Imun Wehnra greeted, curtsying with a warm smile. She served as the Head of Staff when they were in residence, her two wives filling in as needed.


  “Thank you, Imun,” Nie replied, “we just got in earlier today.”


  “We heard,” she chuckled, rising, “Your grandfather already had us set extra places for supper—which we were about to have.”


  “Of course,” Nie smiled, leading the way through the house for Abuin and Shasol.


  “Nie!” Gahne grinned, getting up from the table to hug her brother, “I feel as though I haven’t seen you for a year, rather than only a month!”


  As his family had departed only a week after the wedding for the country, Nie had not had a chance to see them beforehand. He’d had a session with Counselor Ohnoi before their departure, and she agreed it was likely the surprises during the wedding ceremony had caused his state—though she had been less pleased about his manner of regulating said state. She had given him a prescription for a calming drought, to be taken when needed. Fortunately, he had not needed it so far.


  “I had not been certain if there would be two or three of you,” Bahr remarked, “so I had places set for three.”


  “I appreciate being thought of, Lord Wahnera,” Shasol chuckled, taking one of the three open seats.


  “Did you walk here?” Ahve grinned, “Though I can well understand—it is such a long carriage ride, a few miles walking must have been quite refreshing!”


  “We did walk,” Nie chuckled, taking his own seat—Abby on his right and Shasol now on his left. He added, “Though no one will be surprised if we do not return until tomorrow.”


  “Then I suppose it’s good we had your room and a guest room made up,” Bahr snorted.


  “It appears someone has let Fenhollow,” Gahne said, tail wagging as she sat as well.


  “Yes, Grand Duke Huin,” Nie replied, “and Grand Duchess Imolah and her wife intend to visit with them.”


  “All three grand ducal houses?” Ahve laughed, “Perhaps Her Highness will join us as well!”


  “Not with Their Holiness planning to spend the summer in Remeh,” Shasol snorted, “Unless they wish to come to the country as well.”


  While the Six spent most of their time in the Central Principality they ruled from, it was not unusual for them to vacation in their home principalities a few times over the course of their current life. As far as Nie was aware, Dasahn was the only one of Six to be making their first visit home since being reborn—and he could well imagine why. Part of him wondered if they would have chosen to remain if Rahrin were not here in Yehnubel, but he supposed that was a question that would remain unanswered.


  Many would spend a few years during a visit, but only time would tell how long Dasahn would be in Remeh. Nie only worried that their continued presence would make it more difficult to convince Rahrin to remain longer, if they continued to call on him. Or rather, if they continued to have Rahrin call on them, though they had not spirited him away again since the night of the wedding.


  Wahlem cleared his throat, “Ah, thank you again for having me, Baron Wahnera.”


  Nie’s coworker had chosen to join them in the country after all—staying at Heart Hall rather than the crowded Blossom House or more imposing Hazelwood Manor.


  “Of course,” Bahr huffed, “We’ve certainly the room to spare—and while you are a guest, if you feel a need to repay the board you can help with the harvest.”


  Nie snorted, “The harvest is significant physical labor, Wahlem—please do not feel a need to push yourself on that account. Grandfather is joking.”


  “Am I, now?” Bahr snorted, “Well, if a Grand Duke says it, it must be so.”


  Nie rolled his eyes.


  Gahne snickered, “He certainly will not stop you from helping, Wahlem, but don’t feel obligated.”


  “I’m sure a day or two wouldn’t be too great a hardship,” Wahlem chuckled, “but thank you for the assurance, Nie.”


  “And if Bahr bullies you, you can always run to Hazelwood,” Ahve suggested with a grin, “A three-mile run would be a fair amount of exercise as well, though!”


  Supper continued in such a teasing manner, and with the day of travel and long walk, Nie was ready to retire once it was finished. Abuin, as usual, still had energy to spare—accepting Gahne’s offer to give him a brief tour before joining his husband. Shasol retired when Nie did, and they bid each other good night at the doors of their rooms—as they were in the same hall.


  Nie woke in the middle of the night—Abuin sprawled on one side of the bed already due to the heat. Nie licked his husband’s cheek before getting up with a stretch, following the pull drawing him to the back porch of the house.


