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“So,” Zorian said, his voice tight with barely-concealed irritation, “ did your simulacrum shared a happy news with you? Or am I the only one aware of the new development?”
Zach, draped across the couch blinked at him lazily, obviously unhappy from his nap being rudely interrupted, lifted himself onto his elbows and blinked up at him. “Which simulacrum? And what kind of developments?”
“Oh so you did not hear!” Zorian tried his hardest to sound as happy and delighted as he could, while barely holding himself back from grinding his teeth. “Fantastic! Well I’m happy to enlighten you! Apparently my simulacrum number 3 and your simulacrum are dating
Zach stared at him. “Dating, dating who?”
“Each other”
There was a beat of silence.
“Wait. What?”
“Mm-hmm,” Zorian muttered, pushing Zach’s legs off the couch without ceremony and planting himself down with a dramatic sigh.“Found out just now.

Apparently, it’s been going on for a while.”
Zach sat up straighter, brows furrowing. “How? I mean—what? I’m not even attracted to you. Why would my simulacrum be?”
Zorian shot him a sharp look. “That’s a very interesting way to phrase it. ‘Even’?”
Zach opened his mouth, closed it again, and finally said, “I just meant… you know… we’re not—”
Zorian raised an eyebrow. “You don’t sound very shocked. Almost suspiciously unbothered, in fact.”
“I mean, hey,” Zach said with an awkward laugh, rubbing the back of his neck, “it’s not the worst thing that could’ve happened. Maybe they just… get along.”
“Get along?” Zorian repeated in a flat-tone staring his partner down.
“Well yeah,” Zach said, sitting up slightly. “I mean… it’s not that weird. I guess? They’re both versions of us. Maybe they just… click.”
Zorian squinted at him. “Click? Really, so that’s all you have to say after finding out that the literal constructs of us are dating?”
“Yeah, but they’re not exactly us,” Zach pointed out. “And plus, maybe they just needed company. You know. Long hours. Isolation. Shared goals.”
Zorian looked at him entirely unimpressed “Yes, I know. And why? Because we literally did the same thing during time loop. And we never started dating!”
He felt Zachs hands on his shoulders and leaned into him a bit. “ And you know it’s also really weird, seeing yourself and your best-friend be all-over each

other”
Zach looked at him confused and Zorian couldn’t help but sigh again “I kind off walk into them mid make out cession” He shrieked at the thought
“ Oh yeah kind of wild, right? Them being into each other.”
“They’re not into each other,” Zorian snapped. “They’re engaging in a poorly-constructed emotional projection based on extended proximity and lack of

oversight.”
“Right,” Zach said. “Totally. Definitely not anything deeper.”
Zorian gave him a side glance. “You’re smiling.”
“No, I’m not.”
“You’re smirking.”
“I’m just… impressed,” Zach said with faux seriousness. “I didn’t know your simulacrum had it in him. Bold move.”
Zorian groaned and hid his face in his partner’s neck . “Gods, this is going to be insufferable.”
Zach leaned back with a grin. “They’re on another continent. We’ll never have to see them.”
Zorian muttered, “That’s not the point.”
A beat of silence passed.
“Anyway,” Zach said casually, “you think we should send them a congratulations message or something?”
Zorian raised his head and stared at him. “You want to send a congratulatory message… to ourselves.”
“Not ourselves. Them.” Zach looked pleased. “We could even sign it!
“You know what? Fuck you, Zach! I’m leaving!” He shoved his partner away from and stood up to proudly walk away.
“I’m writing it down just in case!” Zach called after him.
***
The rooftop was quiet, except for the gentle hum of wards. Cool air brushed against their skin — or at least the best imitation of it, generated by magic and

memory.
Zorian sat cross-legged it, flipping through a glowing data slate. He looked calm, composed. Entirely focused. Except for the slight tension at the corner of his

mouth.
Zach leaned against the balcony railing, arms crossed, watching him.
“So,” Zach said casually, “how’s your dignity holding up?”
Zorian didn’t look up but shoved the papers he was working on, away from him to make room for Zach to sit. “It was doing fine until I made eye contact with

myself. While on top of you.”
Zach snorted. “Technically I was on top of you. Big difference.”
“That’s not better,” Zorian muttered. “It just might be worse.”
There was a long pause.
“He shrieked,” Zorian added quietly, and covered his face with his hands groaning. “God it was awful, I’m pretty sure he already told your original” He said in a

muffled broken voice “I bet he laughed”
Zach looked far too pleased. “Sounds like something I’d do.” He carefully took Zarians face away from his face. Gently caressing his thumb over them, before

planting a quick kiss on Zorians temple.
Zorian posture visibly relaxed and he all-but fell into Zach's hug enjoying the warm feeling. “We might’ve traumatized them.” He said absent minded while

tracing his fingers on Zach’s spine.
“They’ll live,” Zach said, hugging his waist a little harder “Eventually. After several hours of awkward avoidance and pretending it never happened.”
Zorian’s mouth quirked. “I give it three days before they invent a completely unnecessary mission just to avoid thinking about it.”
“Two,” Zach said confidently. “And they’ll bicker through the whole thing.”
The quiet pause between them was comfortable in a way the originals had never mastered.
“…Do you think this changes anything?” Zorian asked, softer now. “Us, I mean. Them knowing it. It shouldn’t, right? .”
“No,” Zach agreed. “But maybe it will. Eventually.”
“They’re not ready,” Zorian said. “Not even close.”
He could fill Zachs smile without even looking at him “You weren’t either.”
Zorian lightly pinched him. “I was less irritating about it.”
Zach leaned away from the hug just enough to fully face him, his fingers brushing a stray lock of hair from Zorian’s face with gentleness.
“Debatable,” he said, voice low.
Zorian rolled his eyes, but didn’t move away — if anything, he leaned just slightly into the touch.
For a moment, they simply looked at each other. The silence stretched, warm and full of something unspoken.
Then Zach leaned in, cupping Zorian’s face like he had all the time in the world, and pressed a soft, lingering kiss to his lips. It wasn’t rushed, or fiery — just

sure. Familiar. Real.
When he pulled back, Zorian’s eyes were half-lidded, the smallest trace of a smile at the corner of his mouth.
“Do we need to address it with them?” Zach asked, voice barely above a murmur.
“No,” Zorian said, calm and certain. “Let them spiral.”
Zach laughed, low and quiet. “That’s cold.”
“It’s earned.”
Zach didn’t answer with words. He just kissed him again — slower this time, like he had nowhere else to be.
***
“So,” Zach said, stepping over a tree root with exaggerated care, “we agree this whole thing is ridiculous, right?”
“It’s a recalibration assignment, not a hiking trip,” Zorian muttered. “And if you hadn’t overloaded the ward matrix—”
“You told me to boost output!”
“I said stabilize it. Stabilize, Zach. That means don’t throw raw mana at it like it insulted your mother.”
Zach snorted. “It worked, didn’t it?”
Zorian turned to snap back, only to lose his footing slightly on the muddy slope. Instinctively, Zach grabbed his arm to steady him — a little too quickly, a little

too close.
Their faces were suddenly much nearer than either of them had anticipated. Zorian’s hand was still on Zach’s chest. Zach’s fingers had tightened around his elbow, warm and steady.
Neither moved.
“…So, uh,” Zach said after a beat. “You okay?”
Zorian looked down at their hands. “You can let go now.” He said actively trying to pull away, not that his effort made any difference.
Because Zach absolutely didn’t let go of him.
“I will burn this forest down,” Zorian warned.
Zach gave him this stupid and annoying grin that he only used whe telling Zorian to calm down. “There it is. The romance.” He wanted to punch Zach
Zorian groaned and shoved him backward. “This is exactly why your simulacrum is getting more action than you are.”
Zach caught himself, laughing. “Jealous?”
“Of myself?”
“Could be symbolic.”
“You’re symbolic of a migraine.”
***
By the time they made it back to Cyoria next day, it was long past midday, and both of them looked like they’d rolled through a storm — which, technically, they

had.
Zorian fumbled with the key to Imayas house, hair plastered to his forehead, his coat muddy and his dignity completely destroyed.
After a few moment of rumbling he definitely put them away since it was obvious that Imaya left her key inside once again and he had to wait before she opened

the door for him
“You didn’t have to use that much mana yesterday” Zorian muttered, brushing dirt off his sleeves and regretting all his life decisions that led him here..

“I was trying to help you not die,” Zach argued, stepping a little closer and taking his arm to help brush dirt off the coat “You could say thank you.”
“I could,” Zorian said. “But I won’t.”
Before Zach could reply, a voice from the kitchen floated through the hall.
“Zorian? Is that you?” Imaya greeted him by opening the door. “Lunch is ready! Oh—Kael said you were out doing something important with your ‘friend.’” She

didn’t say friend like it was in quotes, but somehow it sounded like it.
Zach glanced at Zorian, trying not to smile.
“Please don’t say anything,” Zorian muttered as they walked into the house.
“About what?” Zach asked innocently. “How we were cuddling for warmth and you fell asleep on my shoulder?”
“We weren’t cuddling,” Zorian hissed. “We were conserving body heat. Because we both ran out off mana and could’t cast the spell. Entirely practical.” He

immediately regretted telling this after almost bumping into Taiven in the dark coridor who undoubtedly heard it and now was probably giving him an all

knowing glance. Great.
Imaya raised an eyebrow as they entered the kitchen. “You look like you two went on a very long date in a war zone.”
Kael, who was calmly feeding Kana at the table, gave them a glance. “You smell like damp leaves and humiliation.”.
Taiven, who had just walked in after them, took one closer look at them in the light, smirked, and said, “So when’s the wedding?”
Zorian turned bright red.
“Are you all twelve?” he snapped.
Zach, smiling way too hard, sat down at the table like nothing was wrong. “I’d like something warm, please. I’ve had a long, emotionally repressed morning.”
“Sounds like every morning with you two,” Kael said.
Zorian groaned into his hands.
***
Zorian stopped in the doorway. “Oh no.”
“Oh yes,” Daimen said without looking up. “You’re exactly who I wanted to yell at. Sit.”
Zorian didn’t move. “You’re not even supposed to be in the city yet.”
“I wasn’t. But then my florist quit, my tailor changed the fabric order without telling me, and my fiancée told me I needed to ‘go take a walk before you

incinerate the caterer,’ so I decided a spontaneous trip to visit my little brother was in order.”
He looked up, eyes wild with stress and absolutely too much energy.
Zorian sighed. “You’re planning a wedding, not an adventure campaign.”
“I led adventure campaigns. They were easier.”
Zorian set the bag down and started unpacking supplies, trying not to engage.
Daimen watched him for a moment. Then: “By the way, what’s going on with you and Zach?”
Zorian didn’t flinch. But it was close.
“Nothing.”
“That’s not what Kael said. Or Imaya. Or Taiven. Or literally anyone who saw you two return from that mission, looking like emotionally repressed swamp rats

who just got done slow-dancing in the mud.”
Zorian shut the cabinet a little harder than necessary. “We’re not— It wasn’t— You’re reading into things.”
“Oh, I’m not reading,” Daimen said, pulling a parchment off his scroll pile and flipping it around. It was, unfortunately, real.
“Zach and Zorian Wedding Backup Plan (in case mine gets delayed by divine intervention).”
“Please tell me this isn’t color-coded.”
“It was, until I spilled tea on it,” Daimen said. “Anyway, I need something to root for during this madness. You two are a slow-burn disaster and it’s the only romance arc I actually believe in.”
Zorian groaned. “You’re making things up.”
“Oh really?” Daimen smirked. “So you didn’t fall asleep pressed against each other in the middle of a forest, with no mana?”
“It was cold!”
“So is your emotional availability.”
Zorian threw a dish towel at him.
Daimen caught it easily and leaned back, grinning. “I’m just saying — I can handle the stress of planning a wedding with the love of my life. You can at least tell

yours he’s cute.”
“He’s not my—!” Zorian started.
The front door creaked open.
“Hey, I brought back pastries.” Zach said unceremoniously, intercepting them
Daimen immediately leaned forward and said, sweet as poison, “Zach! Perfect timing. I was just asking Zorian when he plans to propose.”
Zorian dropped a spoon.
Zach blinked. “I—wait, what?”
Daimen: “Don’t worry. I have a spare officiant license. Just say the word.”
Zorian looked like he was going to spontaneously combust.
Zach turned bright red and muttered, “I’ll, uh. Just put these in the pantry.”
Daimen turned back to his scrolls like nothing happened.
Zorian hissed, “You are the worst.”
Daimen, smug: “You’ll thank me at the reception.”
***
“You’re distracted,” Xvim said, eyes still on the spell results.
Zorian scowled. “I’m not.”
“You’ve cast that spell dozens of times with perfect consistency,” Xvim said, flipping through his notes. “Today, your control was sloppy. Delayed reaction times.

Your focusing gestures were inefficient.”
“I’ve been busy,” Zorian said, arms crossing tightly. “There’s a lot going on.”
“There is always a lot going on,” Xvim replied flatly. “You are capable of performing under pressure. This is not pressure. This is a lack of focus.”
Zorian bristled. “It’s not affecting the results that much.”
“It will,” Xvim said. “Distraction leads to instability. Instability leads to failure.”
Zorian ground his teeth. “You want me to say I’m off because Zach and I went on a mission together and he was—being himself the whole time?”
Xvim paused.
Then, with no change in tone, said: “I would like you to stop lying to yourself.”
Zorian blinked.
Xvim continued. “You anticipate his movements during exercises. Adjust your timing to match his. Respond to his reactions without verbal cues. That’s not

tactical awareness. That’s habit.”
Zorian stared. “We’ve worked together a long time. That’s not unusual.”
“It is when you refuse to acknowledge it outside of combat,” Xvim said, shuffling the papers into a neat stack. “If you were any more emotionally repressed,

you’d qualify as a cursed object.”
Zorian gawked. “Did you just—was that a joke?”
“No,” Xvim said. “It was an observation. Which you are free to ignore, as usual.”
He made a sharp gesture. “You’re dismissed. Come back when you’ve decided whether you want to keep pretending nothing’s happening.”
Zorian stormed out of the room, face hot.
From behind him, he heard Xvim add dryly, “And tell your simulacrum to stop loitering in the hallway. If he want’s to eavesdrop, he can do it properly .”
Zorian didn’t argue. He turned and left, closing the door behind him with deliberate calm.
He made it halfway down the hallway before his shoulders tensed and he muttered, just barely audible:
“…Why does everyone keep acting like I’m in love with him?”
He walked faster, ignoring the heat crawling up his neck.
***
Zorians simulacrum entered the room with a small, but very pleased smile. “He saw Xvim today.”
Zach’s simulacrum blinked. “Oof. Harsh?”
“He practically got roasted alive.” Zorian looked entirely too satisfied. “It was beautiful.”
Zach’s copy grinned, leaning casually against the wall. “Let me guess. Xvim said something like ‘your emotions are a liability’ but made it sound like a lecture on

spell stability?”
“Pretty much. Zorian left looking like a cat who just got a bucket of ice cold water dumped on him.”
They both laughed.
Then Zorian simulacrum tilted his head slightly and smiled even wider. “You know what is the funniest part? He actually said—out loud, I might add—‘Why does