  “Heart Hall certainly is as beautiful as I remember,” Dasahn said, seated with their legs hanging over the edge of the porch. They had a cup of cold tea in their upper hands, their lower hands holding an embroidery hoop with a half-finished pattern Nie could not identify. They added, “I had hoped to see Hazelwood, but that can wait for another time.”


  “You’ve been here before, Your Holiness?” Nie asked, taking a seat a foot or so away from them.


  They nodded with a smile, “Indeed—some centuries ago. When Fenhollow was still the seat of Yehnubel County. This is where you were found, is it not?”


  “It is,” Nie said, squinting a moment before pointing to a large maple tree at the back of the property, “The first thing I remember is waking up in the roots of that tree.”


  “Quite a ways from the river,” Dasahn chuckled, “It’s through the trees there, that I do recall.”


  They’d spoken like this before. Nie remembered now, but when he woke—


  “Yes,” Dasahn smiled at him, “You will not remember these talks when you wake. I could make it so you do, but it is safer for you not to.”


  Safer. They had said that about not speaking to Abby directly as well.


  “I did,” Dasahn agreed with a sigh, “Our time is so short. You do know it is illegal for a god to have a child with a mortal in this day and age, I’m sure—know it is for good reason, and I would not disregard it again lightly.”


  “But you still would then,” Nie said, before he thought to still his tongue.


  Dasahn chuckled, “For Rahrin, yes, I would—but it is not something he would ask of me.”


  “You do love him, Your Holiness?” Nie asked, still surprised to learn it was so.


  “I do,” Dasahn replied, “As you love Abby—tell me, how do you see my son?”


  Clumsy, but endearingly so. Infuriatingly thoughtful and frustratingly obtuse in turns. Charmingly eager to please, but confident in himself. Introspective and observant, but not as good at analyzing people as market reports or religious philosophy.


  Dasahn chuckled, “Much of that is very like Rahrin—and some like Lovehn. Ah, but to have more time. Until we meet again, Nie.”


  “Nie?”


  Nie started, blinking as he realized he was on the back porch of Heart Hall in nothing but his sleep shirt. He turned to see his grandfather in the doorway, holding an oil lantern.


  “Grandfather,” Nie replied, getting to his feet, “I… sorry, it seems I walked here in my sleep.”


  “You have never been one to sleepwalk before,” Bahr frowned, eyes regarding him carefully.


  “I did once before today,” Nie yawned, “The night of the wedding. Perhaps it is just the recent stress.”


  Bahr hummed, then sighed, “Yes, well, perhaps. How do you feel?”


  “Only tired from such a long trip,” Nie assured, stretching as he entered the house, “My nerves are quite settled.”


  Bahr grumbled, then sighed again as he started walking towards the residential hall, “At least you’ll have time to rest before the harvest starts—and don’t you go pushing yourself, either. Sometimes a body needs a proper rest after so much excitement.”


  Nie chuckled, following along, “Yes, Grandfather.”


  Bahr snorted, and they walked in silence for a time—before he asked, “How’s your mark?”


  Nie rolled his shoulder, “Well healed, if you wish to inspect it for yourself.”


  “A mate,” Bahr sighed, pausing to consider before turning, “I would not have thought you would take to such a tradition, and yet it did not surprise me in the least.”


  Nie obligingly untied the collar of his shirt, pulling it aside to expose the bit claim mark on his shoulder. When he started feeling anxious in the past month, feeling the shape of the scar had helped to calm him—at least long enough to reach one of his pot ponds or his aquarium. It reminded him of the intensity of his feelings in the moment it was made, grounding him from whatever other worries crossed his mind.


  “It has healed well,” Bahr sighed, one hand touching his own shoulder as he smiled, “I have one from Shoiva—I’ve been considering speaking with Ahve about exchanging them.”


  “It is a bit unfortunate my teeth are not long nor sharp enough to do so,” Nie snorted, fixing his shirt—then his face heated as he realized what he’d said to whom.


  Bahr chuckled and tousled his grandson’s hair, “See if they can modify that muzzle to be duller, maybe.”