everyone think I’m in love with him?’”
Zach’s simulacrum pressed a hand to his face, smiling against it. “That’s practically a confession in Zorian-speak.”
“Exactly. And he doesn’t even realize it.”
There was a pause, not quite smug, but undeniably content.
Zach finally said, “So… when do you think they’ll figure it out?”
Zorian shook his head. “Could be weeks. Months. They’re both stupid.”
“I know,” Zach’s simulacrum said fondly. “It’s adorable.”
Then turned to Zorian and smiled at catching Zorian by the waist and pulling him into a long kiss.
After pulling away they stood there in companionable silence for a moment, before Zorian eventually untangled himself from Zach’s arms and leaned back

against the wall beside him. “Still want to bet who says it first?”
Zach’s simulacrum grinned. “Always.”
***
Zorian froze mid-step. “Excuse me?”
Zach blinked. “Come again?”
Imaya gestured vaguely around the room. “You know. The atmosphere! All that quiet talking in the evenings, the shared breakfasts, the little looks—”
Zorian made a strangled noise. “We don’t do looks.”
Zach muttered, “I mean… sometimes we look at each other.”
Zorian gave him a look.
Imaya beamed. “Exactly! Like that.”
Zorian pinched the bridge of his nose. “Imaya, I assure you, whatever you think is happening here—”
“Oh, I’m not judging,” she interrupted cheerfully. “I think it’s sweet! Just don’t make a mess of the sheets. I only have so many backup sets.”
Zorian choked.
Zach turned bright red. “We’re not—there’s nothing going on in the—no sheets have been involved!”
Imaya shrugged, entirely unbothered. “If you say so.”
She turned to leave, then paused in the doorway. “Though if you do need privacy, maybe give Kael a heads up. He walked in on someone’s summoning circle

last week and hasn’t recovered.”
Zorian looked like he was reconsidering every decision that led him to this point in life.
Zach mumbled, “We’re going to have to move.”
“I’m not moving,” Zorian said, walking away.
Zach followed, muttering under his breath, “You’re not denying anything either.”
From the kitchen, Imaya hummed again. “Young love. Always in denial.”
***
Kael sets the box down with his usual calm efficiency. “You look tired.”
Zorian doesn’t look up. “I’m fine.”
Kael doesn’t respond, just starts organizing the vials. After a beat, he says:
“I made something that might help. For… nervous tension. Sleep disruption. Increased irritability.”
Zorian finally glances at him, wary. “What makes you think I need that?”
“You’ve re-inked that same sigil four times in the last five minutes,” Kael replies without missing a beat.
Zorian scowls. “It’s complicated.”
“I’m sure,” Kael says mildly. “But if the complication is emotional in nature, the sedative blend might still help.”
Zorian hesitates. “…What makes you think it’s emotional?”
Kael shrugs slightly. “You and Zach have been out of sync lately. Unusual for you.”
Zorian stiffens. “It’s not— We’re fine.”
Kael nods, as if Zorian confirmed something. “Of course.”
He picks up a vial and holds it out. “Still. Keep it. Just in case.”
Zorian doesn’t move to take it. “You think I’m having a nervous breakdown because I argued with Zach?”
Kael tilts his head. “No. I think you’re frustrated that something is changing and neither of you will admit it.”
Zorian stares at him.
Kael continues, completely calm, “Also, your simulacra are insufferably smug lately. It’s not hard to put things together.”
Zorian finally snatches the vial. “I liked it better when you just made poisons.”
Kael gives a rare, faint smile. “You still might.”
He leaves the room without another word, leaving Zorian sitting in silence, holding a potion bottle and wondering how exactly everyone but him is apparently an

expert on his feelings.
***
“Hey, is Kael still here? I need something for bruises.”
Zorian answers dryly “He left after psychoanalyzing me with the emotional precision of a scalpel.”
Zach pauses. “Oh. Fun.”
He crosses the room and peers into the potion box. “Did he give you one of his nerve tonics? Man, I love those. They taste like warm cinnamon.”
Zorian side-eyes him. “He made it because I ‘won’t admit something is changing.’”
Zach perks up, grinning. “Huh. Sounds familiar.”
Zorian glares harder.
Zach raises both hands innocently. “Hey, I’m just saying! Kael’s a quiet guy but when he speaks, it matters.”
Zorian mutters, “Too observant for someone who barely leaves the house…”
Zach chuckles and sits on the edge of the table, facing him. “You realize he’s just saying what everyone’s thinking, right?”
Zorian slumps a little. “Everyone keeps thinking things that aren’t true.”
Zach tilts his head. “So you don’t care that our simulacra are dating?”
“I care because it’s absurd. They’re supposed to be us. And they’re acting like—like…”
“People with functional emotional communication skills?”
Zorian groans. “I hate you.”
Zach leans back, grinning. “Kael thinks you’re frustrated because something’s changing. I think you’re frustrated because you’re the last person to notice.”
Zorian doesn’t respond. He just uncorks the potion, stares at it like it holds answers, and downs it in one go.
“Told you it tastes good.”
Zorian answered, already regretting every decision today“I am never talking to Kael again.”
“Yeah you are.”
“…Shut up.” And then Zorian glances up. “Why are you still here?”
Zach looks up from where he’s been pretending to examine a bookshelf. “What? I can’t hang out?”
Zorian stares flatly. “You’re hovering.”
Zach shrugs, overly casual. “I’m not. Just… pacing.”
“You haven’t moved in five minutes.”
“I’m mentally pacing.”
Zorian pinches the bridge of his nose. “Do you have something to say, or are you trying to absorb knowledge through osmosis?”
Zach looks like he’s about to speak—mouth opens, breath in—but then stops.
Zorian’s eyes narrow. “You do have something to say.”
Zach immediately backpedals. “Nope. Not a thing.”
“You’re the worst liar I know.”
“That’s not true.”
“Zach.”
Zach hesitates. “It’s just… Do you think Kael might be right? That we’re… changing?”
Zorian doesn’t respond right away. Instead, he sets his pen down carefully. “I think everyone around us has developed a sudden and inconvenient obsession

with our friendship.”
Zach grined, but it’s a little too soft. “It is a good friendship.”
Zorian gave him a look. “Do not get sentimental.”
Zach held up both hands. “No sentiment. Just stating facts. Best friend I’ve ever had.”
“Low bar.” Zorian muttered,
“Still true.” Zach’s grin widened
A moment of silence passes. Then Zach starts shifting again, visibly gearing up to hover some more.
Zorian sighs, deeply. “If you’re going to keep loitering, make yourself useful and copy these transmutation runes.”
Zach snatches the pen with a mock salute. “Happy to. Mentally pacing and helping. I’m a multitasker.”
Zorian rolled his eyes, but his scowl has softened slightly.
***
“Best friend I’ve ever had.”
Zorian turns over.
Then turns again.
Then glares at the ceiling, as if it personally insulted him.
He mutters to himself. “It’s not weird. It’s fine. People say that. It’s normal.”
“…But he smiled when he said it.”
He pulls the blanket over his face. “Why did he smile like that?”
A pause. Then a muffled groan from under the blanket.
Zorian sits up, hair sticking out at odd angles, clearly not getting any sleep tonight. He throws the blanket aside, swings his legs over the edge of the bed, and

glares into the void.
“What does Kael know anyway? He grows mushrooms in his closet.”
“…Accurate mushrooms. Perfectly brewed potions. Flawless emotional insights…”
Zorian puts his head in his hands. “I’m losing my mind.”
“…Why did he have to say it like that.”
He gets up, grabs a blank scroll, and starts furiously working on spell diagrams. Anything to stop thinking. Anything to shut up the memory of Zach’s stupid

sincere voice echoing in his skull.
A faint creak of floorboards catches his attention. Then he hears Zach’s voice, drowsy and confused.
“Zorian? You okay in there?”
Zorian freezes, like a guilty teenager caught up past curfew.
“…I’m fine. Go back to sleep.”
“You sure? You’re usually a corpse by midnight.”
“I said I’m fine!”
“Okay, okay. Night, grumpy.”
Zorian stares at the scroll. Doesn’t move. Doesn’t write.
Quietly, and with no one around to hear it, he mutters:
“Best friend I’ve ever had, huh.”
And then he said like a man preparing for war:
“I need to recheck that transmutation array.”
***
“Best friend I’ve ever had.”
He blinks.
“…That was fine. That was normal. People say that.”
“Okay but like… did I have to say it while smiling like a dumbass?”
He groans, rolls over, and shoves his face into the pillow.
“…He didn’t even insult me for it. That’s worse. That’s so much worse.”
He flops dramatically onto his back again. The blanket slides off one leg. He ignores it.
“Why did he look at me like that? Like I said something meaningful.”
“…Damn it, Kael’s right.”
He reaches up and drags a hand down his face, muffling a half-hearted, “No, nope, not doing this.”
Then, after a moment, sits up suddenly, like he just had a horrible realization.
“…Wait. Is he overthinking it right now?”
He stares at the door like he’s debating whether to go check.
Then flops down again, groaning loudly. “Ughhhhhhh I should not have smiled.”
“Okay, but he didn’t say he wasn’t my best friend. He just rolled his eyes. That’s neutral. That’s fine.”
“…That is not a no.”
He kicked the blanket completely off, grabbed his pillow, and buried his face into it again with a frustrated growl.
And then he stands up to check on Zorian, just in case.
Zach strode into the kitchen with his usual irrepressible energy, hair unbrushed, shirt only halfway tucked in, like he’d sprinted out of bed and directly into being a problem.
***
“Good morning!” he said with way too much cheer, sliding into the seat across from Zorian like they hadn’t spent the previous night wrapped around each other

in a dusty storage room.
Zorian didn’t look up from his tea. “…Morning.”
Zach tilted his head, studying him with squinted eyes and an exaggerated squint, like he was trying to solve a particularly stubborn spell matrix.
“Did you sleep okay?” he asked, voice overly casual. “You look… well-rested. Very… in control of your face.”
Zorian’s brow twitched. “You’re being weird.”
Zach laughed — a little too fast, a little too bright. “What? No! This is me being normal. Super normal. Just, you know. Breakfast. Morning. Nothing’s weird.”
Zorian slowly turned his head to look at him. Really looked.
Zach’s smile froze in place. One beat. Two. He reached for the butter dish like it could save him.
Across the room, Imaya turned away from the stove, holding a plate piled high with eggs and toast. She smiled — that particular, knowing smile she got when

people thought they were being subtle and were failing spectacularly.
“You two are so cute in the mornings,” she said, setting the plate down with a practiced clatter.
Zorian choked on his tea. “We are what?”
Zach cough-laughed, flailing for composure. “Haha, right? Cute. Totally. Just bros being bros. You know how it is.”
Imaya raised an eyebrow. “You keep finishing each other’s sentences.”
Zorian’s eyes narrowed. “No we don’t.”
“Well,” Zach started, fork halfway to his mouth, “we kinda—”
“Stop talking,” Zorian said, voice low and sharp.
Zach instantly shut his mouth, chewing his egg with the exaggerated air of a man trying not to self-combust.

Imaya hummed like she’d just scored a point. “Here. Eggs. Eat them before you both implode.”
Zorian accepted the plate with stiff formality. “We’re not going to implode.”
Imaya didn’t even dignify that with a response. Just turned back to the stove with the serene satisfaction of someone watching her predictions unfold exactly on

schedule.
Zach took a huge bite of eggs — mostly to avoid speaking, partly to avoid laughing. He wasn’t sure what part of the situation made his chest feel tight and

bright and warm, but he was definitely not thinking about how Zorian’s hair was still a little messy. Or how he had a tea ring on his mug that he kept

compulsively wiping even though it didn’t matter.
“Stop staring at me,” Zach mumbled through a mouthful of egg.
“I’m not,” Zorian snapped, voice a little too sharp, a little too fast.
“You kinda are,” Zach said, pointing at him with his fork.
Imaya sighed from the stove. “Boys, please. Not at the breakfast table. Or at least wait until Kael is home.”
From somewhere down the hall, a door creaked.
Zorian and Zach groaned simultaneously, sinking in their chairs like the floor might just swallow them whole.
***
Zorian traced a line across the glowing crystal map in his hand, eyes narrowed in concentration. “We’ll split up near the river, circle around the southern ridge,

and regroup by the abandoned watchtower.”
His tone was clipped. Efficient. Professional.
Zach, walking a few paces behind, tilted his head. “Or,” he said, voice light, “we could not split up. Safety in numbers, right?”
Zorian looked over his shoulder, brow arching. “Since when do you care about safety?”
Zach shrugged, smiling — not his usual wide, blinding grin, but a smaller one. A little soft at the edges. “Since I started valuing your company.”
Zorian stopped walking.
Just—halted mid-step. The air seemed to shift.
Zach took two more steps before realizing he was alone. He turned, puzzled. “Wait, what?”
Zorian didn’t meet his eyes. “Nothing. Keep moving.”
He brushed past him, the moment like a dropped thread between them. Zach hesitated, lips parted like he wanted to say something else, but then he followed.\
They walked in silence. Tension stretched thin and taut between them like a tripwire. The forest around them was calm — birdsong high above, the rustle of

wind in the canopy, the quiet crunch of leaves beneath their boots. Perfectly ordinary.
Except Zorian was hyper-aware of every footfall Zach made. And Zach kept sneaking glances like he wanted to catch Zorian looking.
And then—
A rustle. A shift. The ground shuddered beneath them.
“Oh, come on—” Zorian started, but then the earth gave way.
They dropped with a startled yelp, tumbling through brittle underbrush and into a shallow pit. Leaves flew. Dirt scattered. A few startled birds screeched and vanished into the trees above.
They landed with a heavy thump — a tangle of limbs, robes, and indignity. Zorian blinked down, winded, and realized he was sprawled on top of Zach.
Zach groaned beneath him. “Ow.”
Zorian immediately pushed himself up, face burning. “Why do traps always happen when I’m with you?”
Zach didn’t even try to hide his grin. “Fate ships us.”
Zorian stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Shut up. I think I bruised my shoulder.”
He shifted to sit up — and froze. Their legs were tangled together in a way that made Zorian acutely aware of everything. Robes. Knees. Warmth.
Zach had stopped moving too. His eyes were very round.
“Uh,” Zach said, voice carefully neutral. “We… uh…”
“Don’t. Say. Anything,” Zorian hissed.
“I wasn’t going to,” Zach squeaked, hands held up like a surrender.
Zorian wrestled himself free with the grace of a flustered cat, dusting off his sleeves and brushing leaves from his hair with more aggression than strictly

necessary. “You know, I’m starting to think we’re cursed.”
Zach stayed where he was, still sitting in the dirt, still smiling faintly as he looked up at the canopy. “It’s not a bad curse.”
Zorian shot him a flat look. “You’re enjoying this.”
Zach held up his hands again, palms out. “Not the trap part. That was terrible. The, uh… the proximity part was… less terrible.”
Zorian muttered something vicious under his breath and turned to start climbing out of the pit.
Zach scrambled up after him, twigs in his hair and his grin entirely too pleased. “Hey, at least I didn’t call it ‘romantic tension.’ That’s personal growth.”
Zorian reached the top of the pit, hauled himself up, and dusted his hands off with exaggerated precision.
“Imaya is poisoning you,” he muttered.
Zach beamed. “And yet here you are. Still tolerating me.”
Zorian didn’t respond — just stalked off into the trees, ears slightly red, and definitely not thinking about how warm Zach had felt.
***
Imaya didn’t look up from her knitting as she spoke, voice perfectly casual. “They fell into a pit.”
Across the kitchen, Kael flipped a page in the ledger he was reviewing. “I know. Zorian limped into the house like the universe had personally offended him.”
She hummed, sipping from her oversized mug. “Zach was smiling the whole way. Practically glowing. I think he enjoys emotionally compromising scenarios.”
Kael didn’t even blink. “He absolutely does.”
Imaya glanced toward the window, like she could still see the trail of dirt and embarrassment Zorian had tracked inside. “So,” she said, far too cheerfully, “what’s