  Nie had a set of gloves and a muzzle that would give him claws and teeth—in case he should ever have need to fight in real combat rather than a duel. He rarely used them, but he did keep them maintained if the need should ever arrive. The muzzle was the more ingenious bit—designed to open and close with his mouth, giving him a proper savbahn mouth shape to bite with.


  “I will see what Ab… what my husband says of the idea,” Nie replied, enjoying the feel of the words as they slid across his tongue.


  Bahr snorted and patted Nie’s head before walking on, “Yes, always a prudent step.”


  Nie watched after him a moment before saying, “They did lift it.”


  “Hm?” Bahr asked, pausing without turning.


  “Dasahn,” his grandson replied, “at the wedding. They lifted the Wahnera Misfortune.”


  “They…” he turned then, eyes wide as he asked, “Their Holiness… how do you know?”


  “I felt it,” Nie replied, frowning, “As did Abby—did… did Gahne not feel it?”


  “If she did, she has not said so to me,” Bahr replied, then asked, “But why would they…?”


  “Abby asked them to,” Nie replied, “Or rather, Her Highness asked on Abuin’s behalf. It was why they came to the wedding—or so it seemed.”


  “Six,” Bahr said, bad leg giving out on him.


  Nie rushed to support his side, helping his grandfather to the nearest chair, “I thought you knew. Well, I thought you might have felt it as well.”


  “I…” Bahr covered his eyes with a hand, taking in a shaking breath, “No, I had no idea they… Six.”


  Nie was startled to see his grandfather cry—he could not recall ever having seen Bahr do so before. He was at least glad to know the reason was happy, but it left him uncertain of how to react—what he could do to help.


  “Bahr?”


  They both looked up as Ahve approached, blinking as their eyes adjusted to the lantern light. They looked between their husband and grandson and asked, “Is something wrong?”


  “Dasahn lifted the Wahnera Misfortune,” Bahr said, blindly reaching a hand out to them.


  “Oh, Bahr,” Ahve smiled, guiding the hand to their cheek as they crouched beside him, “How wonderful, my love.”


  They licked his cheek before rubbing theirs against his, pulling him into an embrace before saying, “I have him, Nie.”


  “Yes,” Bahr huffed through a quiet sob, moving his hand to meet his grandson’s eyes, “don’t let my blubbering… keep you awake.”


  Nie opened his mouth to protest—then smiled, knowing his grandfather was in far more competent hands as he rose, “Of course, Grandfather. Good night.”


  “Good night,” Bahr replied, then huffed indignantly as Ahve lifted him from the chair, “You’re too old for this.”


  “And you aren’t?” Ahve laughed softly, giving Nie a wink before heading to the main suite.


  Nie smiled after them a moment, blowing out the forgotten lantern before returning to his own husband’s side.


  Of Newlyweds and Blessings


   


  “Nie!” Gahne shouted, accompanied by the sound of the door hitting the wall.


  Nie started awake, sitting up. Abuin growled in surprise as the sudden motion woke him as well, arms tightening around Nie’s waist as he pressed his face into his husband’s torso.


  “Nie!” his sister repeated, rounding the side of the bed and dropping to the floor. She grabbed his hands and demanded, “Is it true?”


  “Good morning?” Nie replied, blinking to clear the sleep in his eyes.


  “Did Their Holiness really lift the Wahnera Misfortune?” Gahne persisted, eyes wide and tail whipping behind her.


  “Oh,” Nie yawned, finally comprehending her urgency as he smiled, “Yes, they did.”


  Abuin’s tail thumped against the bed.


  Gahne stared for a few moments—then threw herself over both her brother and his husband to say, “Oh! Abby, thank you!”


  One of Abuin’s hands awkwardly pulled itself out from under her, blindly reaching out to pat her head.


  “Gahne,” Bahr huffed, leaning against the doorframe, “Fool girl. Let them wake first, at least.”


  “Oh,” Gahne chuckled, shifting back and wiping at her eyes, “Oh, apologies, but Grandfather just told me, and—”


  Nie patted his sister’s head as well, and said, “I understand. Abby and I felt it when they did so, during the wedding. It was part of the reason why I went into a state after.”