your bet?”
Kael’s pen stilled mid-line. “On what?”
She gave him a look over the rim of her mug. “Who cracks first.”
Kael leaned back slightly, considering. “Zach.”
Imaya’s eyes sparkled. “Wrong. Zorian’s already halfway there. He just doesn’t know it yet.”
Kael gave a dry snort. “Zach’s about as subtle as a fireball. He’ll confess by accident. Probably mid-sentence.”
“And Zorian will overanalyze himself into an epiphany. Then panic. Then confess like it’s a hostage situation.”
Kael tilted his head. “Timeline?”
Imaya didn’t miss a beat. “Three weeks. Tops.”
Kael tapped his pen against the table thoughtfully. “Two. One bad mission and a stray moment of eye contact, and it’s over.”
Imaya grinned and pulled a tiny notepad from her apron pocket. She clicked her pen with theatrical flair. “Logging it for posterity.”
“We’re not supposed to be interfering,” Kael said mildly, watching her write.
“I’m not interfering,” Imaya replied. “I’m observing. There’s a difference. For science.”
Kael gave her a long-suffering look.
She smiled sweetly back.
After a beat, he sighed. “You told Taiven, didn’t you.”
Imaya didn’t even blink. “She raised the stakes. It’s a pie bet now.”
Kael shook his head slowly, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “We’re going to need a chart.”
***
Daimen was already halfway through a stack of notes, hair slightly mussed and suit jacket tossed over a chair. “I need someone to test-walk the aisle with me,”

he said, flipping frantically through a notebook. “My best man bailed and the planner insists we need the spacing right—”
“I’ll do it,” Zach offered immediately, smiling with the eagerness of someone who absolutely would trip for drama.
Zorian didn’t even look up. “No. You’ll trip on purpose.”
Zach clutched his chest, scandalized. “You wound me.”
Daimen sighed, rubbing his temples like he was already regretting inviting either of them. “Fine. You two. Walk together. I just need to time the distance from

the arch to the altar.”
Zorian raised an eyebrow. “We’re not the same height. That’ll throw off the pacing.”
Daimen gestured wildly at the space around them. “It’s not that serious! Just walk. And—please—for once in your lives, don’t argue about it.”
Zorian and Zach exchanged a long-suffering look, something halfway between mutual resignation and a dare. Then, with synchronized sighs, they stood.
As they began walking through, the atmosphere shifted.
It wasn’t anything tangible—just the way things got too quiet. The planner held her clipboard with unusual stillness. Daimen watched over the rim of his

notebook, expression unreadable. Even the pastel flower arrangements felt like they were staring.
Zach, of course, broke the silence.
“Wow,” he whispered as they reached the front. “Emotional.”
Zorian didn’t dignify that with a glance. “You’re an idiot.”
Zach grinned. “You’d make a great groom, you know.”
Zorian finally looked at him, one brow arched high. “Why. Because I look like I’m about to die?”
Zach’s smile softened, just a little. “Because you look like you belong up here.”
That… did something to Zorian’s chest. He blinked, caught off guard, and frowned slightly. “What does that even mean?”
Zach shrugged, quiet now. “Nothing. Just… you’d look good. Standing there. Waiting for someone.”
And that—nope. Zorian was not thinking about that. Definitely not thinking about standing at an altar with Zach smiling at him like that. Absolutely not.
He turned sharply, clearing his throat. “We’re done walking. Daimen, we walked. Happy?”
From behind his notes, Daimen didn’t even look up. “Just thrilled.”
They returned to their seats—Zorian a little too stiff, Zach a little too relaxed. The silence clung to them like mist.
Zach nudged a bouquet toward Zorian. Zorian took it without meeting his eyes.
Daimen passed by then, humming to himself, and said, far too casually, “By the way, if you two do get married, I’m not planning that one. Just putting that out

there.”
Zach made a sound like a dying bird, mid-cough.
Zorian stared straight ahead, expression blank. As if his brain had blue-screened.
Daimen kept walking, a self-satisfied smirk on his face. “What? Just a joke. Unless it’s not.”
He disappeared into the next room like he hadn’t just set off a nuclear emotional bomb.
Zach was still half-choking on air, laughing silently into his hand.
Zorian didn’t look at him. “Don’t say a word.”
Zach’s grin stretched ear to ear. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
***
Imaya didn’t look up. “There’s more in the bowl.”
Zorian glanced at the fruit, frowned. “I didn’t come for oranges.”
“Mmhmm.” She peeled another slice, clean and slow. “Of course you didn’t.”
He hovered near the chair across from her, then sat — stiffly, like he wasn’t sure if this counted as surrender.
A beat passed. Two.
“I had a question,” he said finally.
Imaya smiled slightly, still focused on the fruit. “Naturally.”
Zorian hesitated, then continued with too much precision. “Let’s say—hypothetically—two people have been friends for a long time. Close friends. Extremely

close. They’ve been through a lot together.”
“Sounds emotionally repressed already,” she said, handing him a slice.
He took it without thinking. “And… let’s say one of them starts acting weird. Saying strange things. Like suggesting the other would make a good groom.”
Imaya’s eyebrows lifted. “Groom, huh.”
“Hypothetically,” he snapped.
“Right.”
He popped the orange slice into his mouth and immediately regretted it. Too sweet. Like the conversation.
Imaya leaned back in her chair. “So the friend is getting… weird?”
“Yes.”
“Affectionate?”
“Suspiciously.”
“Flirty?”
Zorian scowled. “Borderline.”
“And you—” she paused, smile turning sly “—have no idea how to interpret that.”
Zorian looked away. “It could be a joke.”
“Could it.”
“A slip of the tongue.”
Imaya: “Sure.”
“Or some kind of psychological deflection.”
She nodded solemnly. “Absolutely. No chance he meant it.”
Zorian didn’t say anything. Just stared at the table like it had personally offended him.
Imaya peeled another slice. “Do you like him?”
He looked up, sharply. “That’s not the point.”
“Mmm,” she said, entirely unbothered. “But hypothetically.”
Zorian sighed, pressing two fingers to his temple. “Even if I did—which I’m not saying I do—it doesn’t matter. It’d ruin everything. He’s too much. Too

emotional. He’d make it weird.”
Imaya watched him. Calm. Patient. Way too knowing.
Zorian added, quieter, “It’s not worth the risk.”
She slid the rest of the orange across the table. “You know you’re already spiraling, right?”
He didn’t respond. Just looked at the fruit.
Imaya stood, collecting the peels with one hand, and dropped a final comment over her shoulder as she left “Just don’t take too long, Zorian. You’re not the only one catching feelings.”
The door clicked shut behind her.
Zorian stared at the empty chair. Then down at the orange.
He didn’t eat it.
***
Zorian sat at the kitchen table with a stack of books he didn’t need, aggressively annotating a section on magical filtration like it had personally insulted him.
His handwriting was almost illegible from how hard he was pressing the pen.
Zach entered the kitchen. Paused. Saw Zorian. Immediately turned to the cabinets and started making tea he didn’t want.
They didn’t speak.
Imaya, across the room, observed the silence with a raised eyebrow and the air of someone who already had bets on when one of them would snap.
“Morning,” she said sweetly.
“Morning.”
“Hey.”
Zach stirred sugar into his tea, even though he usually took it black. Zorian flipped a page too loudly. They didn’t look at each other.
Kael walked in, took one look at the room, and turned around without a word.
***
Zorian was coming out of the study. Zach was heading toward it. They stopped. Stared. Realized they were going to have to pass each other.
Zorian stepped to the left. Zach stepped to the same side. They both froze.
“…Go,” Zorian muttered.
Zach gestured. “You go.”
“I’m not going to—”
“I can wait—”
“Just walk, Zach.”
Zach did. Shoulders tense. Zorian brushed past, too fast, and they didn’t touch, but it felt like something should have.
***
Zach sat on the couch with Taiven, watching a training simulation replay, but his eyes kept flicking sideways. Zorian sat at the far end of the room pretending to

read, only he hadn’t turned a page in ten minutes.
Zach laughed too loudly at something. Zorian flinched.
Imaya leaned toward Kael and whispered, “Three days, tops.”
“Two. He’s pacing at night again.”
Zach stood abruptly. “I’m going to go train.”
Zorian didn’t look up. “Try not to sprain anything.”
Zach paused in the doorway. “Maybe I’ll take some space. You seem to like that.”
Zorian looked up at that. Sharp. Not angry, but close.
Everyone froze.
Then Zach left.
Zorian didn’t move.
Taiven whispered, “Should we say something?”
Imaya gave her a side eye “Absolutely not.”
***
Zorian sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by notes he wasn’t reading. His handwriting had gone from precise to surgical—deep cuts in the paper.
Zach was pacing.
Again.
Six steps. Turn. Six steps. Turn.
“Will you sit down?” Zorian snapped, finally.
“I can’t sit down,” Zach shot back. “This storm’s going to trap us here for hours.”
“Exactly. So pacing like a caged animal won’t help.”
Zach threw his hands up. “What do you want me to do, Zorian? Meditate with you? Pretend nothing’s been weird for days?”
Zorian’s jaw clenched. “Nothing is weird.”
Zach turned on him. “Right. Except the part where you’re avoiding me, snapping at me, and flinching every time I come near.”
“I’m not flinching.”
“You just did.”
“I’m not flinching,” Zorian growled, standing. “You’re imagining things.”
Zach stepped closer. “I’m not. I know you.”
“Clearly not well enough.”
“Oh for—Zorian. Something happened.”
“Nothing happened.”
They stared at each other, breath heavy. The storm roared outside, echoing the tension building between them.
Then Zorian snapped and crossed the distance between them pushing Zach in the wall. “You don’t get to say it is nothing about this. You don’t get to play with

this. With me. With my feelings .”
“I’m not playing.”
“Then what are you doing?”
Zach’s hands curled into fists at his sides. “I don’t know, alright? I’ve been trying to not ruin this for so long, I don’t even know what I’m doing anymore!”
“Oh, poor you,” Zorian said, voice cold. “Must be so hard, being emotionally erratic while everyone else has to—”
“Because I like you!” Zach yelled.
Zorian’s mouth snapped shut.
Zach was breathing hard now, eyes wide and furious and bare. “I like you. I’ve liked you. And I’ve been trying not to say it, or ruin things, or make you

uncomfortable, or mess up whatever this is, but it’s already a mess and you know it!”
Zorian stepped back like he’d been hit. “Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Say that. Like it means nothing.”
“It doesn’t mean nothing!” Zach stepped forward, fast and angry. “It means everything. And you know what? I’m sick of pretending it doesn’t.”
Zorian stared at him. Breathing hard. Entire body tense.
One heartbeat.
Two.
Then he shoved Zach in the chest.
Zach shoved him back.
Zorian’s hand curled in Zach’s shirt.
And then Zach kissed him.
It was a clash, not a question. Their teeth bumped, breath caught, and somewhere in the mess of it, one of them swore. Zorian didn’t know who started it, but

suddenly Zach’s hands were in his hair, and Zorian was yanking him closer like it was the only thing keeping him grounded.
“You—” Zorian gasped, breaking just enough for air. “—are such an idiot.”
“Yeah?” Zach’s voice was low, ragged. “Then why are you—”
Zorian crushed their mouths together again before he could finish the sentence.
It wasn’t careful. It wasn’t clean. It was anger and heat and years of words they didn’t know how to say. Zach kissed like he was drowning. Zorian kissed like

he’d been holding his breath for years.
Fingers dug into fabric. A hand hit the wall. One of them stumbled—Zorian didn’t remember who—and Zach’s arm came around his waist, catching him, keeping him there, close and burning and alive.
“You’re not supposed to matter this much,” Zorian whispered against his lips, like it was a crime.
Zach kissed him again, softer this time but no less intense. “Too late.”
When they finally pulled apart, it wasn’t because they wanted to.
It was because they had to.
Both of them stood there—wide-eyed, disheveled, gasping. Zorian’s lips were red. Zach’s hair was a mess. Their hands were still fisted in each other’s clothes,

like letting go wasn’t an option yet.
Zorian swallowed. “That was—”
“Yeah.”
A long, stunned pause.
Then Zorian muttered, still breathless, “We’re not talking about this right now.”
“Completely fair.”
***
Zorian stood at the stove, stirring tea. His movements were just a bit too precise — the kind of focused efficiency that screamed don’t talk to me, I am hanging

by a thread.
Zach entered the kitchen. Slower than usual. His hair was slightly damp, like he’d showered and stared at a wall for twenty minutes.
They made brief, scalding eye contact.
Then Zach opened a cupboard. “We’re out of cinnamon.”
Zorian didn’t look up. “We’ve been out since yesterday.”
Zach reached for a mug. “You didn’t say anything.”
“I didn’t know I had to narrate the spice rack.”
Zach opened his mouth. Closed it. Looked like he might say something deeply stupid.
Then Imaya walked in.
She stopped in the doorway. Blinked. Took in Zorian, stiff and flushed. Zach, hovering like an awkward stormcloud.
Her eyes narrowed.
“…Morning,” she said, far too neutral.
“Morning.”
“Hi.”
Imaya stared at them both for one long, excruciating second. Then walked to the counter and poured herself coffee.
“You two look…” she took a sip, “well-rested.”
“Mm.”
“Yup.”
Another pause filled the air
Kael entered next, glanced between them, and sighed like someone who’d walked into a conversation halfway through and already regretted it.
He opened the fridge. “Did someone fight in the shelter or kiss?”
Zorian choked on his tea.
Zach dropped a spoon.
Imaya smirked into her cup. “Why not both?”
Zorian set his mug down with a thud. “We didn’t fight.”
While Zach said, way too fast “We didn’t kiss.”
They both froze.
Taiven walked in at that exact moment, blinked at the tension, and grinned like a wolf. “Oh wow. Who finally snapped?”
“No one.”
“Everything is fine.”
Kael poured himself coffee, deadpan: “I give it two days before one of them either confesses or explodes again.”
“One and a half. The kitchen tension is palpable.”
“I say they make out during inventory. High emotions. Low supervision.”
Zach turned red.
Zorian stirred his tea with too much force.
They said nothing.
Because what could they say?
They were fine.
Totally.
Absolutely.
Fine.
***
Zach slows at the door.
Zorian’s inside, seated at the desk, surrounded by scrolls and books. The lamplight casts a soft glow on his face — and he looks exhausted. Not physically, but

emotionally. Like he hasn’t had a peaceful thought since the storm.
Zach clears his throat quietly.
Zorian doesn’t look up. “You can come in.”
Zach steps inside, closing the door behind him. “Didn’t think you’d still be awake.”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
Zach hovers in the doorway a second longer, unsure. Then crosses the room and leans against the far wall. Not close. But close enough.
They sit in silence for a moment.
Then Zach says, low, “About the other night—”
“No.”
Zorian finally looks up. “Don’t.”
Zach hesitates. “I just—”
“You kissed me.”
Zach’s jaw tightens. “You kissed me back.”
Zorian stands, suddenly. “Yes. And I don’t know why.”
Zach’s eyes narrow. “That’s a lie.”
Zorian rounds on him, voice sharp. “Fine. I know why. I just don’t want to talk about it.”
Zach stares at him. “Is it that bad? Liking me?”
“That’s not the point.”
“Then what is?”
Zorian falters. “I don’t know what this is, Zach. I don’t know what it means, or what to do with it, or if it’s real, or just—”
“Don’t,” Zach says suddenly, stepping forward. “Don’t say it was just pressure. Or stress. Or some magical storm fallout.”
Zorian’s voice is tight. “And if it was?”
“Then I’d still want to do it again.”
Silence.
Thick. Trembling.
Zorian’s expression cracks, just a little. “You don’t get to say things like that and walk away.”
“I’m not walking away.”
Zach is right in front of him now. Closer than he should be. Close enough that Zorian could reach out. He doesn’t.