  “That explains why you were so tired at the reception!” Gahne laughed, then cleared her throat as she stood. She smoothed her skirt and added, “Well, I should know better than to surprise newlyweds, shouldn’t I?”


  Nie rolled his eyes as Abuin’s tail wagged harder.


  Bahr snorted, headed back out, “Indeed, one should always use caution in that regard.”


  Gahne giggled, waving as she jogged out of the room—closing the door behind her.


  Nie was not surprised when his husband pulled him back down, nosing at his claim-marked shoulder as his hands wandered.


  After taking some lovely time to wake each other up properly, Nie and Abuin dressed and joined the rest of the house for breakfast.


  “Did you need any help with the hiring, Grandfather?” Nie asked. For the past few years, he had managed hiring their seasonal workers—he would be fine doing so this year as well, and would not need to do so from Heart Hall, either. Though in truth, there was a band of Sojourners that came by each summer for the work—so the bulk of the hires were merely formalizing payment contracts.


  Sojourners, as the name implied, were a group of migrant savbahn people that traveled through the countryside of Rabahn—with the exception of the Central Principality. The mountainous region was ill-suited to their bands of colorful covered wagons, or so they had told Nie in the past. Some thought of them as thieves and petty criminals, but the Wahnera Household had never experienced any such problems—and they would surely notice, as they housed the workers in the East Wing, which allowed many to make repairs to their wagons while working the harvest.


  “No, but Ahve might,” Bahr replied.


  Ahve chuckled, “Until Gahne finds her first spouse, the responsibility should rightly fall to me—do be patient with me.”


  Nie chuckled, “It should be a simple task, once the Suluiroi and Adoivuim arrive.”


  “That’s the two Sojourner bands that come every year,” Gahne added, “I wonder if Pahu and Uishu have gotten married yet—they don’t debut like we do, you know, but they said last year they were looking for spouses.”


  “If they both have, one would have left their band,” Nie pointed out—as was Sojourner tradition. Of each set of twins, one would remain with the band and the other would join their spouse’s band. Sojourners often wed only one spouse, more so than nonnomadic Rabahni, though it was not seen as a requirement as other nations believed.


  “You hire Sojourners?” Shasol asked curiously.


  “Indeed,” Bahr said, ear flicking, “Most everyone else already has work, you see.”


  Nie knew his grandfather was bracing for the possibility of a lecture on Sojourner prejudice, though from the tone and what he knew of Shasol, did not think the man meant anything by the question beyond that many in the city had little interaction with Sojourners in general. At least, in Remeh—as the mountains surrounding the capital of the Northern Principality posed the same inconvenience as those of the Central Principality.


  Abuin’s tail started wagging.


  “Lord Rahrin has told us of knowing Sojourners in his youth,” Shasol said, “Abby has been eager to see their fashion for some time.”


  Bahr relaxed at the statement with a snort, “Well, if he knew them here, I imagine some might even remember him.”


  “It is very colorful,” Nie chuckled, “though most will be as dressed down as any savbahn for the heat. Especially as they tend to have more fur.”


  Most Sojourners had fur on their faces, much like human facial hair, and fur covering their abdomens, hands, and feet entirely compared to nonnomadic savbahn.


  Gahne laughed, “Woihesir will be very surprised you are wed, I imagine!”


  “One of my friends from the Adoivuim,” Nie added for Abby, Shasol, and Ahve’s benefit. He chuckled and agreed, “While he sends me letters throughout the year, mine rarely find him, so yes, I imagine it will be quite the shock.”


  They had almost been romantic, once—almost. But Woihesir had no intentions of leaving the Sojourner lifestyle, and Nie no intentions of joining it. And so they had let their nebulous romantic feelings die as buds the same summer they began, never acting on them beyond a handful of longing looks—never even putting such ideas to words. Nie supposed that meant his feelings could have been one-sided, but the gentle teasing from other Adoivuim assured him it had been a mutual inclination.


  Nie thought it was, perhaps, a bit intriguing that his
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