He wants to.
“You’re not allowed to ruin everything,” Zorian says quietly.
Zach’s voice is barely more than a breath. “Then let me fix it.”
Something in Zorian’s face softens. Then hardens. He shakes his head, stepping back.
“I can’t do this. Not tonight.”
Zach nods slowly. Hurt flashes behind his eyes, but he doesn’t push.
“…Okay.”
He turns toward the door.
Then, soft—too soft to be heard unless he’s listening:
“I don’t regret it.”
Zach stops.
Zorian isn’t looking at him.
Zach leaves without another word.
And Zorian stays in the lamplight, hands clenched at his sides, like he’s holding something fragile and furious inside his chest.
The door clicked shut behind him.
Zorian stood there for a moment, frozen in the middle of the room like he’d forgotten why he came in.
He hadn’t.
He just didn’t know how to be now.
He lit the lamp. Sat down at his desk.
Stared at nothing.
His hand trembled slightly as he reached for a pen, then stopped halfway and just… stayed there.
Still. Unmoving.
The silence pressed in from all sides.
He took a slow breath in. Held it. Let it go.
It didn’t help.
His chest still felt tight. Hot. Not like anger — not anymore. It was something heavier. Something tired.
He ran both hands through his hair and leaned forward, elbows on the desk, forehead resting on the backs of his fists.
One, two, three breaths.
His shoulders started shaking on the fourth.
He didn’t notice at first — not until his vision blurred, and something wet hit the edge of the paper beneath him.
Zorian inhaled sharply, but it hitched halfway, catching on something deep and painful in his throat.
“No,” he whispered. “No. No, no—”
His voice broke. He pressed a hand to his mouth, trying to stop it — the sound, the shaking, the betrayal of it — but it was too late.
The first sob slipped out, raw and ugly, and then it kept coming.
Everything cracked open all at once.
Zorian curled forward in the chair, arms wrapped around himself like he could hold himself together, but it didn’t work. It never worked. Not with this.
He didn’t even know what part hurt most — the kiss, the silence after, Zach’s face, his own face when he pulled away.
Or maybe it was the fact that it mattered. That he’d let it matter.
He’d built walls so carefully. Layer after layer. Logic, distance, sarcasm. Every inch of his life was organized, guarded.
And somehow Zach just—got in.
Like it was nothing.
Zorian buried his face in his hands, breath hitching around the sobs now, all of it raw and hot and completely unfiltered. There was no dignity left. No control.

Just this… messy, aching thing in his chest that he hadn’t wanted to name.
And maybe still couldn’t.
But it was there.
It was real.
And now that it had slipped out — now that he’d felt it, admitted it, even if only in the dark — he knew one thing for certain:
He couldn’t go back.
Not to how things were.
Not to pretending he didn’t feel anything.
***

Zorian was already at the table when the others started to trickle in.
He was early.
Too early.
His mug sat in front of him, untouched. Steam curling faintly. He stared into it like it might reveal something — a distraction, an answer, a way out.
His eyes were red.
Not swollen. Not puffy. Just… tired. Quietly wrecked in the way only people who cried in private could be.
Kael noticed first. He didn’t say anything, but his brow furrowed slightly as he grabbed a bowl and poured cereal in slow silence.
Taiven was next, bounding in with a noise and a joke ready to go — and then stopped mid-sentence when she saw Zorian.
“Whoa. You okay, Cricket?”
Zorian didn’t look up. “Fine.”
It came out too flat.
Too fast.
Imaya entered last. Took one look. Her expression softened.
“Rough night?” she asked gently, already reaching for the tea tin.
Zorian nodded, almost imperceptibly. “Didn’t sleep well.”
Taiven opened her mouth again — maybe to poke fun, maybe to press — but Kael nudged her with his elbow, subtle but firm.
“Let it be,” he murmured.
Imaya set the tea in front of him, her fingers brushing his wrist in quiet solidarity. “You’re allowed to have bad days, you know.”
Zorian didn’t answer. He just wrapped both hands around the cup and held on like it was the only warm thing left.
Zach came in last.
He paused in the doorway.
Zorian didn’t look up.
Zach lingered there a beat too long, taking him in — the stiffness in his shoulders, the shadows under his eyes, the way he refused to meet anyone’s gaze.
Especially his.
“Morning,” Zach said, voice careful.
Zorian’s grip on the cup tightened.
“Morning,” he said.
And nothing else.
Zach stood there for a second longer. Then he sat. Across from him.
Close, but not close enough to touch.
The silence stretched.
Taiven cleared her throat. “So… weather’s weird, huh?”
No one laughed.
Zorian drank his tea without looking at Zach once.
But Zach kept glancing up.
And Imaya?
Imaya leaned against the counter, watching the both of them with the expression of a woman who had seen some drama, and knew exactly where this was

heading.
“I’m still betting on a confession by weekend,” he muttered. Kael whispered to Imaya in a hushed tone.
“No chance. One of them’s going to break tonight.”
Zorian’s hands tensed around the mug.
Zach didn’t smile this time.
The front door opened with a bang.
Daimen’s voice followed a moment later. “Hey! Don’t get up. I brought pastries and impending doom.”
Zorian didn’t move. Just closed his eyes for one beat longer than necessary.
Imaya stood from where she’d been leaning. “Daimen.”
“Imaya,” Daimen greeted, appearing in the kitchen doorway with a bag in one hand and a sheaf of crumpled papers in the other. “You look well. The rest of you

look—”
He stopped short when he saw Zorian and Zach.
Zorian, pale and silent, hunched over an empty mug like it held his soul.
Zach, staring very hard at nothing.
The tension in the room could have been cut with a butter knife. A very emotionally aware butter knife.
Daimen squinted. “Okay… What happened?”
No one answered.
Imaya looked amused. Taiven looked thrilled. Kael looked exhausted already.
Zorian didn’t even flinch.
Zach rubbed the back of his neck.
Daimen narrowed his eyes. “Wait. Wait.” He turned to Kael. “Did they finally—”
“Yup.”
“There was a kiss. Apparently.” Tavern then added, looking way to pleased.
Zach still refused to make eye contact.
Zorian still looked as if he was trying to disappear.
Daimen lit up. “No. Way.”
Zorian groaned.
Daimen dropped the bag of pastries on the table. “I leave you two unsupervised for a week and you actually implode. Incredible.”
Zorian’s voice was hoarse. “I am not discussing this with you.”
“I’m your brother.”
“Exactly.”

Daimen grinned. “That just means I’m obligated to meddle.”
Zach finally muttered, “It was just a mistake.”
Imaya snorted into her tea.
Zorian stiffened. Then stood abruptly.
“I’m leaving.”
“To go cry again?”
“To make sure you don’t end up in the river before your wedding.”
He stalked out of the kitchen.
***
The door slammed shut behind them.
Zorian turned. Tried the handle.
Locked.
Zach blinked. “Did your brother just trap us?”
“Yes.”
“On purpose?”
“Obviously.”
Zach ran a hand through his hair. “Okay. That’s… fine. We can just… do the inventory.”
Zorian muttered something deeply unkind under his breath and picked up a clipboard.
They stood in the silence for a few long minutes, awkwardly shifting around each other in the cramped space. The boxes were stacked too close. The air was too

warm. Every time their hands brushed, Zorian flinched like he’d been shocked.
Eventually Zach sighed, sharp and frustrated. “Are we seriously going to pretend it didn’t happen?”
Zorian didn’t answer.
Zach stepped closer. “You’re not even looking at me.”
Zorian glanced up then, eyes dark. “Because if I do, I’ll say something I can’t take back.”
“Then say it.”
“Don’t push me.”
“Push you? Zorian, you kissed me back.”
“I know I kissed you back!”
Zorian’s voice cracked on the words. He turned, shoulders stiff, jaw clenched tight.
Zach stared at him.
Something in him broke. “I meant it, you know.”
Zorian closed his eyes.
Zach stepped closer. “I wasn’t lying. It wasn’t a mistake. I wanted it.”
Zorian turned back slowly. There was a storm behind his eyes.
“You’re not supposed to,” he said, voice low and ragged. “You’re my friend. My partner. You’re not supposed to say things like that.”
“And you’re not supposed to look at me like that,” Zach said, stepping even closer. “But you do.”
“Don’t.”
“Say it doesn’t mean anything. Look me in the eye and say it.”
Zorian shoved him.
Zach stumbled, caught himself, and shoved back. “Stop running away!”
“I’m not—!”
“You are! You always do! The second it gets real, you—”
Zorian surged forward, mouth open to yell—
And Zach kissed him again.
Hard. Desperate.
Zorian froze.
Then grabbed his shirt and kissed him back like he was furious about it.
Because he was.
They didn’t pull apart for a long time. When they did, they were breathing hard, flushed, eyes wide.
Zorian’s hands trembled on Zach’s chest.
“I hate you,” he whispered.
Zach smiled, breathless. “No, you don’t.”
Zorian’s forehead dropped to Zach’s shoulder.
“No,” he admitted. “I really don’t.”
The air had gone still.
Not heavy. Not charged. Just… calm.
Zorian let his head fall against Zach’s shoulder, eyes half-lidded, his breathing finally even. His fingers rested lightly on Zach’s wrist where their hands had

found each other, thumbs brushing back and forth in a lazy rhythm.
Neither of them spoke.
They didn’t need to.
Zach turned slightly, brushing his lips against Zorian’s temple — barely there, more breath than touch. Zorian hummed, eyes closed, tilting into the affection

like it was something he’d been quietly starving for.
They stayed like that, pressed together between crates and dust, knees tangled, the world narrowed down to warm skin and quiet presence.
Zorian’s voice broke the silence eventually, soft and tired “You’re warm.”
Zach chuckled low in his chest. “Is that a complaint?”
Zorian made a noise — something between a scoff and a sigh — and shifted so he could tuck himself closer. “No. It’s… nice.”
Zach pressed a kiss to his hair.
Then another. The curve of his jaw. The edge of his cheekbone.
Zorian didn’t flinch this time.
He turned toward him, eyes soft, lashes lowered — and leaned up to meet Zach’s lips in a kiss that tasted like calm, like finally, like yes.
It didn’t last long.
It didn’t have to.
Zorian settled back against him again, fingers curling lazily at Zach’s waist.
“I love you,” Zach murmured, just to say it again.
Zorian smiled
“I know.”
He made a small pause
“I love you too.”
Zach didn’t say anything. Just held him closer, kissed the top of his head again, and let the quiet wrap around them like a blanket.
They didn’t mean to fall asleep.
Zorian certainly hadn’t planned on it. He never did — not in public spaces, and especially not slumped against another person like some lovestruck sap. But

Zach’s body was warm against his. Solid. Steady. His breathing deep and even, chest rising and falling beneath Zorian’s cheek.

And for once, Zorian couldn’t bring himself to care about propriety or posture or what-ifs.
The adrenaline had worn off. The ache behind his eyes was dull now, his mind heavy and quiet for the first time in weeks. He felt boneless. Spent. Content.
Somewhere in the background, the world still existed — distant footsteps, a breeze sneaking through the cracks in the shutters — but it all felt muted. Drowned beneath the steady thrum of Zach’s heartbeat beneath his ear.
Zach had an arm around him, hand resting lightly at his hip. His other hand was tangled gently in Zorian’s hair, his fingers moving in slow, almost absent-

minded motions.
Zorian let out a soft breath against Zach’s neck.
“You’re comfortable,” he murmured.
Zach smiled, voice a lazy hum. “You’re clingy.”
Zorian pinched his side without lifting his head. Zach laughed.
But he didn’t move.
And Zorian didn’t let go.
Eventually, the rhythm of Zach’s breath lulled him under — slow, steady, safe. He felt himself slipping, eyelids too heavy to hold open, muscles relaxing one by one. Zach’s hand never stopped moving through his hair. Just slow, soothing strokes that said, I’m here. You’re okay. We’re okay.
And then the world faded.
They drifted into sleep tangled together between half-unpacked crates and old supply boxes — two idiots wrapped around each other like they’d done it a

thousand times before.
There was no talking.
No planning.
Just peace.
***
Zorian blinked awake to the feeling of something soft and heavy curled around him.
For a half-second, he panicked.
Then he remembered — the room, the kiss, the quiet. The way he’d cried until he couldn’t anymore. The warmth of Zach’s arms.
Zach.
He tilted his head slightly and there he was, still asleep. Mouth parted just slightly, brow relaxed in a way Zorian had rarely seen. His arm was slung around
Zorian’s waist like it belonged there, like it had always been there, and Zorian was tucked so snugly into the curve of his body that even the chill of the room

couldn’t reach him.
Zorian stared at him.
He’d never seen Zach look this peaceful.
It was almost unfair how good he looked while sleeping — golden in the slant of late afternoon light cutting through the dusty window, hair a little tousled,

lashes stupidly long. Zorian felt a warmth bloom in his chest that made him want to look away on instinct.
But he didn’t.
Zach shifted then, brow furrowing slightly as he blinked himself awake. His eyes landed on Zorian and immediately softened.
“…Hi,” he murmured, voice still thick with sleep.
Zorian blinked. “Hi.”
Zach smiled.
Zorian rolled his eyes, but it was half-hearted. “That’s what you lead with?”
Zach shrugged — or tried to, still half-draped over Zorian. “Couldn’t think of anything else. Too distracted by how nice this is.”
Zorian narrowed his eyes. “You’re disgustingly sentimental when you’re sleep-drunk.”
“And yet, you’re still cuddled into my chest like a baby koala,” Zach said, grinning.
Zorian made a noise of protest and tried to wriggle away, but Zach tightened his arms and pulled him back in.
“Nu-uh,” he said. “We’re not doing the self-denial routine again. Not after that kiss. Or the crying. Or the napping. You’re in this now, buddy.”
Zorian sighed dramatically but didn’t move. “I hate you.”
Zach chuckled into his hair. “You love me.”
“Unfortunately.”
Zach pulled back just enough to catch Zorian’s eyes. “Say it again.”
Zorian glared at him.
Zach pouted.
Zorian groaned. “You’re the worst.”
Zach only wiggled his eyebrows in response.
Finally, Zorian rolled his eyes and muttered, “I love you.”
“What was that?” Zach teased.
“I love you, you smug idiot. Congratulations. You won. Now shut up.”
Zach grinned. “Best nap I’ve ever taken.”
Zorian muttered something unintelligible and promptly buried his face in Zach’s chest again.
Zach just laughed and kissed the top of his head.
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